
Greenhouse Gases Terms and Definitions 
 

Greenhouse gas: Heat-trapping gases that reside in the earth’s atmosphere that 

regulate the planet’s climate by keeping it warm, and absorb and emit radiation. They 

exist naturally, but can be altered by human activities.   

 

Carbon Dioxide: A naturally occurring gas, and also a by-product of burning fossil 

fuels and biomass, as well as land-use changes and other industrial processes. It is the 

principal human caused greenhouse gas that affects the Earth's radiative balance 

 

Aerosols: Small particles or liquid droplets in the atmosphere that can absorb or 

reflect sunlight depending on their composition. 

 

Trace Gas: Any one of the less common gases found in the Earth's atmosphere. 

Nitrogen, oxygen, and argon make up more than 99 percent of the Earth's 

atmosphere. Other gases, such as carbon dioxide, water vapor, methane, oxides of 

nitrogen, ozone, and ammonia, are considered trace gases. Although relatively 

unimportant in terms of their absolute volume, they have significant effects on the 

Earth's weather and climate. 

 

Parts Per Billion (ppb): Number of parts of a chemical found in one billion parts of a 

particular gas, liquid, or solid mixture. 

 

Fossil Fuel: A general term for organic materials formed from decayed plants and 

animals that have been converted to crude oil, coal, natural gas, or heavy oils by 

exposure to heat and pressure in the earth's crust over hundreds of millions of years. 

 

Atmospheric Lifetime: Atmospheric lifetime is the average time that a molecule 

resides in the atmosphere before it is removed by chemical reaction or deposition. 

This can also be thought of as the time that it takes after the human-caused emission 

of a gas for the concentrations of that gas in the atmosphere to return to natural 

levels. Greenhouse gas lifetimes can range from a few years to a few thousand years. 

 

Industrial Revolution: A period of rapid industrial growth with far-reaching social 

and economic consequences, beginning in England during the second half of the 18th 

century and spreading to Europe and later to other countries including the United 



States. The industrial revolution marks the beginning of a strong increase in 

combustion of fossil fuels and related emissions of carbon dioxide. 

 

Albedo: The amount of solar radiation reflected from an object or surface, often 

expressed as a percentage. 

 

Permafrost  

Perennially (continually) frozen ground that occurs where the temperature remains 

below 0°C for several years. 

 

Anthropogenic: Made by people or resulting from human activities. Usually used in 

the context of emissions that are produced as a result of human activities. 

 

Carbon Footprint: The total amount of greenhouse gases that are emitted into the 

atmosphere each year by a person, family, building, organization, or company. A 

person’s carbon footprint includes greenhouse gas emissions from fuel that an 

individual burns directly, such as by heating a home or riding in a car. It also includes 

greenhouse gases that come from producing the goods or services that the individual 

uses, including emissions from power plants that make electricity, factories that make 

products, and landfills where trash gets sent. 

 

Climate Model: A quantitative way of representing the interactions of the 

atmosphere, oceans, land surface, and ice. Models can range from relatively simple to 

quite comprehensive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: http://epa.gov/climatechange/glossary.html#I 


