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The science of climate change
loomed large in the Lords
debates on the Climate Change

Bill. With a few exceptions – notable
sceptics like Lord Lawson –
parliamentarians in both Houses have
taken their cue from the science,
sometimes perhaps with the intention
of adding an aura of invincibility to
their arguments. Perhaps sceptics will
object to my assertion that they don’t
refer to the science, but usually their
reference to it is so selective as to be
almost worthless. They use the old
familiar rhetorical trick of taking
things out of context, or looking for
just one piece of counter information
to assert that the whole theory has
crumbled.

Nevertheless, the sceptics do serve a
useful purpose in scientific dialogue,
by forcing the ‘true believers’ to test
their case against the evidence, so
ensuring that their case is ever more
robust. In this context, it was a relief
to read a press release from the Met
Office headlined “Climate Scientists
clear up discrepancy in global
temperature record.” The report laid to
rest one of the main sceptics’ charges,
that in the mid-20th century there was
a drop in temperature which climate
change scientists could not explain.
Look deep enough, and eventually
explanations will emerge. Personally, I
would rather for the sake of all of us
that one day the sceptics would be
proven utterly right, and we could all
relax and breathe a sigh of relief. The
future might be much brighter. As it
is, I much prefer that the basis of
policy is tested evidence.

Sadly, the link between science and
policy is often lost. What we seem to
have, as I mentioned in an article in
Science (I’m name dropping here), is a
game of ‘climate change poker.’ We

commissioned climate change
scientists to tell us what was going on
at a pre-G8 summit conference in
Exeter in 2005; then we
commissioned the Stern Review to tell
us what the interplay between the
physical science and the economic
science might be. Now we have
commissioned, so to speak, a Climate
Change Bill which will attempt to put
the lessons into practice.

I’m not sure it will succeed. Political
science has stepped in, and we are
now trying to marry real reality with
political reality, always a Herculean
task. Here we enter into the territory
of cognitive dissonance, the term
coined by psychologist Leon Festinger
in 1957 to describe ‘a psychological
state that describes the uncomfortable
feeling when a person begins to
understand that something the person
believes to be true is, in fact, not true.’
(Wikipedia’s definition).

We would like to believe that we are
taking climate change seriously –
hence the sound of energy-saving
lightbulbs being screwed into sockets
– but we are beginning to realise that
our efforts are little more than
displacement activities to keep us
busy. Another example of this
phenomenon, at the highest level, was
described in the press recently as ‘the
optimism of global climate change
negotiations.’ Now we’re not allowed
to be pessimistic, lest we forsake the
politics of hope. So it is convenient to
use the science only as a kind of
reference point, almost in a parallel
universe that we can look in on before
retiring to the ‘real’ world of politics.
Scientists themselves sometimes seem
content with this arrangement, since
they abhor the possibility they may
become politicised themselves.

Somebody has to call ‘House’ on this
game. The climate change numbers are
being used so loosely, they’re almost
irrelevant. For example, reviewing the
literature, the Stern Review came up
with an average figure of 1% GDP
spent on mitigation to avoid between
5% and 20% later damages to GDP.
Problem solved – until one realises
that that 1% is predicated on an upper
limit of a 550 parts per million by
volume (ppmv) Greenhouse Gas
atmospheric concentration, which
Malthe Meinshausen told the Exeter
conference would effectively lead us
into the territory of up to or more than
a 4 degrees temperature rise. Nothing
like the 2 degrees we hear so much
talk of, and which EU and UK policy
is meant to be compatible with. If we
were serious about say, a 450ppmv
target, the GDP spend on mitigation
would be around 3%. In 2006, when
Stern’s report was published, that
would have amounted in the UK to
£40 billion. We didn’t spend anything
like it – and it needs to be understood
that the effort we fail to make one year
merely compounds the following year’s
task. This stuff doesn’t go away merely
because we spent another year talking
about it.

To solve the problem faster than we’re
creating it is the only useful definition
of a solution we can afford. As it is,
what has often been described as a
game of numbers – politics – is failing
catastrophically to pay any attention to
the numbers of climate change. What
we are doing could be worse than
useless if it lulls us into a false sense of
doing something useful.

OPINION

Time is running out for
jaw, jaw
Colin Challen MP

they need to be accompanied by the
chance of listening to real experts with
a variety of experience and different
opinions and of cross-examining them.

These are the opportunities offered
regularly by the P & Sci. Happily,
today there are very few of my
colleagues in both Houses who arrive
with as little scientific expertise as I

had 44 years ago – but equally, there
are few who would not learn
something to their advantage by
drawing on those opportunities.
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