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After dropping for about 15 years, the amount of sunlight Earth reflects back into space, 
called albedo, has increased since 2000, a new study concludes.  

That means less energy is reaching the surface. Yet global temperatures have not 
cooled during the period.  

Increasing cloud cover seems to be the reason, but there must also be some other 
change in the clouds that's not yet understood.  

"The data also reveal that from 2000 to now the clouds have changed so that the Earth 
may continue warming, even with declining sunlight," said study leader Philip R. Goode 
of the New Jersey Institute of Technology. "These large and peculiar variabilities of the 
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clouds, coupled with a resulting increasing albedo, presents a fundamental, unmet 
challenge for all scientists who wish to understand and predict the Earth's climate." 

Cloud changes  

Earth's albedo is measured by noting how much reflected sunlight in turn bounces off 
the Moon, something scientists call earthshine. The observations were made at the Big 
Bear Solar Observatory in California. 

The findings will be published Jan. 24 in Eos, a weekly newspaper of the American 
Geophysical Union.  

On any given day, about half of Earth is covered by clouds, which reflect more sunlight 
than land and water. Clouds keep Earth cool by reflecting sunlight, but they can also 
serve as blankets to trap warmth.  

High thin clouds are better blankets, while low thick clouds make better coolers. 

Separately, satellite data recently showed that while the difference between high and low 
clouds had long been steady at 7-8 percent, in the past five years, for some unknown 
reason, the difference has jumped to 13 percent. High, warming clouds have increased 
while low clouds have decreased. 

Research shows condensation trails, or contrails from jet airplanes, fuel more high-
altitude clouds. But they have not been shown to account for all the observed change.  

What about global warming?  

Earth's albedo appears to have experienced a similar reversal during a period running 
from the 1960s to the mid-1980s. 

Goode's team says there may be a large, unexplained variation in sunlight reaching the 
Earth that changes over the course of two decades or so, as well as a large effect of 
clouds re-arranging by altitude.  

How do the findings play into arguments about global warming and the apparent 
contribution by industrial emissions? That's entirely unclear. 

"No doubt greenhouse gases are increasing," Goode said in a telephone interview. "No 
doubt that will cause a warming. The question is, 'Are there other things going on?'" 

What is clear is that scientists don't understand clouds very well, as a trio of studies last 
year also showed.  
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Image Gallery: Curious Clouds  
Scientists Clueless over Sun's Effect on Earth  
Darker Days in China as Sun Gets Dimmer  
The Definition of 'Cloud' Gets Cloudy  

 

China 
Destinations: 

iExplore Tibet - Overland from Lhasa to Kathmandu 
iExplore Hong Kong Extension 
Charting China's Past  

 

  

Page 3 of 6LiveScience.com - Baffled Scientists Say Less Sunlight Reaching Earth

5/4/06http://www.livescience.com/forcesofnature/060124_earth_albedo.html



 

 
 

Gallery: Monster Waves 
 

  
Natural Disasters: Top 10 
U.S. Threats 

 

  
Wild Volcanoes Gallery: 
Fierce, raging, and out-of-
control 

 

 
 

Gallery: Electric Earth 
 

Ads by Google Advertise on this site

Mold-All you need to know 
Call Today - 800 590 Mold (6653) Northern CA's 
leading inspectors 
www.sherlockhealthyhomes.com

The Secret is out. 
What is The Secret? See it full-screen online 
today. 
whatisthesecret.tv/clues/

Tampa Bay Area Start Page 
Current local news, weather, sports and 
thousands of Tampa Bay links. 
TampaBayStart.com

 
   Sponsored Links

 

 

 Science Fiction Book Club 
 
Get 5 books for 50¢ each, plus a FREE gift 
with membership. Choose from the best 
science fiction, fantasy, horror and more! 

 American Dad on DVD April 25th 
 
From the delightfully twisted creative minds 
behind Family Guy, American Dad features 
CIA operative Stan Smith, his outrageous 
family, and Roger, the alcoholic extra-
terrestrial! 

How Bats Track Bugs 
Bosnian Pyramids: Great Discovery or Colossal 
Hoax? 
Dreadful Experiment Yields Shocking Results 
Cell Phone Towers Double As Rainfall Monitors 

> Space Tourism: A Multimedia 
Special Report

> NASA Announces Next Space 
Station Crew

> European Space Agency Hails 

Page 4 of 6LiveScience.com - Baffled Scientists Say Less Sunlight Reaching Earth

5/4/06http://www.livescience.com/forcesofnature/060124_earth_albedo.html



Earlier Spring Starves Migratory Birds 
Global Warming Weakens Trade Winds 
Rich Gallery of Deep-Sea Life Discovered in 
Bermuda Triangle 
Hurricane Alley Heats Up 
BLOG: The Greatest Science Experiment Ever 
U.S. Flu Plan: Expect Chaos 
Common Ancestor of Fish and Land Animals Found 
Robotic Turtle Proves Graceful 
Geologists Say Peninsula Belongs to Russia, Not 
U.S. 
British Healthier than Americans 
Bees Form Better Democracy 
Large Earthquake Hits Tonga Region, Tsunami 
Warning Issued 
Vitamin Mania: The Truth about Antioxidants 
Global Warming Differences Resolved 
Walk a Quarter-Mile or Die 
One-Third of Young Americans Can't Find Louisiana 
DARPA's Robot Challenge Goes Urban 
Crying Babies Linked to Depressed Moms 
Humans Might Have Wiped Out Wild Horses 
Evolution Occurs Faster at the Equator 
The Science of Traffic Jams 
Religion and Medicine Mix, Survey Indicates 
Underage Drinking: A $23 Billion Industry 
Food Science: Building Better Steaks, Wings and 
'Chops 
Quick Fixes Won't Solve Looming Oil Crisis, 
Scientists Say 
Robot Shatters Speed-Walking Record 
Tough All-Terrain Military Robot Unveiled 
Sonar May Be Linked to Stranding of Whales 
Hundreds of Dolphins Die in Zanzibar 
New Breed of Green Car is Very Clever 
China Releases Panda Into the Wild 

Completion of Columbus ISS 
Module

> Scientists Ponder Space 
Superstorm

> NASA's First Female Shuttle 
Commander Retires from 
Spaceflight

Page 5 of 6LiveScience.com - Baffled Scientists Say Less Sunlight Reaching Earth

5/4/06http://www.livescience.com/forcesofnature/060124_earth_albedo.html



200-mph Ads: The Top 5 NASCAR Paint Jobs 
Olive Branch Buried by Volcano Revises History 
Scarecrow Finally Gets a Brain 
Europe Tests E-Newspapers 
The Painful Realities of Hyena Sex 
Chomsky Challenge: Bird Said to Grasp Key Aspect 
of Human Language 
Black Gold: Where the Oil Is 

Animal World | Human Biology | Forces of Nature | Environment | Technology | Science of Fiction | History  
Image Galleries | Video | Reader Favorites | Image of the Day | Amazing Images | Blogs  
Animals | Birds | Fish | Weather | Nature | Memory | Science | History Info | Environment News | Nature | Robots  

  About us | Contact us | Advertise | Terms of service | Privacy 
© 1999-2006 Imaginova Corp. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 

Page 6 of 6LiveScience.com - Baffled Scientists Say Less Sunlight Reaching Earth

5/4/06http://www.livescience.com/forcesofnature/060124_earth_albedo.html


