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The current debate regarding global warming has a lot in common with the debate about tobacco in the 1980’s. 
As the Executive Director of the Alaska Lung Association in the mid-80’s, I remember well the public confusion about the science surrounding tobacco, especially with respect to second hand smoke and addiction. As late at 1994, tobacco executives unanimously swore under oath before Congress that cigarettes were not addictive.

The tobacco industry spent millions of dollars on research to confuse the public; and it worked for decades. They hired prominent scientists, such as Dr. Frederick Seitz, a former president of the National Academy of Sciences, and paid him $585,000 for his consulting work.

In the May edition of Vanity Fair, Dr. Seitz said that he was comfortable taking tobacco money, “as long as it was green. I’m not quite clear about this moralistic issue.” In terms of the impact of what he did, he said “I’ll leave that to the philosophers and priests.”

Many people, including myself, have a sense of déjà vu when we watch today’s global-warmer deniers. They have the same mission: “Doubt is our product”, the same groups (the Advancement of Sound Science Coalition), and even some of the same scientists, including Dr. Frederick Seitz.
Dr. Seitz has argued vigorously that the science behind global warming is inconclusive in such publications as The Wall Street Journal. He, himself, notes that the influence he and his fellow skeptics have had is “not trivial”.

He’s right. In the April 3 edition of Time Magazine, a nationwide poll by Time/ABC/ and Stanford University reveals that 64% of Americans believe there is “a lot of disagreement” among scientists on global warming, while only 35% believe that “most (scientists) agree”. 

This public perception is in stunning contrast to the statements in the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment and other authoritative scientific documents such as: “There is an international scientific consensus that most of the warming observed over the last 50 years is attributable to human activities.”
When I was the Executive Director of the Alaska Lung Association, I talked to many smokers and ex-smokers who were dying from lung cancer and emphysema. I also talked to their grieving family members. The health costs, economic costs, and emotional costs were staggering. 

People are also dying because of global warming. The World Health Organizations estimates that 150,000 people are perishing a year due to global warming. In the sizzling summer of 2003 alone, 31,000 people in Europe died from the heat. Animals, plants, entire ecosystems, cultures, coastlines, and infrastructure are also jeopardized.
As I talk to people about the tremendous costs of global warming, I hear confusion, similar to the confusion I heard in the 1980’s about tobacco. Confusion is costing lives, livelihoods, and more. 
And, of course, like tobacco, there is the issue of addiction and all of its implications (even President Bush admits we are addicted to oil).
Fortunately, we have made significant progress on tobacco issues in the last twenty years, which gives us hope on the global warming front. In the early 80’s, second hand smoke was omnipresent and tobacco taxes were minimal. Many thought that smokers had a right to smoke wherever they wanted, and that non-smokers had basically no rights. 

The public started demanding legislation to achieve clean air and meaningful taxes. We fought for and achieved smoke free airplanes. Then we obtained smoke-free public places, followed by smoke-free work places. Larger taxes have been imposed to reduce teen smoking, and they have worked. 
All of the progress we have made on tobacco issues represents a huge change – in less than 20 years. We are healthier, happier, and more productive as a result.
It is time to apply these lessons to global warming, the greatest threat we face today. We can, and must, demand action. We can, and must, reduce the emission of greenhouse gases through national, state, local, corporate and individual actions. We can do it once again, as we did with tobacco, to improve our lives and the lives of future generations.
