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A remarkable achievement of the climate change research
community is that climate change is now a major topic on
the political agenda. However, there is a large difference
between the consensus reached on climate change among
scientists and that reached by the political community.

Prior to the Group of Eight’s (G8) annual summit 2005,
a draft statement with the formulation that there is
‘increasingly compelling evidence of climate change,
including rising ocean and atmospheric temperatures,
retreating ice sheets and glaciers, rising sea levels, and
changes to ecosystems’ raised serious debates among
representatives of G8 countries [1]. This statement was
eventually substituted with ‘climate change is a serious
and long-term challenge that has the potential to affect
every part of the globe’ [1,2]. Whereas the draft statement
is specific and decisive, indicating that climate change is a
current problem, the final statement is weak, vague and,
in its temporal perspective, in clear contradiction to the
findings of climate impact research over the past decade.
It is still allowing individual governments to defer action
in favor of ‘more research’.
An increasing number of climate impact studies
(Figure 1) of a range of species, habitats and regions, as
well as cross-taxonomic review articles [3–8], provide
compelling evidence that climate change is already affecting
the behavior and distribution of species and the composition
and structure of communities and ecosystems; facts that
were recognized as a breakthrough of the year in 2003 [9].
The wheel of scientific knowledge would be turned back at
least a decade if this research is called into question with the
claim that more research is needed [10]. More research will
be valuable, but is not needed to show that climate change is
already affecting the Earth in multiple ways.

Although the agreement by the G8 leaders on the
statement that despite ‘uncertainties remain in our
understanding of climate science, we know enough to act
now’ [11] sounds promising at first glance, optimism
vanishes upon closer inspection of the type of action
referred to. The plan of action [12] largely reads like a list
of reaffirmation of past agreements. Although it is
generally agreed that the G8 nations have been respon-
sible for much of the past greenhouse gas emissions [13],
the leaders prefer opening yet another dialogue instead of
taking prompt action for a substantial and long-term
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Figure 1. Annual global temperature anomalies relative to 1961–1990 average [annual values (black dots) and five-year smoothed averages (black line)] and the cumulative

number of case studies (blue columns) reporting ecological ‘fingerprints’ of climate change [7,8,16]. Temperature data taken from [15].
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reduction in net global greenhouse gas emissions.
‘A disappointing failure by the leaders of the G8
unequivocally to recognise the urgency with which we
must be addressing the global threat of climate change.
[.] We have been talking instead of acting since 1992.’
(R.M. May, personal communication in [14]). The pre-
sidents of the National Science Academies of each of the
G8 countries, along with those of Brazil, China and India,
outlined clearly in their joint statement prior to the
summit that action taken now to reduce significantly the
build-up of greenhouse gases would lessen the magnitude
and rate of climate change, and that failure to implement
significant reductions in net greenhouse emissions now,
will make the job much harder in the future [13].

What can we scientists learn from the G8 summit?
There is an urgent need to not only enhance the visibility
of science, but also actively communicate scientific knowl-
edge on climate change (and other human-caused global
change) to the public, and to point out to what degree it is
(not) taken up in policy. Scientists need to get more closely
involved in opinion-forming to influence more effectively
future climate change decisions made by politicians and
policy makers.
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