
SHORT-LIVED CLIMATE FORCERS:  
THE UNUSUAL SUSPECTS

WHAT ARE ‘SHORT-LIVED CLIMATE FORCERS’?
Did you know that carbon dioxide isn’t the only gas that can influence the Earth’s 
climate?  Three common air pollutants - black carbon (soot), ground-level ozone (smog) 
and methane - can also have a negative climate impact.  We call these three substances 
‘short-lived climate forcers’.  Read more to find out why…

WHAT IS A ‘CLIMATE FORCER’?

A climate forcer is a pollutant that absorbs or reflects light and heat from the sun or heat 
from the Earth.  By doing so, climate forcers can interfere with the Earth’s energy balance 
and force our climate to change over time.

WHY ARE THEY ‘SHORT-LIVED’?

While carbon dioxide stays in the atmosphere for hundreds of years, short-lived climate 
forcers remain in the atmosphere for a few days to a few years.   Why is this important?   
Because these pollutants spend less time in the atmosphere, reducing them now will help 
slow climate change sooner than if we just focus on carbon dioxide alone.

THE SHORT-LIVED 
CLIMATE CULPRITS 

Methane is 20 times more 
effective than carbon dioxide  
at trapping heat in the 
atmosphere.   In our region 
methane comes mainly from 
livestock and landfills.

Ground-level ozone is a major component 
of smog.  It can also trap heat in the 
atmosphere and reduce the ability of plants 
to absorb carbon dioxide.  Ground-level 
ozone is not emitted directly; it is formed 
when nitrogen oxides and volatile organic 
compounds react in the air during hot and 
sunny days.  Learn more about ground-
level ozone here.

 
Soot is also known as ‘black carbon’.  Black 
carbon absorbs light and heat from the 
sun.  When black carbon lands on snow or 
other highly reflective surfaces, it darkens 
the colour and absorbs more heat than 
usual, trapping it in the atmosphere.  In 
our region soot mainly comes from marine 
vessels, heavy-duty vehicles, non-road 
equipment and wood smoke.

For more air quality information visit: 

Caring for the Air | BC Air Quality | Northwest Clean Air Agency |  
US Environmental Protection Agency

WHERE DO SHORT-LIVED 
CLIMATE FORCERS COME FROM?

The biggest emitters of short-lived 
climate forcers in Metro Vancouver 
and the Fraser Valley Regional 
District are:
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WHAT IS METRO VANCOUVER 
DOING ABOUT SHORT-LIVED  
CLIMATE FORCERS?

Metro Vancouver is taking action by 
implementing initiatives like our new non-
road diesel regulations and the Zero Waste 
Challenge.  Check out our Integrated Air 
Quality and Greenhouse Gas Management 
Plan to learn about other actions that will 
address short-lived climate forcers.

HOW CAN YOU HELP?
Visit Metro Vancouver’s air quality and 
climate change web pages at  
www.metrovancouver.org/air for tips!

Click here for more information about 
emissions in our region.

Check out this video about soot and its impacts on the climate and your health.
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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO TACKLE  
SHORT-LIVED CLIMATE FORCERS?
Our climate is undoubtedly changing, but if we act now to reduce methane, ground-level 
ozone and soot levels, the impacts on our climate, crops, water, health and ecosystems 
will be less severe. Reducing short-lived climate forcers will buy us some time while we 
work to reduce longer-lived carbon dioxide emissions.

http://www.metrovancouver.org/services/air-quality/AirQualityPublications/GLOFactsheet.pdf
http://www.metrovancouver.org/services/air-quality/information-public/caring-for-the-air/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.bcairquality.ca
http://www.nwcleanair.org/
http://www.epa.gov/blackcarbon/index.html
http://www.metrovancouver.org/services/air-quality/plans-reports/iaqggmp/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.metrovancouver.org/services/air-quality/plans-reports/iaqggmp/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.metrovancouver.org/services/air-quality/plans-reports/iaqggmp/Pages/default.aspx
www.metrovancouver.org/air
http://www.metrovancouver.org/services/air-quality/emissions-monitoring/emissions/emission-inventories/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.metrovancouver.org/services/air-quality/emissions-monitoring/emissions/emission-inventories/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FBzmfPZ5Pxo&feature=youtu.be

