Atmosphere …exploring climate science 

Science Museum, London

This is the transcript of an animation voice-over in the Climate Science Info Zone exhibit.

Title: What is the greenhouse effect?

Voice-over: Female

There are different types of energy entering and leaving the atmosphere. The Sun’s energy is mostly in the form of visible sunlight, which warms the Earth’s surface and causes it to give off infrared heat energy. 

Without the greenhouse effect, almost all the heat energy given off by the Earth’s surface would travel out into space, leaving the global average surface temperature at about -15 °C – so cold that life as we know it could not exist. 

Fortunately, the Earth is surrounded by an atmosphere composed of various different gases, including small quantities of gases such as water vapour, carbon dioxide and methane, known as greenhouse gases. 

Most sunlight passes straight through them, but greenhouse gases absorb some of the infrared heat energy given off by the Earth’s surface. This traps the heat in the atmosphere, delaying its progress out to space and keeping the Earth’s surface about 30°C warmer than it would otherwise be. 

Recently, humans have added more greenhouse gases to the atmosphere, trapping more heat and increasing the strength of the greenhouse effect.
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