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 A threshold is usually defined by dictionaries as a
beginning, or the plate of a door opening. An
environmental threshold is often described as a tipping
point. One of the most enduring metaphors describing a
tipping point is “the straw that broke the camel’s back”:
the camel was fine until one more, small unit of burden
was added, and then the situation changed dramatically.
Think of bringing water to a boil. If we observe water in
a vessel over heat, it just sits there still and calm until it
suddenly changes to a boil— the threshold or “tipping
point” where the water temperature exceeds the
barometric pressure of the atmosphere that holds
molecular activity of the water in check, and the water
begins to change from a liquid to steam, or its gaseous
state. Most of us know the temperature threshold of
water boiling is 212 degrees Fahrenheit. Many people
also know this temperature threshold changes with
altitude. At higher elevations, the atmospheric
(barometric) pressure is less, and water boils at a slightly
lower temperature. Thus, environmental thresholds vary
with the setting, and even small variations such as the
boiling point of water can have big effects. (e.g., the “high
elevation” directions we see on many packaged food
products and baking recipes). Ignorance or failure to



can be a net carbon “sink” or storage mechanism. Thus,
oxygen is limiting and has a threshold for respiration,
and carbon dioxide is limiting and has a threshold for
plant growth. There are many similar processes for
respiration, also called oxidation, and these are the major
factors in human-caused increases in the total carbon
dioxide on our planet. Burning (fire), rusting, and
decomposition are all oxidation processes that humans


