
oxygen. Oxygen also supports the ozone layer in the upper at-
mosphere that protects land dwellers from short-wave ultra-
violet radiation. Today’s atmosphere is in a dynamic balance
sustained by plants that produce oxygen and animals that
consume it. Figure 23-9 represents the changing composition
of Earth’s atmosphere throughout geologic history. The com-
position of Earth’s atmosphere is still changing.

People Affect the Atmosphere

One major factor changing the atmosphere is the production
of carbon dioxide through the burning of fossil fuels. As noted
earlier, the concern is not simply the increasing carbon diox-
ide content of the atmosphere. Scientists are more concerned
about global warming that could cause the melting of Earth’s
polar ice caps and other climatic changes.

The fuels that add carbon dioxide to the atmosphere also
add oxides of nitrogen and sulfur. These compounds can act
as condensation nuclei to form clouds. They also make the
cloud droplets acidic. Nitric acid and sulfuric acid are strong
acids. Although some of the acidity in the atmosphere comes
from volcanoes venting the same substances, the human-
generated part of the problem is much more troubling. Fig-
ure 23-10 shows smog caused by air pollution over the city
of Los Angeles, California. Smog is a mixture of fog and
smoke.

Acid clouds yield acid precipitation when the moisture
falls as rain or snow. Some kinds of bedrock, such as lime-
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Figure 23-9 Earth’s changing atmosphere.
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