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Jet contrails will impact climate by 2050 
- report 
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USA: June 24, 1999 
 
WASHINGTON - Those jet contrails that streak across 
the sky like long, thin clouds will contribute 
significantly to global warming within the next 50 
years, researchers said yesterday. 
 
The contrails have a very small impact now on the 
climate, but as more and more jets fly, the contrails will 
affect the climate a lot, a team of U.S. and German 
scientists predicted. 

Writing in the journal Geophysical Research Letters, they 
said air traffic may increase sixfold by 2050.  

Contrails are ice clouds created when jet engines release 
water vapour. They do not last long when air is dry but 
can last for hours in moist air, looking much like cirrus 
clouds that form naturally at high altitudes.  

Patrick Minnis of the NASA Langley Research Centre in 
Hampton, Virginia and colleagues said air traffic is 
concentrated over parts of the United States and Europe.  

In those areas of Europe with the heaviest air traffic, 
contrails cover up to 3.8 percent of the sky, and up to 5.5 
percent in eastern North America, they said.  

In terms of passenger miles flown, global air traffic rose by 
more than 7 percent each year from 1994 to 1997, 
Minnis's team calculated.  

The researchers looked at how many flights are made 
each day, how much fuel is used and at what altitudes jets 
fly. They concluded that by 2050, average contrail 
coverage over Europe will be four times higher than now, 
or about 4.6 percent.  

In the United States, they will increase by 2.6 times to 3.7 
percent coverage and in Asia, the increase will be 10 
times current levels to 1.2 percent, they said, adding that 
they believed their estimates to be conservative.  
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