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Climate Change Science: Time for “Team B”?

By Steven E. Hayward

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is currently working on its fourth assessment report.

Despite the IPCC’s noble intent to generate a scientific consensus, a number of factors have compromised the

research and drafting process, assuring that its next assessment report will be just as controversial as previous reports

in 1995 and 2001 . Efforts to reform this large bureaucratic effort are unlikely to succeed. Perhaps the time has come

to consider competition as the means of checking the IPCC’s monopoly and generating more reliable climate science.

As the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) moves toward the release of its
fourth assessment report (fourth AR) in 2007, the
case of Chris Landsea offers in microcosm an exam-
ple of why the IPCC’s findings are going to have
credibility problems.

Last month Landsea, a climate change scientist
with the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA), resigned as a participant
in the producing the report. Landsea had been a
chapter author and reviewer for the IPCC’s second
assessment report in 1995 and the third in 2001,
and he is a leading expert on hurricanes and related
extreme weather phenomena. He had signed on
with the IPCC to update the state of current
knowledge on Atlantic hurricanes for the fourth
report. In an open letter, Landsea wrote that he
could no longer in good conscience participate in a
process that is “being motivated by pre-conceived
agendas” and is “scientifically unsound.”!

Landsea’s resignation was prompted by an all

too familiar occurrence: The lead author of the
fourth AR’s chapter on climate observations, Kevin
Trenberth, participated in a press conference that
warned of increasing hurricane activity as a result of
global warming.? It is common to hear that man-
made global warming represents the “consensus” of
science, yet the use of hurricanes and cyclones as a
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marker of global warming represents a clear-cut
case of the consensus being roundly ignored. Both
the second and third IPCC assessments concluded
that there was no global warming signal found in
the hurricane record. Moreover, most climate mod-
els predict future warming will have only a small
effect—if any—on hurricane strength. “It is beyond
me,” Landsea wrote, “why my colleagues would uti-
lize the media to push an unsupported agenda that
recent hurricane activity has been due to global
warming.”? Landsea’s critique goes beyond a fit of
pique at the abuse of his area of expertise. The
IPCC, he believes, has become thoroughly politi-
cized, and is unresponsive to criticism. “When I
have raised my concerns to the [PCC leadership,”
Landsea wrote, “their response was simply to dis-
miss my concerns.”

Landsea’s frustration is not an isolated experi-
ence. MIT physicist Richard Lindzen, another past
[PCC author who is not participating in the fourth
report, has written: “My experiences over the past
16 years have led me to the discouraging conclu-
sion that we are dealing with the almost insoluble
interaction of an iron triangle with an iron rice
bowl.” (Lindzen’s “iron triangle” consists of activists
misusing science to get the attention of the news
media and politicians; the “iron rice bowl” is the
parallel phenomenon where scientists exploit the
activists’ alarm to increase research funding and
attention for the issue.’) And Dr. John Zillman,
one of Australia’s leading climate scientists, is
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another ex-IPCC participant who believes the IPCC has
become “cast more in the model of supporting than
informing policy development.”®

And when the IPCC is not ignoring its responsible
critics like Landsea and Lindzen, it is demonizing them.
Not long ago the IPCC’s chairman, Dr. Rajendra
Pachauri, compared eco-skeptic Bjgrn Lomborg to Hitler.
“What is the difference between Lomborg’s view of
humanity and Hitler’s?” Pachauri asked in a Danish
newspaper. “If you were to accept Lomborg’s way of
thinking, then maybe what Hitler did was the right
thing.”? Lomborg’s sin was merely to follow the consensus
practice of economists in applying a discount to present
costs for future benefits, and comparing the range of out-
comes with other world problems alongside climate
change. It is hard to judge what is worse: Pachauri’s
appalling judgment in resorting to reductio ad Hitlerum,
or his abysmal ignorance of basic economics. In either
case, it is hard to have much confidence in the policy

advice the [PCC might have.

Can the IPCC Be Reformed?

In the abstract the IPCC deserves it due. There has never
been a large public policy issue as dependent on thorough
science as climate change. The effort to get to the bot-
tom of climate change is perhaps the largest scientific
inquiry in human history. It requires the coordination of
thousands of specialists, the development of whole new
scientific techniques, and the refinement of elaborate
computer models that need weeks to run on the most
powerful supercomputers. Even discounting for the inher-
ent weaknesses of computer models for any subject, this
kind of sustained effort is likely to generate valuable and
practical knowledge in the fullness of time. Producing
coherent reports at regular intervals that combine all this
work is an extraordinary feat.

The IPCC process suffers from a number of immense
difficulties, however. Many of them are endemic to the
necessary bureaucratic organization of the effort. The UN
Framework Convention on Climate Change that estab-
lished the IPCC back in 1992 arguably preordained the
outcome of the effort by charging the IPCC with the task
of identifying a level of stable greenhouse gas concentra-
tions beyond which the planet may not exceed without
great harm. And although climate science is still in its
relative infancy in many ways (comparable perhaps to
genetics in 1950), the policymakers want to know the
answer to this immense question right now. Given the

vocal constituencies that cluster around the UN’s diplo-
matic circus, it would be surprising if the IPCC process
came out with anything other than a bias toward
alarmism.

A close reading of past IPCC reports finds occasional
admissions that their reach exceeds their grasp. The third
AR (2001) candidly acknowledges the myriad of linkages
and the cascading levels of uncertainty in the whole
enterprise, concluding that decision-making in such an
environment depends on “society’s attitude toward risk,”
which “is likely to vary from country to country, and
from generation to generation.” In other words, the
[PCC is not yet able to give policy advice—and probably
won’t be for a very long time. The parallel diplomatic
process that generated the Kyoto Protocol—before much
of the science came in, it should be noted—reinforced
the bias toward climate alarmism. Rumors abound of
political pressures voiced to the managers of the [IPCC
to “sex up” their reports, and past summaries for policy-
makers of the IPCC’s scientific work, written by non-
scientists, have attracted swarms of controversy about
their accuracy and rectitude.8 Dissenting voices in such a
process will face great resistance, as dissenting voices do
in most bureaucratic organizations.

Beyond mere organizational problems are more funda-
mental factors. The nature of the issue and the history of
past environmental alarms (e.g., the population bomb,
resource scarcity, and so forth) meant that early on the
issue broke down into rigid categories of “true believers”
or “alarmists,” and “skeptics”—terms that carry a pejora-
tive connotation when used today. The heat over the
issue has tended to drive scientists toward one camp or
the other, which is one reason why many open-minded
scientists avoid the issue or decline to participate in the
[PCC process. Hence the scientists and experts partici-
pating in each iteration have become increasingly self-
selected toward those with a bias toward climate
alarmism. Although the IPCC'’s reports pass through
elaborate peer reviews, controversy surrounds many basic
issues, and a number of errors or weak conclusions have
gotten through.

Time for “Team B”?

The time has come to question the IPCC’s status as the
near-monopoly source of information and advice for its
member governments. It is probably futile to propose
reform of the present IPCC process. Like most bureaucra-
cies, it has too much momentum and its institutional



interests are too strong for anyone realistically to suppose
that it can assimilate more diverse points of view, even if
more scientists and economists were keen to join up. The
rectitude and credibility of the IPCC could be best
improved not through reform, but through competition.
The model for how climate science might be improved
perhaps can be found in the field of intelligence in the
1970s.

By the mid-1970s it became clear that the Central
Intelligence Agency’s annual assessments of the military
activities of the Soviet Union had consistently underesti-
mated their prodigious arms buildup. This produced
great unhappiness among the policymakers, especially
defense planners and arms control negotiators, who were
using the CIA’s assessments to make decisions. Rather
than root out the problems at the CIA that led to this
consistent bias, the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advi-
sory Board embraced a competitive solution: it set in
motion “Team B,” a team of experts who were given
access to the complete raw data as the CIA’s regular
assessment team (which became known as “Team A” for
the exercise). The CIA naturally resisted this proposal,
and it was rejected for a time. Only the accession of a
new CIA directo—whose named happened to be
George H. W. Bush—made the Team B process possible.
Because the two teams were to exchange drafts of their
assessments, a predictable thing happened: Team A’s
official assessment became a lot more tough-minded,
much closer to what Team B produced—and much more
accurate, as subsequent history proved.10 Right away it is
possible to speculate that the formation of a competitive
Team B for climate change will put the IPCC on its best
behavior and likely improve the rectitude of its process.

It may be said that something like a Team B approach
to climate change has already been done, in the form
of the National Research Council’s 2001 report, “Cli-
mate Change Science: An Analysis of Some Key Ques-
tions.”!! This is the report whose finding that “the recent
[climate] changes observed over the last several decades
are likely mostly due to human activities” was widely
reported in the media, though the rest of the same sen-
tence was not: “but we cannot rule out that some signifi-
cant part of these changes is also a reflection of natural
variability.” In other words, the degree of uncertainty is
still very large, a point the NRC report made more
emphatically deep in its main text: “Without an under-
standing of the sources and degree of uncertainty, deci-
sion makers could fail to define the best ways to deal
with the serious issue of global warming.”12

The NRC report was more of a peer review than an
independent assessment. Another potential “Team B”
effort one might point to is the U.S. Climate Change
Science Program, an offshoot of the U.S. Global Change
Research Project, an ambitious national attempt to push
ahead with research on a broad range of environmental
issues related to climate.!3 This in an interagency effort
combining the talents of thirteen federal agencies from
the Pentagon and Department of Agriculture to the
Smithsonian Institution. It will undoubtedly produce
important work and has already produced several policy
assessments of climate issues.

However, many people involved with the U.S.
research program are involved closely with the IPCC
process, and a reciprocal influence is to be expected. A
genuinely independent climate assessment process would
need to build from the ground up, recruiting a team
wholly independent of the IPCC’s personnel, and funded
adequately to conduct original research, computer model-
ing, and consultations on a scale similar to the IPCC.
Congress might consider earmarking a portion of current
climate science appropriations for a competitive effort,
perhaps in collaboration with Australia, Russia, Italy,
Japan, and other nations that have expressed reservations
about the Kyoto process.

Getting the Baseline Right

Short of a full-scale replica of the IPCC, a number of
other national and international institutions could be
brought into the issue in a serious way, starting with the
U.S. Treasury Department and other finance ministries,
along with the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD). Thus far finance ministries
have shown little interest in the economics of global
warming.!4 One reason for this is underappreciated: the
[PCC members with coalition parliamentary govern-
ments tend to turn over the climate portfolio to the
greenest members of their coalition (or to the Green
Party itself in the case of some European countries), who
are naturally enthusiastic about the issue but are not
always well versed in economics, while finance ministries
concentrate on more near-term issues.

Closer involvement of finance ministries is the
recommendation of David Henderson, the former
chief economist of the OECD and one of the leading
critics of the IPCC “milieu” (as he calls it).!> Hender-
son is among the growing number of economists who
have raised serious questions about the economic



underpinnings of the IPCC’s assessment process. At
issue is whether the emissions forecasts that are the
primary inputs to the climate models are sound and
realistic. Future greenhouse gas emissions are a func-
tion of world economic growth and energy consump-
tion. Estimating growth and consumption several
decades out from now is perhaps an impossibility; the
[PCC came up with forty different scenarios, none of
which can be assigned a probability. Henderson and
others have pointed to serious methodological anom-
alies and difficulties of a highly technical nature in the
[PCC’s calculations, which the critics argue have
resulted in unreasonably high emissions forecasts.16
Everyone recalls the first lesson of computer science
class: garbage in, garbage out. If future greenhouse gas
emissions are badly overestimated, then even the per-
fect computer climate model will spit out a false tem-
perature prediction. To their credit, a number of
climate experts who might be considered part of the
“alarmist” camp have agreed with Henderson and
argued that this crucial question should be addressed
as carefully and objectively as possible.

It is not clear as of this writing whether the IPCC is
going to perform a new set of emissions forecasts for the
fourth assessment report or use the same set of forecasts
that were used in the third. At the moment the IPCC is
being opaque on this subject while their “scoping” meet-
ings for the fourth report are underway. There are some
encouraging reports that the IPCC will incorporate the
criticisms of its past forecasting efforts into the next
round. If the old emissions projections are used it will
assure a garbage-in, garbage-out result, and there will be a
new round of controversy over the IPCC’s report. The
IPCC’s reaction to Henderson’s original critique was star-
tling; it issued a vituperative press release blasting Hen-
derson and his colleague lan Castles for peddling
“disinformation.”!? Some scientists and economists con-
nected with the IPCC have said publicly that the press
release was a regrettable error. But it is typical of the
increasingly arrogant I[IPCC leadership. Meanwhile, the
British House of Lords Select Committee on Economic
Affairs has opened an investigation.

Hitherto economic analysis of climate change has
concentrated on what the Kyoto Protocol compliance
costs might be, a subject that is not part of the IPCC
process at all, while most attention on the IPCC
process has been directed to narrowing the uncertainties
of the climate models themselves. An independent eco-
nomic analysis of the front end of the climate change
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process would be a useful starting point for finance min-
istries or a Team B to enter the fray.
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