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New Questions about Methane and its Global Warming Potential are 

becoming Relevant for Policy 

Methane is an important greenhouse gas, and a large part of New Zealand’s emission inventory, 

but there is still no clear explanation for it being stable for twelve years and then suddenly starting 

to increase again in 2006. Furthermore, its global warming potential is based on atmospheric 

chemistry models that show it causing a decrease in atmospheric oxidation rates leading to an 

increase its lifetime. But there is growing evidence that these models overestimate differences 

between the northern and southern hemispheres1 and do not cover all of the processes2. 

Furthermore, a new analysis of New Zealand’s unique records for radiocarbon in carbon 

monoxide, the best tracer for atmospheric oxidation3, now clearly strengthens the evidence for 

stability in this process that removes more climate forcing than all of the uptake of CO2 by the 

oceans and biosphere. While the science underlying these new questions about methane is 

becoming increasingly detailed and complex, this seminar is aimed at providing a general 

summary of the issues and why they are now raising new questions about the accuracy of global 

warming potentials used in the policy framework. 

Date:   Tuesday 9th December 2014 
Time:   12 – 1 pm 
Venue: Government Buildings, Lecture Theatre 3 (GBLT3), Pipitea Campus 
 

Martin Manning was the inaugural director of the New Zealand Climate Change Research Institute 

but also spent many years studying the carbon cycle and atmospheric chemistry in DSIR and 

NIWA. Together with Dave Lowe and Carl Brenninkmeijer, his group developed new techniques 

for using radiocarbon in atmospheric chemistry that have since become used internationally. In 

October, Martin was invited to present the latest results from this work at a meeting of experts in 

Mainz, Germany. 

 

 


