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Al Gore's new campaign is global warming alert

But concentration on one man waters down message
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By Alison Gillmor
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AL Gore seems a lot more like a presidential candidate now that he's no longer a presidential candidate. He's still got the Clark Kent good looks, and now that the political pressure is off, he has a relaxed, approachable, even charismatic style.

He's campaigning again, but this time his crusade is to alert audiences to the dangers of global warming.

This very direct and educational documentary is well-crafted but not showy. Director Davis Guggenheim -- who has worked in television (Deadwood, Alias, 24), as well as directing The First Year, a Peabody-winning work about public school teachers -- avoids Michael Moore-style theatrics. Eschewing ambushes and ad hominem attacks, he slowly builds up an argument with a well-illustrated weight of scientific evidence. The film, which went down well at the environmentally hip Sundance festival but is also pulling in big numbers on screens across North America, is essentially a really good Power Point show.

Before you start snoring, I should say that this particular Power Point show is a lot more exciting than it sounds, partly because Gore is a fluid, engaging speaker, and partly because he is addressing a life-and-death issue. What we do now, Gore says with great urgency and passion, could change our children's and grandchildren's future.

Gore stands on a raised stage, speaking to an audience with the aid of animation (one sequence from Simpsons creator Matt Groening), comparative photographs, and graphs, graphs and more graphs. (At one point, Gore actually gets on a hydraulic lift so he can follow some particularly dire statistic about global conditions as it climbs sharply towards its projected numbers.)

And while Guggenheim and Gore avoid excessive fear-mongering, there's no doubt that the cumulative effect of this data is scary.

Guggenheim and Gore start with the straight facts about carbon dioxide levels and global warming. They then expand the discussion to demonstrate that global warming doesn't just mean that summers will be a bit steamier. Even a slight change in overall average temperatures can have a deep impact on weather patterns, ocean levels, the extinction of some animal species and the spread of others (such as malarial mosquitoes).

After showing some Antarctic footage that bears a spooky resemblance to the B-movie disaster flick The Day After Tomorrow, Gore mentions some effects that we are already seeing here in northern Canada -- ice roads that are open for fewer and fewer days, formerly continuous permafrost that is now melting, so that construction projects and even trees lean drunkenly as their foundations shift.

An Inconvenient Truth has two clear purposes: to change American attitudes towards environmental issues, especially the Kyoto Protocol, and to rebrand Gore as a dynamic and personable winner. Guggenheim warms up Gore's image by referencing some of his life-changing experiences, such as six months spent near the hospital bed of his six-year-old son after a terrible car accident.

At one point Gore jokingly introduces himself as the man who "used to be the future president of the United States," and Guggenheim later goes on a detour involving footage of the 2000 American election fiasco, with its voting irregularities and disputed results.

On the one hand, why shouldn't the producers, who are all political progressives, make the case that the wrong man ended up in the White House? Gore is a credible candidate: Unlike, say, a certain other American president-type person, he can actually put together grammatical sentences, and he's very compelling when he's talking about his passion for the natural world.

On the other hand, this strategy can seem self-serving. The film's concentration on Gore and his personal journey sometimes makes the movement against global warming seem like one man's cause. And, as the film makes very clear, it needs to be everyone's cause.
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