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Scientists certain human activity causes climate change

Pick and choose: Dealing with contrarians using dirty tactics is like a game of whack-a-mole

SIMON
DONNER

he preblem wilh the pub-

lie conversation about

climate chauge is that
net everyene pliys by the s« 1me
rules.

The majority of scienlists fol-
lew the scientific methed —a
systemalic approach to buitd-
ing knewledge. Starting in the
1820s, sclentisls begun accu-
mulating evidence. through
the slow process of hypothe-
sis tesling and data collection.
thatadding curbon dioxide and
obher heat-trapping greenhouse
gases (o the almosphere would
warmo the planet.

Now. after aimost two centi-
ries of research, seientists are
as certain that human activity
whuses climate change us dec-
tors are thut cigaretie smeking
causes cancer.

®n the other hand, many
opponenls of the scientific
consensus on climute, like Tom
Jiavris, auther o the receut col-
umn Climate rheloric under-
mines ritional decision-mak-
ing, and executive director of
the Internalionai Climale Sci-
ence Cealition. don't need o
play by Lhe rules of science.

They can grab ente what-
ever argument supports their
conclusion. regardless of rel-
evance ot accuracy. 1f my stu-
denls used Lhat approach, they
would fil,

For ciimate scientists, deal-
ing with climate contrarians
iike Harris and hiscolleagues is

like playing a game of whack-
a-mole,

The very name of Harris®
organization is itself o flag of
cenvenience. The organization
may use the words “climate sci-
ence,” bul il produces nething
of the sort. It is a lobby greup
devoted te eppesing any pluns
Lo address climate change and
earbon pollution. It does not
prodece anyoriginvl science.

His column is a lextbook
example of the dirty tactics
used by many in the contrarian
community. It is full of cherty-
picked nuggets about carbon
dioxide and climate changethat
sound cony indng, but do net
hold upto scientitic serutiny.

You can place Lhese in three
culegories.

First. there are state-
ments which are scientificaily
meaningless. For example,

Harris suggests that carbon
dioxide could net e n poltut-
ant, because it is an invisible
was essentiul to plints.

In fact, lots ef natural, invis-
ibte chemicals become danger-
ons ut higher coneentrations.

Take nitrate, a farm of nitro-
gen. lLisan essenlial nutrienl
ed by gardeners and farmers 1o
fertilize plants. But putteo much
in your drinking wter, and il
beoomes aninvisible killer.

Second. lhere are statemerits
that ave vaguely true, in gen-
eral, but irrelevant in this con-
text. This includes the ¢claim
that "Past ice ages demon-
strale Lhal climate change is
noymal.”

Sure, the climate has cbanged
in the past. However. the ice
ages were caused 1y naturally
occurring variations in the
earth'sorbit that hagpen during

tens to hundreds of theusunds
of years. The recent ¢limate
change is driven by human
activity, und it is eccnrTing at a
atiz net experientced in the bis-
tery of human civilization.

Finally. there are Lhe state-
ments that are just plain wrong.
The most egegious is the claim,
eften repeated by climate skep-
ties, that “globat warming” has
been “virtually non-existent
during Lhe past 37 vears.”

The pianet has nol stepped
warming. The planel has been
addinghcatal rougbly the sanve
rate for decades, because of our
emissions of carbon dioxide
and olher Ilml-trzg)pir\g gases.

Duringthe past decade, more
of thal heat has gene inlo the
deep oceun, due to natural
cycles, so the almosphere has
not steadily broken glebal sur-
face temperature recerds. The

vin of that deep ocean heating
will soon give wity to the ¥ang
of atmespheric warming, and
Hai7is and celleaguies will be
off in search of anether flagte

A

There is, Uil admit, one thing
that Harris get 1ight. He ends
the celumn by arguing thal
“deceptive language is dan-
garous becanse it inf uences
millions of people, and niti-
mately, important government

licy.”

lagree_ 1'mtiredof this garme
of whack-a-mole. We need to
stop publishing the deliber-
ately deceplive claims of cen-
Lrarians like iarris, and f.el on
with addressing the challenge
of climatechange.

Slinon Donnev f8 assoctoie profescor
linihe Beporiment of Geography ut ihe
UaPversity af 8rirtsa Calumdfo.
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