Dorothy Boorse

Dec 15, 2008

What’s With Inhofe?

I am fielding some questions about Senator Imhofe’s Minority Report on Climate Change

released at the same time as last week’s climate change meeting in Poznan, Poland.

The report is available here: http://epw.senate.gov/public/index.cfm?FuseAction=Files.View&FileStore_id=37283205-c4eb-4523-b1d3-c6e8faf14e84

Overview: 

In brief, there are significant problems with the parts of the report I have seen. An Inhofe staff member compiled a list of people who, he claims represent voices of dissent against a global warming “consensus”.  The report is 156 pages with an 8 page summary. I read several big chunks.  The issues I see include problems with the identities of the 650 prominent scientists who dissent, misunderstanding the science, misquoting the science and scientists, using blogs  from climate skeptics as evidence, cherry picking data. However, there are some general trends among the most reputable people that are worth noting. 

Here are the most obvious issues:

1. The claims of a list of 650 prominent scientists are wrong.

This list is an expansion of a list of 400 that Inhofe produced in 2007. Unfortunately many on this list are economists, some are weather people on television, some do not deny climate change (for example the inventor Ray Kutzweil completely believes climate change is human caused but thinks we will solve the problems it causes in the near future via nanotechnology) and others are scientists but not in climate science. 

More troubling is that some do not want to be on the list. Geoge Waldenberger, meteorologist requested to be removed from the 2007 list and is included on the 2008 list anyway  (http://climateprogress.org/2008/12/11/inhofe-morano-recycles-long-debunked-denier-talking-points-will-the-media-be-fooled-again/). Erich Roekler, of the Max Planck Institute is misquoted and clearly, from his other writings  does not belong on a list of dissenters. Luc Debontridder of Belgium has already protested that he was misquoted.

In contrast: Numerous scientific groups, including The American Meteorological Society, the American Geophysical Union, and the American Association for the Advancement of Science, have  issued statements arguing that human-caused global climate change is real. These statements have to be voted on by their organizations’ membership, and consequently represent the opinions of large groups of scientists. 

The American Meteorological Society alone has 14, 000 members. Its statement can be found here: http://www.ametsoc.org/policy/2007climatechange.html
The American Geophysical Union (50,000 members of whom approx 36% are  from 130 other countries) has a statement here: http://www.agu.org/sci_soc/policy/positions/climate_change2008.shtml.
In 2005, The National Academies of 11 countries (the G 8 countries as well as Brazil, China, and India) issued a joint statement that climate change is real and human-caused, and that it should be the subject of efforts at a solution.

Inhofe claims that 650 scientists is “12 times the 52 scientists” that authored the IPCC summary for policymakers in 2007. While this is  true, 650  is much fewer than the 2500 scientists that authored the whole IPCC report. 

Thus Inhofe’s pulling together a list of 650 scientists, some of whom are not scientists and some of whom do not actually agree with the statement, is not impressive.  

2. Much of the science is wrong.  Some examples.

A. “Sea levels fail to rise”.

This is false. It comes from a climate skeptic blog by Anthony Watts

Here: http://wattsupwiththat.com/2008/12/05/satellite-derived-sea-level-updated-trend-has-been-shrinking-since-2005/

Watts refers to this graph: 
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Sea level rise, global, from University of Colorado.

Graph from : http://sealevel.colorado.edu/current/sl_noib_global.jpg

But the problem is that the pattern looks like you would expect if sea level is rising with fluctuations around a fairly steep slope.  It’s really hard to look at this graph and conclude sea levels have failed to rise. Watts is claiming that the blip at 2005 is some real change. But the rest of the graph does not suggest so.
B. “Half of global warming is from the sun”

Actually, the lead author of the paper Anje Eichler of Germany (who is not listed personally but who is described as a dissenting voice in someone else’s quote) has protested that they have been misquoted. 

The point of the article was that prior to 150 years ago, the sun was the best predictor of climate and that now, carbon dioxide is the only accurate predictor. The sun cannot account for as much as half of what we see (other studies have suggested lower values)

Furthermore, if we went by the sun’s activity, we ought to see cooling right now but we see warming.

http://climateprogress.org/2008/12/12/scientist-our-conclusions-were-misinterpreted-by-inhofe-co2-but-not-the-sun-is-significantly-correlated-with-temperature-since-1850/#more-4423

There is no way to reputably conclude that the authors’ intended to dispute human-caused climate change.

C. “Since 1998, global temperature has not increased. Projection of solar cycles suggests 

that cooling could set in and continue to about 2030. …. “

This is cherry picking data.  1998 was an exceptionally hot year, just as 1991 was an exceptionally cold one. In 1991 Mt Pinatubo blew up and volcanic ash blocked the sun, making it colder. In 1998 there was an exceptional El Nino , making it very hot.

So if you use 1998 as the start, almost any year after will look like it cooled. If we used 1991 as the start we would conclude that global warming was occurring at an extraordinary pace.

But look at a longer run: 
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graph from realclimate. http://www.realclimate.org/index.php/archives/2008/01/uncertainty-noise-and-the-art-of-model-data-comparison/
The blue lines are eight year means. The red is annual global mean temperatures. 
D.  “Most recent climate and weather events are not unusual; they occur regularly.  

For example, in the 1930s the Arctic experienced higher temperatures and had less ice 

than now.”  

This is half true. In the 1930s, the solar cycle was such that temperatures were much hotter. The arctic was hot and there was little ice.  However, today, going by the solar cycle, we should be  cooler than we are. So the problem is not the average. And the problem is not that we are so terribly hot right this minute. It is that when the solar cycle returns to the position it was in the 1930s and we add the effects of carbon dioxide increase on top, we will be in a much worse position. Thus what we are seeing in terms of absolute temperature right this minute is not unusual. What is unusual is the pace of change and seeing these temperatures when natural forcing factors such as the level of solar radiation, would predict temperature should be lower.

E.  “The southern hemisphere is gaining ice”

This is True. The southern hemisphere has recently been gaining ice recently. This is not being kept a secret, as some skeptics claim. However, the gain in the southern hemisphere is only half what is lost in the northern hemisphere. Ice loss remains profound.

More importantly, the gain of ice in the Southern hemisphere is predicted by climate change models, as explained by climate scientist James Wang:

“ In fact, although the Greenland Ice Sheet is projected to melt and contribute to sea-level rise over the next century, the Antarctic is projected to gain ice in the near term due to heavier snowfall induced by global warming. The IPCC Fourth Assessment Report states:

Current global model studies project that the Antarctic Ice Sheet will remain too cold for widespread surface melting and is expected to gain in mass due to increased snowfall.”

http://blogs.edf.org/climate411/2008/01/04/inhofe_report/
So if the IPCC report predicted this, why is it being used by climate skeptics as a reason to disbelieve the whole report?

F. A series of quotes that claim cooling:

“For how many years must the planet cool before we begin to understand that the 

planet is not warming? For how many years must cooling go on?" - Geologist Dr. 

David Gee.    

“Whatever the weather, it's not being caused by global warming. If anything, the 

climate may be starting into a cooling period.” Atmospheric scientist Dr. Art V. 

Douglas, former Chair of the Atmospheric Sciences Department at Creighton University 

in Omaha, Nebraska

“Earth has cooled since 1998 in defiance of the predictions by the UN-IPCC....The 

global temperature for 2007 was the coldest in a decade and the coldest of the 

millennium...which is why ‘global warming’ is now called ‘climate change.’” – 

Climatologist Dr. Richard Keen of the Department of Atmospheric and Oceanic Sciences 

at the University of Colorado. 

All three of these claim that there is recent cooling.  I don’t know if the first two are referring to the change since 1998, but a scientist should know better than cherry pick the start date (see above). There is no evidence of cooling.

Keen’s comment  (number 3) about 2007 is really misleading.  NASA says the following about 2007

“In 2007, a moderately strong La Niña event put a chill on the eastern Pacific Ocean, and the Sun was near the low spot in its 11-year cycle of variability. Nevertheless, global average surface temperature in 2007 was still tied for the second warmest year in the instrumental record compiled by scientists at NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies, which goes back to 1880. The record warmest year was 2005, with 1998—now tied with 2007—in second place. The global average temperature anomaly for 2007 was 0.57 degrees Celsius (about 1 degree Fahrenheit) above the 1950-1980 baseline.” http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/IOTD/view.php?id=8423 
It is not possible to conclude that 2007 represents any kind of cooling trend. I don’t know if Keen was being misleading or if he was being misquoted. 

3. Direct misquotes by omitting something or misrepresenting what a scientist actually said. 

A. Here is a quote from scientist Joanne Simpson:

“Since I am no longer affiliated with any organization nor receiving any funding, I can speak quite frankly….As a scientist I remain skeptical.”

But what is in the ellipsis? Here is the quote missing from the paragraph: 

“…What should we as a nation do? Decisions have to be made on incomplete information. In this case, we must act on the recommendations of Gore and the IPCC because if we do not reduce emissions of greenhouse gases and the climate models are right, the planet as we know it will in this century become unsustainable. But as a scientist I remain skeptical.”

In fact, even that isn’t the whole story. The quote is from a much longer piece in which Dr. Simpson is specifically questioning the conventional wisdom on how climate change will affect hurricanes. It is posted with her permission on the web site of a climate change skeptic, and is quite critical of scientists on both sides of the discussion. The piece itself is primarily in support of a specific study on rainforest precipitation as a way to improve climate models. 

http://climatesci.org/2008/02/27/trmm-tropical-rainfall-measuring-mission-data-set-potential-in-climate-controversy-by-joanne-simpson-private-citizen/

So while, Dr. Simpson is much less a supporter of the IPCC conclusions than many of her peers, the quote in the Minority Report is really not accurate and in fact, completely misrepresents he conclusions about what we ought to do given the risks we have.

B. The one link to a peer reviewed paper in the introductory list of  “peer-reviewed studies” on a variety of topics that were supposed to have been a challenge to “the promoters of ma.-made climate fears,”  is to 
Wood, R. Climate change: Natural ups and downs Nature 453, 43-45 (1 May 2008) | doi:10.1038/453043a; Published online 30 April 2008 . 

In spite of the fact that the Inhofe report uses this as an example of “dissent”, what the paper says is supportive of the mainstream scientific view. Wood says,  “The effects of global warming over the coming decades will be modified by shorter-term climate variability. Finding ways to incorporate these variations will give us a better grip on what kind of climate change to expect.”

. Even more troubling,  the Belgian climatologist Luc Debontridder is quoted as saying

 "Not CO2, but water vapor is the most important greenhouse gas. It is responsible for at least 75 % of the greenhouse effect. This is a simple scientific fact, but Al Gore's movie has hyped CO2 so much that nobody seems to take note of it,"

Debontridder claims his work was misrepresented. Much of the discussion and his interviews are in Flemish and Dutch.

http://jules-klimaat.blogspot.com/2008/12/inhofes-650-list-misrepresents-belgian.html

Summary:

The minority Report is not accurate, at least what I have been able to follow. Some of the people quoted are protesting that they were misrepresented. Many of the experts are not climate scientists, and the scientific claims do not hold up to scrutiny when you look at the data.

So what WAS useful in the report? 

As I read the comments by numbers of people in the document, some of whom were legitimate scientists, here were some things I thought were important:

1. Scientists oppose alarmism

Many of the quotes were people taking issue with alarmism and extremism in the media, not in scientific reports. In fact, scientists are frustrated with the way climate issues are portrayed in the media. Unfortunately, for some of them, this has played into Inhofe’s report in a way they might not have intended. 

2. Criticism is a part of science.

 Many of the quotes were people helping to constructively criticize current science, without necessarily disagreeing with the overview of the IPCC. 

For example, most scientists would like the climate change models to be more accurate and many criticize aspects of them. Over 25 years models  have become more and more accurate.  However, some of those criticisms are that models are underestimating actual warming. In Inhofe’s report, any criticism of method was considered a voice of dissent about the whole idea. 

Likewise, water is not adequately accounted for in the models. It is a greenhouse gas and can warm the atmosphere but clouds can reflect sunlight and could cool the atmosphere. So increased evaporation will have an unclear impact on global climate. Several scientists were critical of models that did not adequately address water. This is legitimate, but does not reflect  a dispute with mainstream science.

3. Multiple factors drive climate change

Scientists believe climate is driven by multiple factors, including the sun and human actions. In fact, this is a part of the IPCC reports, and is an important part of climate models.

The problem is, that any acceptance of the sun’s role is seen as a disagreement with the IPCC.  But the role of the sun is very important in explaining how rising carbon dioxide levels could be offset enough to lower actual warming in the last few years and possibly the next decade.   The implication is that when the solar cycle changes again, we could abruptly have much higher temperatures than we are used to. We already saw something like this in  the high temperatures in 2007 in spite of being at a low point in the solar cycle and in the La Nina cycle. 

So rather than undermine climate change science, an understanding of solar impact could be a sobering wakeup call. 

Some other sites

http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/oa/climate/research/2008/oct/global.html
each month in historical perspective

Mark Lynas 

http://www.newstatesman.com/environment/2008/01/global-warming-lynas-climate

