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A threshold is usually defined by dictionaries as a
beginning, or the plate of a door opening. An
environmental threshold isoften described asatipping
point. One of the most enduring metaphorsdescribing a
tipping point is“the straw that broke the camel’ sback”:
the camel wasfineuntil onemore, small unit of burden
was added, and then the situation changed dramatically.

Think of bringing water to aboil. If we observewater in
avessd over heat, it just sitstherestill and camuntil it
suddenly changesto aboil— the threshold or “tipping
point” where the water temperature exceeds the
barometric pressure of the atmosphere that holds
molecular activity of thewater in check, and thewater
beginsto changefrom aliquid to steam, or itsgaseous
state. Most of us know the temperature threshold of
water boiling is212 degrees Fahrenheit. Many people
also know this temperature threshold changes with
altitude. At higher elevations, the atmospheric
(barometric) pressureisless, and water boilsat adightly
lower temperature. Thus, environmenta thresholdsvary
with the setting, and even small variations such asthe
bailing point of water can havebig effects. (e.g., the*high
elevation” directionswe see on many packaged food
products and baking recipes). Ignorance or failureto
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canbeanet carbon“sink” or storagemechanism. Thus,
oxygenislimiting and hasathreshold for respiration,
and carbon dioxideislimiting and hasathreshold for
plant growth. There are many similar processes for
respiration, also called oxidation, and thesearethemaor
factorsin human-caused increasesin thetotal carbon
dioxide on our planet. Burning (fire), rusting, and
decomposition areall oxidation processesthat humans




