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I would prefer not to
aggravate global
warming

term because renew
a bles involve
the production of electricity that is
difficult to store and scaling up storage
facilities takes time.7 Thus, we cannot
limit the consumption of carbonbased energy without also limiting our
overall energy consumption.
We, scientists, are doing useful re
search, examining the health of the
planet, and proposing solutions to
make things better. Why should we
ration ourselves at the risk of becoming
less efficient, when we account for
a drop in the ocean of world energy
consumption?
The answer is that because in a
world increasingly exposed to political
extremes and disinformation, science
will become more and more essential in
highlighting difficult choices. Those who

The world population is growing,
as are greenhouse gas emissions
(figure, A). 85% of the energy that
feeds this extraordinary develop
ment is carbon based (figure, B). Con
sumption of these resources causes
global warming (figure, C), which has
disastrous consequences. It is therefore
imperative that we reduce resource
consumption quickly (appendix).5,6
Reductions can be made voluntarily
to protect the planet, or forcibly, by
natural exhaustion. Carbon-based
energies cannot be fully replaced
by renewable energies in the short
A
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represent the world of science must be
coherent if they want to be considered
credible. What measure of credibility can
be given when 15 000 researchers warn
humanity about the state of the planet8
and the rest continue to scurry from
congress to congress, releasing CO2, and
displaying a business-as-usual attitude
that belies the notion of emergency?9
The dominant global model invites
competition, multiple trips (figure, D),
rapid turnover of goods, and accu
mulation of new activities that push
humans and machines to the limits of
their capacity. It is difficult, even for the
most well informed of us, not to end
up being convinced once more that it
is necessary to attend a world congress,
participate in a new initiative (with
which it would be unthinkable not

Year

Figure: Greenhouse gas emissions, energy consumption, and global warming: the unstoppable trend
(A) World population and greenhouse gas emissions. Data from World Bank database.1 (B) World primary energy consumption. In 2017, 85% of worldwide energy was
still generated by fossil fuels; the remaining energy was hydroelectricity (7%), nuclear (4.4%) and renewable (3.6%). Reproduced from the BP Statistical Review of World
Energy 2018.2 (C) Land–ocean temperature index, 1880 to present, with base period 1951–80. The solid blue line is the global annual mean and the solid red line is the
5-year lowess smooth. The blue uncertainty bars (95% confidence limit) account only for incomplete spatial sampling. Reproduced from NASA Goddard Institute for
Space Studies.3 (D) CO2 emission trends from international aviation. This figure considers the CO2 emissions associated with the combustion of jet fuel, assuming that
1 kg of jet fuel burned generates 3·16 kg of CO2 and taking into account operational improvements. In further analyses (not presented here), the International Civil
Aviation Organization (ICAO) estimates that the use of biofuel, instead of jet fuel, could ensure that emissions do not exceed 2020 levels, thus filling the 1039 Mt CO2
gap. Reproduced from ICAO environmental report 2016.4
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to be associated) involving multiple
face-to-face intercontinental meet
ings, circulate supposedly very im
portant emails at every hour of every
day, give in to another apparently
urgent request to review a manuscript,
respond to a new call for applications
when the team’s agenda is already full,
or spend an increasing amount of time
using energy consuming robots.10
The challenge has turned into a
paradoxical injunction: carry on the
campaign against global warming at
night (in the private sphere), but remain
hyperactive during the day (in the
professional sphere), thus aggravating
global warming. This inconsistency
must stop, if not for the sake of our
mental health, then at least for the sake
of the planet. In a short story by Herman
Melville (Bartelby, the Scrivener), a law
clerk refuses increasingly over time to
do the tasks entrusted to him, using the
recurring phrase “I would prefer not to”.
I wish an increasing number of scientists
would prefer not to aggravate global
warming.
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