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For over 50 years, scientists have been monitoring levels of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the atmosphere by collecting samples of air. Scientists analyse these air samples to measure the quantities of different gases – our atmosphere is composed mostly of nitrogen and oxygen, plus small amounts of other gases, including CO2. 

After analysing air samples from over a hundred locations worldwide, scientists have concluded that the amount of CO2 in the atmosphere has been steadily increasing and that this increase is being caused by the burning of fossil fuels. 

But what about CO2 levels from before these measurements were taken? 

Scientists can find out about earlier CO2 levels by collecting air trapped in ice. They extract long cylinders of ice, called ice cores, which contain bubbles of air trapped at around the time the ice was formed. Scientists analyse the amounts of different gases in these bubbles to see how CO2 levels varied over time. 

The oldest ice core studied contains ice from about 800,000 years ago, other scientists use proxies, such as ancient sediments and leaf or plankton fossils, to study even earlier periods. 

Scientists also use air trapped in young ice and snow layers to study recent CO2 levels, and the data confirm the direct measurements of an increase in CO2. 

www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/ClimateChanging/ClimateScienceInfoZone/ExploringEarthsclimate/1point7/1point7point3 
