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Introduction





“There is general scientific agreement that the most likely manner in which mankind is influencing the global climate is through carbon dioxide release from the burning of fossil fuels.… There are some potentially catastrophic events that must be considered.… Rainfall might get heavier in some regions, and other places might turn to desert.… [Some countries] would have their agricultural output reduced or destroyed.… Man has a time window of five to ten years before the need for hard decisions regarding changes in energy strategies might become critical.… Once the effects are measurable, they might not be reversible.”




YOU MIGHT BE FORGIVEN FOR ASSUMING THOSE PROPHETIC words were spoken by Al Gore in the mid-1990s. No, they were the words of fossil fuel giant ExxonMobil senior scientist James F. Black in recently unearthed internal documents from the 1970s.1 In the decades since, instead of heeding the warnings of its own scientists, ExxonMobil and other fossil fuel interests waged a public relations campaign contesting the scientific evidence and doing everything in their power to block policies aimed at curbing planet-warming carbon pollution.


As a result, our planet has now warmed into the danger zone, and we are not yet taking the measures necessary to avert the largest global crisis we have ever faced. We are in a war—but before we engage we must first understand the mind of the enemy. What evolving tactics are the forces of denial and delay employing today in their efforts to stymie climate action? How might we combat this shape-shifting Leviathan? Is it too late? Can we still avert catastrophic global climate change? These are all questions to which we deserve answers, and in the pages ahead, we’ll find them.


Our story starts nearly a century ago, when the original denial and delay playbooks were first written. It turns out, the fossil fuel industry learned from the worst.2 The gun lobby’s motto—that “Guns Don’t Kill People, People Kill People”—dates back to the 1920s. A textbook example of dangerous deflection, it diverts attention away from the problem of easy access to assault weapons and toward other purported contributors to mass shootings, such as mental illness or media depictions of violence.


The tobacco industry took a similar tack, seeking to discredit the linkage between cigarettes and lung cancer even as its own internal research, dating back to the 1950s, demonstrated the deadly and addictive nature of its product. “Doubt is our Product” read one of the Brown & Williamson tobacco company’s internal memos.


Then there’s the now iconic “Crying Indian” ad. Some readers may recall the commercial from the early 1970s. Featuring a tearful Indian named “Iron Eyes Cody,” it alerted viewers to the accumulating bottle and can waste littering our countryside. The ad, however, wasn’t quite what it appeared to be on the surface. A bit of sleuthing reveals that it was actually the centerpiece of a massive deflection campaign engineered by the beverage industry, which sought to point the finger at us, rather than corporations, emphasizing individual responsibility over collective action and governmental regulation. As a result, the global environmental threat of plastic pollution is still with us, a problem that has reached such crisis proportions that plastic waste has now penetrated to the deepest part of the world’s oceans.


Finally, we get to the fossil fuel industry. Joined by billionaire plutocrats like the Koch brothers, the Mercers, and the Scaifes, companies such as ExxonMobil funneled billions of dollars into a disinformation campaign beginning in the late 1980s, working to discredit the science behind human-caused climate change and its linkage with fossil fuel burning. This science denial took precedence even as ExxonMobil’s own team of scientists concluded that the impacts of continued fossil fuel use could lead to “devastating” climate-change impacts.


And the scientists were right. Decades later, thanks to that campaign, we are now witnessing the devastating effects of unchecked climate change. We see them playing out in the daily news cycle, on our television screens, in our newspaper headlines, and in our social media feeds. Coastal inundation, withering heat waves and droughts, devastating floods, raging wildfires: this is the face of dangerous climate change. It’s a face that we increasingly recognize.


As a consequence, the forces of denial and delay—the fossil fuel companies, right-wing plutocrats, and oil-funded governments that continue to profit from our dependence on fossil fuels—can no longer insist, with a straight face, that nothing is happening. Outright denial of the physical evidence of climate change simply isn’t credible anymore. So they have shifted to a softer form of denialism while keeping the oil flowing and fossil fuels burning, engaging in a multipronged offensive based on deception, distraction, and delay. This is the new climate war, and the planet is losing.


The enemy has masterfully executed a deflection campaign—inspired by those of the gun lobby, the tobacco industry, and beverage companies—aimed at shifting responsibility from corporations to individuals. Personal actions, from going vegan to avoiding flying, are increasingly touted as the primary solution to the climate crisis. Though these actions are worth taking, a fixation on voluntary action alone takes the pressure off of the push for governmental policies to hold corporate polluters accountable. In fact, one recent study suggests that the emphasis on small personal actions can actually undermine support for the substantive climate policies needed.3 That’s quite convenient for fossil fuel companies like ExxonMobil, Shell, and BP, which continue to make record profits every day that we remain, to quote former president George W. Bush, “addicted to fossil fuels.”


The deflection campaign also provides an opportunity for the enemy to employ a “wedge” strategy dividing the climate advocacy community, exploiting a preexisting rift between climate advocates more focused on individual action and those emphasizing collective and policy action.


Using online bots and trolls, manipulating social media and Internet search engines, the enemy has deployed the sort of cyber-weaponry honed during the 2016 US presidential election. They are the same tactics that gave us a climate-change-denying US president in Donald Trump. Malice, hatred, jealousy, fear, rage, bigotry, all of the most base, reptilian brain impulses—corporate polluters and their allies have waged a campaign to tap into all of that, seeking to sow division within the climate movement while generating fear and outrage on the part of their “base”—the disaffected right.


Meanwhile, these forces of inaction have effectively opposed measures to regulate or price carbon emissions, attacked viable alternatives like renewable energy, and advocated instead false solutions, such as coal burning with carbon capture, or unproven and potentially dangerous “geoengineering” schemes that involve massive manipulation of our planetary environment. Hypothetical future “innovations,” the argument goes, will somehow save us, so there’s no need for any current policy intervention. We can just throw a few dollars at “managing” the risks while we continue to pollute.


With climate progress sidelined by the Trump administration’s dismantling of climate-friendly Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) policies such as the Clean Power Plan, along with its rollbacks in regulations on pollutants, its greenlighting of oil and gas pipelines, its direct handouts to a struggling coal industry, and its cheap leases to drill on public lands, the fossil fuel industry has enjoyed free rein to expand its polluting enterprise.


The enemy is also employing PSYOP in its war on climate action. It has promoted the narrative that climate-change impacts will be mild, innocuous, and easily adapted to, undermining any sense of urgency, while at the same time promoting the inevitability of climate change to dampen any sense of agency. This effort has been aided and abetted by individuals who are ostensible climate champions but have portrayed catastrophe as a fait accompli, either by overstating the damage to which we are already committed, by dismissing the possibility of mobilizing the action necessary to avert disaster, or by setting the standard so high (say, the very overthrow of market economics itself, that old chestnut) that any action seems doomed to failure. The enemy has been more than happy to amplify such notions.


But all is not lost. In this book, I aim to debunk false narratives that have derailed attempts to curb climate change and arm readers with a real path forward to preserving our planet. Our civilization can be saved, but only if we learn to recognize the current tactics of the enemy—that is, the forces of inaction—and how to combat them.


My decades of experience on the front lines of the battle to communicate the science of climate change and its implications have provided me with some unique insights. The “hockey stick” is the name that was given to a curve my colleagues and I published in 1998 demonstrating the steep uptick in planetary temperatures over the past century.4 The graph achieved iconic status in the climate-change debate because it told a simple story, namely, that we were causing unprecedented warming of the planet by burning fossil fuels and pumping greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. Decades later, the hockey-stick curve is still attacked despite the many studies that have not only reaffirmed but extended our findings. Why? Because it remains a threat to vested interests.


The attacks on the hockey stick in the late 1990s drew me—then a young scientist—into the fray. In the process of defending myself and my work from politically motivated attacks, I became a reluctant and involuntary combatant in the climate wars. I’ve seen the enemy up close, in battle, for two decades now. I know how it operates and what tactics it uses. And I’ve been monitoring the dramatic shifts in those tactics over the past few years in response to the changing nature of the battlefield. I have adapted to those shifting tactics, changing how I engage the public and policymakers in my own efforts to inform and impact the public discourse. It is my intent, in this book, to share with you what I’ve learned, and to engage you, too, as a willing soldier in this battle to save our planet from a climate crisis before it is too late.


Here’s the four point battle plan, which we’ll return to at the end of the book:


Disregard the Doomsayers: The misguided belief that “it’s too late” to act has been co-opted by fossil fuel interests and those advocating for them. It’s just another way of legitimizing business-as-usual and a continued reliance on fossil fuels. We must reject the overt doom and gloom that we increasingly encounter in today’s climate discourse.


A Child Shall Lead Them: The youngest generation is fighting tooth and nail to save their planet, and there is a moral authority and clarity in their message that none but the most jaded ears can fail to hear. They are the game-changers that climate advocates have been waiting for. We should model our actions after theirs and learn from their methods and their idealism.


Educate, Educate, Educate: Most hard-core climate-change deniers are unmovable. They view climate change through the prism of right-wing ideology and are impervious to facts. Don’t waste your time and effort trying to convince them. But there are many honest, confused folks out there who are caught in the crossfire, victims of the climate-change disinformation campaign. We must help them out. Then they will be in a position to join us in battle.


Changing the System Requires Systemic Change: The fossil fuel disinformation machine wants to make it about the car you choose to drive, the food you choose to eat, and the lifestyle you choose to live rather than about the larger system and incentives. We need policies that will incentivize the needed shift away from fossil fuel burning toward a clean, green global economy. So-called leaders who resist the call for action must be removed from office.


It is easy to become overwhelmed by the scale of the challenge ahead of us. Change is always hard, and we are being asked to make a journey into an unfamiliar future. It is understandable to feel paralyzed with fear at the prospect of our planet’s degradation. It’s not surprising that anxiety and fear abound when it comes to the climate crisis and our efforts to deal with it.


We must understand, though, that the forces of denial and delay are using our fear and anxiety against us so we remain like deer in the headlights. I have colleagues who have expressed discomfort in framing our predicament as a “war.” But, as I tell them, the surest way to lose a war is to refuse to recognize you’re in one in the first place.5 Whether we like it or not, and though clearly not of our own choosing, that’s precisely where we find ourselves when it comes to the industry-funded effort to block action on climate.


So we must be brave and find the strength to fight on, channeling that fear and anxiety into motivation and action. The stakes are simply too great.


As we continue to explore the cosmos, we are finding other planetary systems, some with planets that are even somewhat Earth-like in character. Some are similar in size to ours, and roughly the right distance from their star to reside in the so-called “habitable zone.” Some may harbor liquid water, an ingredient that is likely essential for life. Yet we have still not encountered any evidence of life elsewhere in our solar system, our galaxy, or indeed the entire universe. Life appears to be very rare indeed, complex life even more so. And intelligent life? We may, at least for all intents and purposes, be alone. Just us drifting aboard this “Spaceship Earth.” No other place to dock, no alternative ports at which to sojourn, with air to breathe, water to drink, or food to consume.


We are the custodians of an amazing gift. We have a Goldilocks planet, with just the right atmospheric composition, just the right distance from its star, yielding just the right temperature range for life, with liquid-water oceans and oxygen-rich air. Every person we will ever know, every animal or plant we will ever encounter, is reliant on conditions remaining just this way.


To continue to knowingly alter those conditions in a manner that threatens humanity and other life forms, simply so a few very large corporations can continue to make record profits, is not just unacceptable, or unethical—it would be the most immoral act in the history of human civilization: not just a crime against humanity, but a crime against our planet. We cannot be passive bystanders as polluters work toward making that eventuality come to pass. My intent with this book is to do everything within my power to make sure we aren’t.















CHAPTER 1



The Architects of Misinformation and Misdirection




Doubt is our product, since it is the best means of competing with the “body of fact” that exists in the minds of the general public.


—Unnamed tobacco executive, Brown and Williamson (1969)




THE ORIGINS OF THE ONGOING CLIMATE WARS LIE IN DISINFORMATION campaigns waged decades ago, when the findings of science began to collide with the agendas of powerful vested interests. These campaigns were aimed at obscuring public understanding of the underlying science and discrediting the scientific message, often by attacking the messengers themselves—that is, the scientists whose work hinted that we might have a problem on our hands. Over the years, tactics were developed and refined by public relations agents employed to undermine facts and scientifically based warnings.


KILL THE MESSENGER


Our journey takes us all the way back to the late nineteenth century, to Thomas Stockmann, an amateur scientist in a small Norwegian town. The local economy was dependent on tourism tied to the town’s medicinal hot springs. After discovering that the town’s water supply was being polluted by chemicals from a local tannery, Stockmann was thwarted in his efforts to alert the townspeople of the threat, first when the local paper refused to publish an article he had written about his findings, then when he was shouted down as he attempted to announce his findings at a town meeting. He and his family were treated as outcasts. His daughter was expelled from school, and the townspeople stoned his home, breaking all the windows and terrifying his family. They considered leaving town but decided to stay, hoping—in vain—that the townspeople would ultimately come around to accepting, and indeed appreciating, his dire warnings.


That’s the plot of the 1882 Henrik Ibsen play An Enemy of the People (made into a film in 1978 that starred Steve McQueen in one of his final and arguably finest performances). The story is fictional, but it depicts a conflict that would be familiar to audiences in the late nineteenth century. The eerie prescience of this tale today, when an anti-science president dismisses the media as an “enemy of the American people,” and conservative politicians knowingly allow an entire city to be endangered by a lead-poisoned water supply, has not been lost on some observers.1 An Enemy of the People is the canonical cautionary tale of the clash between science and industrial or corporate interests. And it serves as an apt metaphor for the climate wars that would take place a century later.


But before we get there, let us next flash-forward to the mid-twentieth century, where we encounter the granddaddy of modern industry disinformation campaigns. This campaign was orchestrated by tobacco industry leaders in their effort to hide evidence of the addictive and deadly nature of their product. “Doubt is our product,” confessed a Brown and Williamson executive in 1969.2 The memo containing the admission was eventually released as part of a massive legal settlement between the tobacco industry and the US government. This and other internal documents showed that the companies’ own scientists had established the health threats of smoking as early as the 1950s. Nevertheless, the companies chose to engage in an elaborate campaign to hide those threats from the public.


Tobacco interests even hired experts to discredit the work of other researchers who had arrived at the very same conclusions. Chief among these attack dogs was Frederick Seitz, a solid-state physicist who was also the former head of the US National Academy of Sciences and a recipient of the prestigious Presidential Medal of Science. Those impressive credentials made him a valuable asset for the tobacco industry. Tobacco giant R.J. Reynolds would eventually hire Seitz and pay him half a million dollars to use his scientific standing and stature to attack any and all science (and scientists) linking tobacco to human health problems.3 Seitz was the original science-denier-for-hire. There would be many more.


Pesticide manufacturers adopted the tobacco industry’s playbook in the 1960s, after Rachel Carson warned the public of the danger that DDT (dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane) posed to the environment. Her classic 1962 book Silent Spring ushered in the modern environmental movement.4 Carson described how DDT was decimating populations of bald eagles and other birds by thinning their eggs and killing the embryos within. The pesticide was accumulating in food webs, soils, and rivers, creating an increasingly dire threat to wildlife—and ultimately, humans. Eventually, the United States banned DDT, but not until 1972.


Carson was awarded for her efforts with a full-on character assassination campaign by industry groups who denounced her as “radical,” “communist,” and “hysterical” (with all its misogynist connotations—misogyny, and racism as well, as we will see, have become inextricably linked to climate-change denialism). The president of Monsanto, the largest producer of DDT, denounced her as “a fanatic defender of the cult of the balance of nature.”5 Her critics even labeled her a mass murderer.6 Even today, the industry front group known as the Competitive Enterprise Institute (CEI) continues to defame the long-deceased scientist by insisting that “millions of people around the world suffer the painful and often deadly effects of malaria because one person sounded a false alarm. That person is Rachel Carson.”7 What Carson’s posthumous attackers don’t want you to know is that Carson never called for a ban on DDT, just an end to its indiscriminate use. It was ultimately phased out not because of the environmental damages that Carson exposed but because it had steadily lost its effectiveness as mosquitoes grew resistant to it. That was something that Carson, ironically, had warned would happen as a result of overuse.8 And here we are thus afforded an early example of how the short-sighted practices of greedy corporations looking to maximize near-term profits often prove self-defeating.


Credibility and integrity are a scientist’s bread and butter and greatest asset. It is the currency that allows scientists to serve as trusted communicators to the public. That’s why the forces of denial targeted Carson directly, accusing her of all manner of scientific misconduct. In response to the controversy, President John F. Kennedy convened a committee to review Carson’s claims. The committee published its report in May 1963, exonerating her and her scientific findings.9 Science denialists are never deterred by pesky things like “facts,” however. And so the attacks continue today. Consider a 2012 commentary that appeared in conservative Forbes magazine entitled “Rachel Carson’s Deadly Fantasies,” by Henry I. Miller and Gregory Conko. Miller and Conko are Fellows at the aforementioned Competitive Enterprise Institute. Miller is also a scientific advisory board member of an industry front group known as the George C. Marshall Institute (GMI), and, unsurprisingly, a tobacco industry advocate.10 In the piece, they accuse Carson of “gross misrepresentations,” “atrocious” scholarship, and “egregious academic misconduct,” despite the fact that her scientific findings have been overwhelmingly affirmed by decades of research.11 Though bird populations continue to be imperiled by pesticides, more sonorous springs did largely return. And for that, we owe a great debt of gratitude to Rachel Carson.12


Due to the work of Carson and other scientists studying the effects of industrial toxins on humans and the environment, awareness of other threats emerged in the 1970s. Lead pollution generated by the gasoline and paint industries, for example, came under scrutiny. Enter Herbert Needleman, whose story is disturbingly reminiscent of Thomas Stockmann’s from Ibsen’s play. Needleman was a professor and researcher at the University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine. His research identified a link between environmental lead contamination and childhood brain development. Sounding a familiar note, lead industry advocates sought to discredit him and his research, engaging in a character assassination campaign that included unfounded accusations against him of scientific misconduct.13 He was exonerated—twice. The first exoneration was the result of a thorough investigation by the National Institutes of Health. Then, in what might sound like the scientific equivalent of double jeopardy, there was a separate investigation by his university, during which he was locked out of his own files, with bars placed on his file cabinets. No evidence of impropriety ever emerged. His research on how to detect chronic lead exposure—validated by numerous independent studies in the intervening decades—likely has saved thousands of lives and prevented brain damage in thousands more.14 “Enemy of the People” indeed.


DENIAL GOES GLOBAL


In the 1970s and 1980s we begin to see the emergence of truly global environmental threats, including acid rain and ozone depletion. Industry groups whose bottom line might be impacted by environmental regulations began to significantly step up their attacks on the science demonstrating these dangers, and of course on the scientists themselves.


Frederick Seitz—the granddaddy of denialism who was enlisted by the tobacco industry in its war on science—was provided lavish industry funding in the mid-1980s to create the George C. Marshall Institute.15 Seitz recruited as partners astrophysicist Robert Jastrow (founder of the venerable NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies) and oceanographer William Nierenberg (onetime director of the revered Scripps Institution for Oceanography in La Jolla, California). These three individuals, as Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway noted in their 2010 book Merchants of Doubt, were what could be called free-market fundamentalists. None of them had training in environmental science. What they did possess was an ideological distrust of efforts to limit what they saw as the freedom of individuals or corporations. As such, they played willfully into the agenda of regulation-averse special interests.16 Borrowing from the very same tactics Seitz had cut his teeth on as a tobacco industry attack dog a decade earlier, the GMI crew would sow doubt in the areas of science that proved threatening to the powerful vested interests they represented.


One of these scientific issues was acid rain, a phenomenon I’m intimately familiar with, having grown up in New England during the 1970s. At that time, lakes, rivers, streams, and forests throughout eastern North America were being destroyed by increasingly acidic rainfall. The scientist Gene Likens and others discovered the origins of the problem: midwestern coal-fired power plants that were producing sulfur dioxide pollution. Likens would later become the “environmental sustainability czar” for the University of Connecticut.


In April 2017, I gave a lecture at the University of Connecticut in which I revealed some of my own experiences in the crosshairs of the climate-change-denial machine. At the dinner following the lecture, Likens was seated next to me. He turned to me and said, “Your stories sound a lot like mine!” As we ate our salads, he regaled me with stories that were disturbingly familiar: nasty letters and complaints to his bosses; hostile reception by conservative politicians; attacks from industry-funded hatchet men and politicians seeking to discredit his scientific findings. As Likens said some years ago in an interview, “It was bad. It was really nasty. I had a contract put out on me.”


Likens was referring to a coal industry trade group known as the Edison Electric Institute that had offered nearly half a million dollars to anybody willing to discredit him.17 William Nierenberg, the aforementioned member of the GMI trio, in essence took up that challenge when Ronald Reagan appointed him to chair a panel investigating the acid rain issue. The facts, however, proved stubborn, and the panel’s conclusions, published in a 1984 report, largely reaffirmed the findings of Likens and other scientific experts. But hidden away in an appendix written by a contrarian scientist, S. Fred Singer, was a passage suggesting that, as Oreskes and Conway put it, “we really didn’t know enough to move forward with emissions controls.” The passage was just dismissive enough to allow the Reagan administration to justify its policy of inaction.18


Fortunately, the forces of denial and inaction did not prevail. Americans recognized the problem and demanded action, and politicians ultimately responded. That’s precisely how things are supposed to work in a representative democracy. In 1990, it was a Republican president, George H.W. Bush, who signed the Clean Air Act, which required coal-fired power plants to scrub sulfur emissions before they exited the smokestacks. He even introduced a vehicle known as “cap and trade,” a market-based mechanism that allows polluters to buy and sell a limited allotment of pollution permits. Cap-and-trade policy is, ironically, now pilloried by most Republicans. It was the brainchild of Bush’s EPA administrator, William K. Reilly, a modern environmental hero whom I’m proud to know and call my friend.


My family frequently goes on vacation to Big Moose Lake in the western Adirondacks. My wife’s family has been going there for seventy years. Her parents remember back in the 1970s when the lake was so acidic you literally didn’t need to take any showers. A jump in the lake would clean you right off. The waters were crystal clear, because they were lifeless. The wildlife has returned now—I see and hear it when we’re there, from the bugs to the fish and frogs to the ducks and snapping turtles, along with the haunting sound of the loons. You sometimes see small teams of scientists out in boats collecting samples of the water in the various lakes, examining its chemistry and contents. The affected ecosystems still haven’t recovered completely. Environmental pollution can disrupt food chains, forest ecosystems, and water and soil chemistry in a way that can persist for decades or centuries even after the pollutants themselves are gone. But we are on the road to recovery in the Adirondacks, thanks—dare I say it—to market-based mechanisms for solving an environmental problem.


In the 1980s, scientists recognized that chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), used at the time in spray cans and refrigerators, were responsible for the growing hole in the ozone layer in the lower stratosphere that protects us from damaging, high-energy ultraviolet radiation from the Sun. The erosion of the ozone layer brought with it an increasing incidence of skin cancer and other adverse health impacts in the Southern Hemisphere. My friend Bill Brune, former head of the Department of Meteorology at Penn State, was one of the original scientists researching the relevant atmospheric chemistry. As he has written, “Some of the scientists who carried out this seminal research decided to become advocates for action to mitigate the likely harm from a depleted ozone layer. These scientist-advocates were subjected to intense criticism.”19 That criticism, as Bill noted, took several forms: “Manufacturers, users, and their government representatives initiated public relations campaigns designed not to illuminate but to obscure, to throw doubt on the hypothesis and the weight of scientific evidence, and to otherwise convince lawmakers and the public that the data were too uncertain to act upon.” He added, “When results inevitably began to refute their views, or whenever their own work was proven wrong or rejected for publication, these contrarian scientists, government representatives, and industry spokesmen then changed tactics, to denigrate the entire peer-review process.” Among those contrarian scientists was the very same S. Fred Singer we encountered in the context of acid rain denial. Get used to that name.


Disregarding the naysayers, in 1987 forty-six countries—including the United States under Reagan—signed the Montreal Protocol, banning the production of CFCs. Since then, the ozone hole has shrunk to its smallest extent in decades. Environmental policy actually works. But, with both acid rain and ozone depletion, policy solutions came only because of unrelenting pressure on policymakers by citizens combined with continued bipartisan good faith and support on the part of politicians for systemic solutions to environmental threats. That good faith all but disappeared with the advent of the Trump administration. Indeed, after his 2016 election, Trump appointed individuals to important positions who not only denied the reality and threat of climate change but had played critical roles decades ago in industry-led efforts to deny both ozone depletion and acid rain. Think of them as all-purpose deniers-for-hire.20


You might also call them spiritual successors of the George C. Marshall Institute, Frederick Seitz’s science-denying think tank. By the late 1980s, the GMI was largely focused on environmental issues. But as it happens, it was not acid rain or ozone depletion that brought the institute into existence in the first place. It was instead the threat that the findings of science posed to an entirely different vested interest: the military-industrial complex. During the late cold war, leading defense contractors, such as Lockheed-Martin and Northrop Grumman, were profiting from the escalating arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union. They stood to benefit in particular from Reagan’s proposed Strategic Defense Initiative, otherwise known as Star Wars, an antiballistic missile program designed to shoot down nuclear missiles in space. Standing in their way, however, was, quite literally, one lone scientist.


SCIENTIST AS WARRIOR


Carl Sagan was the David Duncan Professor of Astronomy and Space Sciences and director of the Laboratory for Planetary Studies at Cornell University. He was a respected, accomplished researcher with an impressive record of achievement in earth and planetary science. Sagan did seminal work on the “Faint Young Sun Paradox,” the surprising fact that Earth was habitable more than three billion years ago despite the fact that the Sun was 30 percent dimmer then. The explanation, Sagan realized, must be a magnified greenhouse effect. This work is so fundamental that it constitutes the first chapter in the textbook I’ve used to teach first-year Penn State students about Earth history.21


Sagan, however, was far more than a scientist. He was cultural phenomenon. He had an unmatched ability to engage the public with science. Not only could he explain it to the person on the street, he could get people excited about it. I can speak to this matter on a personal level. It is Carl Sagan who inspired me to pursue a career in science.


I had always had an aptitude for math and science, but it had constituted a path of least resistance, not a passion. Then Sagan’s popular PBS series Cosmos premiered at the start of my freshman year in high school. Sagan showed me the magic of scientific inquiry. He revealed a cosmos that was more wondrous than I could have imagined, and the preciousness of our place in it as simple inhabitants of a tiny blue dot just barely discernible from the outer reaches of our solar system. And the questions! How did life form? Is there more of it out there? Are there other intelligent civilizations? Why haven’t they contacted us? I pondered these questions and so many more that Sagan raised in the epic thirteen-part series. Sagan made me realize it was possible to spend a lifetime satisfying one’s scientific curiosity by posing and answering such fundamental existential questions.


Sadly, I never got a chance to meet my hero. I finished my PhD in geology and geophysics in 1996, the very same year Sagan passed away. Being in the same field as Sagan, I almost certainly would have met him at meetings or conferences had I entered the profession just a few years earlier. But I have had the pleasure of getting to know him through his writings, and to make the acquaintance of some who knew him well. That includes his daughter, Sasha, a writer who is continuing her father’s legacy of inspiring us about the cosmos and our place in it.22


Sagan was so compelling and charismatic a personality that he quickly became the voice of science for the nation. On Johnny Carson’s The Tonight Show, he would mesmerize national audiences with his observations, insights, and often amusing anecdotes. In so doing, he literally knocked Carson’s previous go-to science guy out of the lineup for good.23 That was none other than astrophysicist Robert Jastrow, the aforementioned GMI cofounder. Which brings us back to the main thrust of our story.


Carl Sagan became increasingly political in the 1980s as he recognized the mounting threat of a nuclear arms race. He used his public prominence, media savvy, and unrivaled communication skills to raise awareness about the existential threat posed by a global thermonuclear war. Sagan explained to the public that the threat went well beyond the immediate death and destruction and the resulting nuclear radiation. The massive detonation of nuclear warheads during a thermonuclear war, Sagan and his colleagues argued in the scientific literature, might produce enough dust and debris to block out a sufficient amount of sunlight to induce a state of perpetual winter, or, as they termed it, “nuclear winter.”24


Humanity, in short, might suffer the same fate the dinosaurs encountered following a massive asteroid impact: a sunlight-blocking dust storm that ended their reign sixty-five million years ago. Sagan helped bring about public understanding of that scenario through his various media interviews and in an article for the widely read Sunday newspaper insert Parade magazine.


Sagan feared that Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative, which many cold war hawks and military contractors supported, would lead to an escalation of tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union and a dangerous buildup in nuclear arms, portending the very nuclear winter scenario he so feared. But, as Oreskes and Conway noted in Merchants of Doubt, the cold war–era physicists at GMI saw these legitimate concerns about SDI as scare tactics employed by Soviet-sympathizing peaceniks.25 In their eyes, the very concept of nuclear winter was a threat to our security. Working with conservative politicians and industry special interests, the GMI trio sought to discredit the case for concern by going directly after the underlying science—first by discrediting the scientist, Carl Sagan, personally. The attacks took place in congressional briefings and in the pages of mainstream newspapers, where they solicited and wrote articles and op-eds to debunk the findings of Sagan and his colleagues. This campaign even included intimidating public television stations that considered running a program on nuclear winter.26


Here’s why Sagan’s anti-SDI campaign is germane to the central topic of this book: The nuclear winter simulations that Sagan and his colleagues conducted were based on early-generation global climate models. So if you didn’t like the science of nuclear winter, you really weren’t going to like the science of climate change, which revealed the culpability of the same powerful polluting interests that groups like GMI were defending. With the collapse of the cold war in the late 1980s, the GMI crew, as Oreskes and Conway noted, needed another issue to focus on. Acid rain and ozone depletion would keep them busy through the early 1990s. But as these matters faded from view (in substantial part because even Republicans—as noted earlier—ultimately supported action), GMI and like-minded critics needed another scientific boogeyman to justify their existence. Climate change surely fit the bill.















CHAPTER 2



The Climate Wars




There’s no war that will end all wars.


—HARUKI MURAKAMI


When the rich wage war, it is the poor who die.


—JEAN-PAUL SARTRE




AND SO, IT BEGINS


In the early 1990s I was a graduate student working on my PhD in the field of climate science within the Department of Geology and Geophysics at Yale University. I had been lured away from the Physics Department, where I had been studying the behavior of matter at the quantum scale. Instead, I would now study the behavior of our climate system at the global scale. For an ambitious young physicist, climate science was the great western frontier. There were still big, wide-open questions where a young scientist with math and physics skills could make substantial contributions at the forefront of the science. This was my opportunity to realize the vision that Carl Sagan had instilled in me as a youth—a vision of science as a quest to understand our place in the larger planetary and cosmic environment.


My PhD adviser was a scientist named Barry Saltzman, who played a key role in the discovery of the phenomenon of “chaos”—one of the great scientific developments of the twentieth century. Chaos is responsible, among other things, for the fact that one cannot predict the precise details of the weather beyond a week or so out. Barry was a skeptic—in the true and honest sense of the word. He was unconvinced in the early 1990s that we could establish the human impact on our climate. This was a tenable position then, given that the climate models being used were still quite crude and that the warming signal in the roughly one century of global temperature data was only perhaps just beginning to peek out from the background noise of natural variability.


There were other scientists, such as James Hansen, the prominent director of the NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies (yes—the same institute that had previously been directed by none other than Robert Jastrow), who had a different view. Hansen felt that we could already demonstrate that human activity—specifically, the generation of greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels like oil, coal, and natural gas—was warming the planet. On a record hot June day in Washington, DC, in 1988, Hansen had testified to Congress, saying, “It is time to stop waffling.… [T]he evidence is pretty strong.” The Reagan administration had become increasingly unhappy with Hansen’s public statements even before that June day. As a NASA civil servant, he was subject to having his written congressional testimonies vetted by the administration, and starting in 1986, the White House’s Office of Management and Budget had repeatedly edited them in such a way as to downplay their impact. Exasperated, Hansen finally announced in bombshell 1989 testimony that his words were being altered by White House.1


As I began to study climate science in the early 1990s, my own position was closer to Barry Saltzman’s than to Hansen’s. My research involved the study of natural climate variability based on the use of theoretical climate models, observational data, and long-term paleoclimatic records, including tree rings and ice cores. This work suggested that there were important mechanisms that led to natural climate fluctuations with time scales of fifty to seventy years, almost as long as the instrumental temperature record itself. Such natural long-term climate fluctuations, at the very least, obscured the impacts of human-caused climate change.2






[image: image]

Prediction of future CO2 rise and temperature increase from an internal 1982 ExxonMobil document. The current observed CO2 level and global temperature increase are indicated by the thick horizontal and vertical lines. The actual values are 415 parts per million (ppm) CO2 and a temperature increase of 0.8°C (1.44°F) since 1960, both within the range of the predictions. Figure 3 in Exxon report of November 12, 1982, subject line “CO2 ‘Greenhouse’ Effect,” 82EAP 266, under Exxon letterhead of M. B. Glaser, manager, Environmental Affairs Program, posted by Inside Climate News at http://insideclimatenews.org/sites/default/files/documents/1982%20Exxon%20Primer%20on%20CO2%20Greenhouse%20Effect.pdf, p. 7.










It’s important to keep some perspective here. Although scientists were still debating whether we had yet detected a human impact on the climate, there was a broad consensus on the basics—i.e., that burning fossil fuels and increasing the concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere would substantially warm the planet, something that had been established by the great Swedish scientist Svante Arrhenius in the late 1800s. And it is worth recalling, from the introduction, the words of ExxonMobil’s own experts in the 1970s: “There is general scientific agreement that… mankind is influencing the global climate… through carbon dioxide release from the burning of fossil fuels” (emphasis added.)3 The famous Danish physicist Niels Bohr is reported to have once said, “Predictions are hard. Especially about the future.” Well, Exxon’s own scientists made an impressive one back in 1982, more or less predicting spot-on the increase in CO2 concentrations and the resulting warming we would now see given business-as-usual burning of fossil fuels.4 The coal industry also knew, as far back as the 1960s, that their carbon emissions were warming the planet.5


Nonetheless, the fact that there was still some real division within the climate research community on a matter as seemingly fundamental as whether we had yet firmly detected a human influence on climate meant there was a preexisting cleavage into which the forces of denial could attempt to drive a wedge and generate uncertainty and controversy about the science. For the fossil fuel industry, time was of the essence, because policy action aimed at addressing the problem appeared imminent.


During the presidential election of 1988, George H.W. Bush had pledged to meet the “greenhouse effect with the White House effect.” He appointed as his science adviser a physicist named David Allan Bromley. Bromley was a professor from the Yale Physics Department, where I was doing my degree at the time, and I still remember him returning to New Haven to give a special departmental seminar on climate change and climate modeling. Bromley was no left-leaning environmentalist. But he understood the irrefutable physics behind climate change. Meanwhile, Bush’s EPA administrator, the aforementioned William K. Reilly, was an environmentalist, and he strongly supported action on climate. By 1991, Bush had signaled that he would sign the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).


But there was some dissent within the administration. Bush’s chief of staff, a Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)–trained engineer named John Sununu, was—and remarkably enough, remains today—a climate-change denier. He drew heavily from an unpublished 1989 white paper by the GMI trio of Jastrow, Seitz, and Nierenberg (published the following year as a book, Global Warming: What Does the Science Tell Us?) that blamed global warming on solar activity. In his capacity as a representative of GMI, Nierenberg secured a meeting with White House staff, where he presented their dismissive view of climate change. At the very least, this helped create a schism within the Bush administration and blunted the momentum behind climate action.6


With the advent in 1988 of the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the task of refuting the scientific evidence for human-caused global warming became too great for a single small organization like GMI. The cavalry would soon arrive, however. A consortium of fossil fuel interests known as the Global Climate Coalition, which included ExxonMobil, Shell, British Petroleum (BP), Chevron, the American Petroleum Institute, and others, came together in 1989, joining forces with other industry think tanks and front groups, including the genteel-sounding “Heartland Institute” and “Competitive Enterprise Institute.” Collectively they constituted what Oreskes and Conway analogized in Merchants of Doubt as a “Potemkin Village,” a facade of impressive-sounding organizations, institutions, and individuals who would challenge—through newspaper op-eds, public debates, fake scientific articles, and any other means available—the basic science of climate change. They would seek to carry the argument that the science was too uncertain, the models too unreliable, the data too short and too error-ridden, the role of natural variability too unknown to establish any clear human role in global warming and climate change.


David and Charles Koch, otherwise known as the “Koch brothers”—the owners of the largest privately held fossil fuel interest (Koch Industries)—are best known for their highly visible role in funding climate-change denialism in recent years. But they played a key early role here as well, something that has only recently come to light.7 Under the auspices of the Cato Institute, the libertarian think tank that they founded and funded, they held the very first known climate-change-denial conference back in June 1991. Titled “Global Environmental Crisis: Science or Politics?,” it was a sort of Council of Elrond of climate-change denialism. It featured two scientists in particular who would join the ranks of Seitz, Jastrow, and Nierenberg, leveraging their scientific and academic credentials to grant an air of legitimacy to broadsides aimed at discrediting mainstream climate science.


Among the invited speakers was Richard S. Lindzen of MIT, who was quoted in the brochure advertising the conference as saying there was “very little evidence at all” that climate change was a threat. His credentials, like Seitz’s, were impressive. He was a chaired professor of meteorology at MIT and a member of the National Academy of Sciences. Like Seitz, he has also received money from fossil fuel interests for his advocacy on their behalf.8 Scientifically speaking, Lindzen is best known for his controversial insistence that climate models overestimate the warming effect of increasing greenhouse gas concentrations because of processes—related to clouds or atmospheric moisture—that he continues to claim are either missing or poorly represented in the models. Such processes in principle can either tend to increase warming (in a “positive feedback”) or decrease warming (in a “negative feedback”). Lindzen, however, has remained focused only on the latter. It seems, indeed, that he has never met a negative feedback he didn’t like. He has spent much of his professional career arguing for supposedly missing negative feedbacks, only to have other scientists continually shoot them down.9 Lindzen has even been so bold as to argue that a doubling of CO2 concentrations (which we will reach in a matter of decades, given business-as-usual burning of fossil fuels) would raise global temperatures only a very minimal 1°C (1.8°F). The claim strains credulity, given that the planet has now already warmed up more than that after only a roughly 50 percent increase in CO2 concentrations. Indeed, a vast array of evidence, including the response of the climate to volcanic eruptions, the coming and going of the ice ages, and past warm periods, such as the early Cretaceous, when dinosaurs roamed the planet, all point toward warming that is roughly three times (3°C, or 5.4°F) as large as Lindzen predicted.


Also among the speakers at this influential early conference was S. Fred Singer, whom we can now begin to recognize as a sort of all-purpose denier-for-hire. Like Seitz’s, Singer’s origins were as an academic and a scientist, and like Seitz, he would leave the academic world in the early 1990s to advocate against what he called the “junk science” of acid rain, ozone depletion, tobacco health threats, and, of course, climate change, receiving substantial industry funding for his efforts.10


Singer’s most significant role relates to the legacy of the revered atmospheric scientist Roger Revelle. Revelle made fundamental contributions to our current understanding of human-caused climate change, providing key evidence in the 1950s that the burning of fossil fuels was increasing greenhouse gas concentrations. He made some of the early projections of future warming. Revelle is also credited with having inspired Al Gore’s concern about climate change when Gore was a student at Harvard.


Shortly before Revelle passed away in 1991, Singer added him as a coauthor to a paper he had written for the journal Cosmos, published by the Cosmos Club, a Washington, DC, intellectual society. The paper was nearly identical to an earlier dismissive article by Singer. It disputed the evidence that climate change is human caused. Both Revelle’s secretary and his former graduate student Justin Lancaster have suggested that Revelle was uncomfortable with the manuscript and that the dismissive framing was added after Revelle, who was gravely ill (and died just months after the paper’s publication), had an opportunity to see the final version. Lancaster has stated that Singer hoodwinked Revelle into adding his name to the article and that Revelle was “intensely embarrassed that his name was associated” with it. Lancaster characterized Singer’s behavior as unethical and, furthermore, said he had a strong suspicion of Singer’s ultimate objective: to discredit Al Gore and his campaign in the early 1990s to raise public awareness about the threat of climate change. Lancaster stands by these charges despite legal threats against him by Singer.11


THE BATTLEFIELD TAKES SHAPE


We now fast-forward a few years, to late 1995, when it would all come to a head. The scientific evidence for human-caused climate change had grown ever more compelling. The observations, the model simulations, all seemed to be coming into clear alignment. My once skeptical PhD adviser Barry Saltzman and I were coauthors on an article making this very case.12 Industry-funded resistance to the science, however, had grown proportionately. Dozens of front groups and scientist deniers-for-hire now occupied an increasingly fortified Potemkin Village of industry-funded climate-change denial. The battlefield had taken shape, the forces were mobilized. Climate change was the defining political issue of the time.


By late November 1995, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change would hold its final plenary in Madrid for its Second Assessment Report. The purpose of the report was to summarize the current consensus among the world’s scientists on climate change. As remarked earlier, that consensus was rapidly converging toward acceptance of the reality and threat of climate change. Nonetheless, a fierce dispute arose between the scientists authoring the report and government delegates representing a small subset of countries—Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, in particular, two major oil-exporting nations that profited greatly from the continued extraction and sale of fossil fuels. As science journalist William K. Stevens put it, these nations “made common cause with American industry lobbyists to try to weaken the conclusions of the report.”13


The question was whether one could state with confidence that human-caused climate change was now detectable. The scientist with primary responsibility for the relevant section of the report was Ben Santer, a climate researcher at the US Department of Energy’s Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory in California who had published a series of important articles on the topic. The recipient of a MacArthur “genius award” in recognition of his fundamental contributions to our understanding of climate change, Santer and his IPCC coauthors concluded, based on the existing climate literature, concluded that “the balance of evidence suggests an appreciable human influence on climate.”14


The Saudi delegate complained that the word “appreciable” was too strong. For two whole days, the scientists haggled with the Saudi delegate over this single word in the “Summary for Policy Makers” of the report—the part of the report most likely to be read by politicians and most likely to be reported upon by journalists. They purportedly debated nearly thirty different alternatives before IPCC chair Bert Bolin found a mutually acceptable word: “discernible.” The term acknowledged that human activity played at least some role in observed climate change, as the scientists had argued, while making it sound like one almost had to squint to see it, conceding a level of uncertainty that no doubt pleased the oil-rich Saudis.


The fact that two entire days at the final plenary were devoted to debating a single word in the report’s summary gives you some idea of how politically charged the debate over climate change had become by late 1995. Ben Santer was the scientist most directly connected to the emerging scientific consensus. In the tradition of Rachel Carson, Herbert Needleman, and Gene Likens, he would be savaged by industry groups and their now familiar attack dogs in an effort to undermine his credibility.


Just a few months after the IPCC plenary, in February 1996, S. Fred Singer published a letter in the journal Science attacking Santer. He disputed the key IPCC finding that model predictions matched the observed warming, claiming that the observations instead showed cooling. This was, of course, wrong. They showed nothing of the sort. They demonstrated clear evidence of warming. But climate-change deniers would cling to one curious dataset—a satellite-derived estimate of atmospheric temperatures produced by two contrarian scientists from the University of Alabama at Huntsville, John Christy and Roy Spencer—that appeared to contradict all the other evidence of warming. The cooling claimed by Christy and Spencer would later be shown to be an artifact of serial errors on their part. But not before climate-change deniers would milk it for all it was worth.15


Singer went on to claim that inclusion of Santer’s work in the report somehow violated IPCC rules because the work hadn’t yet been published. In fact, most of the work had been published, and in any case, the IPCC rules did not require a work cited to be published at the time of the report, but simply that the work be available to reviewers upon request.


Meanwhile, the aforementioned Global Climate Coalition circulated a report to Washington, DC, insiders repeating these false allegations and accusing Santer of “political tampering” and “scientific cleansing.” The latter charge, echoing language of the Third Reich, was especially odious given that Santer had lost relatives in Nazi Germany. The claims were of course false. At the request of the IPCC leadership, Santer had simply removed a redundant summary to ensure that the structure of the chapter on which he was lead author would conform to that of the other chapters. A few months later, Frederick Seitz published an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal repeating the same false allegations against Santer.16


Climate-change deniers were able to spread false charges about Santer faster (and in more prominent venues) than he—or the rest of the scientific community—could possibly hope to refute them. Santer’s integrity was impugned, and his job and his life were threatened. It’s an example of what I later termed the “Serengeti Strategy,” in which industry-funded attackers go after individual scientists just as predators on the Serengeti plain of Africa hunt their prey: attempting to pick off vulnerable individuals by isolating them from the rest of the herd. When my work was prominently featured in the next IPCC report, Ben Santer commented, “There are people who believe that if they bring down Mike Mann, they can bring down the IPCC.”17 They thought I was easy prey.


THE SEITZ DECEPTION


Fast-forward a couple more years, to 1997. The Kyoto Protocol, an addition to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, had just been adopted. It would commit the countries of the world to substantial reductions in carbon emissions with the aim of avoiding “dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.”18 The pressure on policymakers was mounting. The forces of denial and delay would need to marshal additional forces if they were to forestall action on climate.


In so doing, they would find common cause with some increasingly odd characters. Consider Arthur B. Robinson, a chemist with admittedly impressive credentials. A onetime protégé of Nobel Prize–winning chemist Linus Pauling, Robinson heads up a family-run outfit in Cave Junction, Oregon, that calls itself the Oregon Institute of Science and Medicine. Robinson has advanced some very odd scientific hypotheses over the years, including the discredited claim that vitamin C causes cancer. He has also shown an interest in collecting and analyzing other people’s urine. And yes—I know you’re wondering—Robinson is also a climate-change denier, a position that has more recently ingratiated him with the right-wing climate-change-denying Mercer family as well as the Trump administration.19


In 1998, one year after Kyoto, Robinson joined forces with our old friend Frederick Seitz to undermine support for the protocol. The two organized a petition drive opposing the international agreement. To this day, the “Oregon Petition,” with thirty-one thousand nominal “scientist” signatories, is touted as evidence of widespread scientific opposition to the research underlying models of human-caused climate change. This is in spite of the fact that few of the supposed signatories were actually scientists (the list included the names Geri Halliwell, one of the Spice Girls; and B. J. Hunnicutt, a character from the TV series M*A*S*H). Not to mention that a majority of signatories who actually were scientists indicated they no longer supported the petition or couldn’t remember signing the petition, or were deceased, or failed to respond when they were contacted by Scientific American.20


The petition was mailed out to an extensive list of scientists, journalists, and politicos along with a cover letter and an “article” attacking the scientific evidence for climate change. The article, titled “Environmental Effects of Increased Atmospheric Carbon Dioxide,” was coauthored by Robinson, his son Noah, and climate-change contrarian Willie Soon. It was formatted to appear as if it had been published in the prestigious Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS), the official journal of the hallowed National Academy of Sciences (NAS). Seitz even signed the enclosed letter using his past affiliation as NAS president. The NAS, in response, took the extraordinary step of publicly denouncing Seitz’s efforts as a deliberate deception, noting that its position on the issue—that there was now a consensus that climate change is real and human caused—was very much the opposite of what Seitz was saying.


The entire episode, coincidentally enough, played out just days before the publication of our “hockey-stick” article, which appeared in the journal Nature on April 22 (Earth Day), 1998.21 The curve demonstrated the unprecedented nature of modern global warming. It would become a symbol in the climate-change debate. It—and I—would soon become a major target of attack.


THE HOCKEY FIGHT


Let us skip ahead a few more years, to 2002, where we encounter the now infamous “Luntz Memo.” Frank Luntz is a professional pollster who has long advised the GOP on matters of policy based on insights derived from polling and focus groups. In a 2002 memo that was leaked by an organization known as the Environmental Working Group, Luntz warned his fossil-fuel-industry-coddling Republican clients that “Should the public come to believe that the scientific issues are settled, their views about global warming will change accordingly.”22 He advised using less threatening language in characterizing the phenomenon, favoring “climate change” over “global warming.” Ironically, the very same scientific community that climate-change deniers accuse of being alarmist would increasingly favor the use of that term as well, simply because it’s a more comprehensive description of the problem. Climate change involves not only the warming of Earth’s surface, but the melting of ice, sea-level rise, the shifting of rainfall and desert belts, altered ocean currents, and so on. Luntz also suggested that Republicans “reposition global warming as theory [rather than fact].” This, too, is ironic, for a theory is the most powerful of scientific entities. Gravity is just “a theory.” That hardly makes it safe to jump off a cliff.


Luntz warned that “the scientific debate is closing [against Republicans] but not yet closed. There is still a window of opportunity to challenge the science,” by which he meant to insert doubt into the public mindset. Following Luntz’s prescription, fossil fuel interests and the politicians and attack dogs doing their bidding doubled down in their assault on the science, engaging in a “shoot the messenger” strategy designed to discredit the science underpinning concern over human-caused climate change. I found myself at the center of the attack because of the hockey-stick curve, which soon took on an iconic status in the climate debate. It would be featured in the “Summary for Policy Makers” of the 2001 Third Assessment Report of the IPCC as the key new piece of climate-change evidence, supporting the conclusion that recent warmth was unprecedented over at least the past one thousand years.23


In reality, it was only one of many independent pillars of evidence that now existed. Human influence on the climate had already been established, as readers will recall, with the publication of the IPCC’s Second Assessment Report in 1995. But the hockey stick was far more compelling to the layperson than the rather abstract statistical work behind the key findings of the previous report. One didn’t need to understand the physics, mathematics, or statistics underlying climate research to understand what the striking visual was telling us. The long, gentle cooling trend that characterizes the descent from the relatively warm conditions of the eleventh century into the so-called Little Ice Age of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries resembles the downturned “handle” of a hockey stick, and the abrupt warming spike of the past century is the upturned “blade.” The fact that this dramatic recent warming accompanies the rapid increase in atmospheric carbon dioxide concentrations from the industrial revolution conveys an easily understood, unmistakable conclusion: the warming we are experiencing is unprecedented in modern history. Fossil fuel burning and other human activities are the cause.


That the hockey stick rose to prominence at precisely the same time that climate-change deniers were planning renewed and heightened attacks on the science was a coincidence of timing that had profound implications for my own career. In The Hockey Stick and the Climate Wars, I describe the efforts by fossil fuel interests and their hired guns to discredit the hockey stick and me personally.24 Those efforts included attacks against me and my work by right-wing media outlets like Fox News and the Wall Street Journal as well as hostile congressional hearings and investigations by climate-change-denying politicians such as Oklahoma senator James Inhofe, former Texas congressman Joe Barton, and former Virginia attorney general Ken Cuccinelli. All were Republicans. All were recipients of substantial fossil fuel largesse. I was subject to legal assaults by fossil-fuel-industry front groups seeking to abuse open records laws to obtain my personal emails—in the hope of finding something embarrassing with which to discredit me, or something that could be taken out of context and misrepresented to cast doubt on my research. Most of the people and groups behind the effort—the Koch brothers, the Heartland Institute, the George C. Marshall Institute, Fred Singer—are familiar by now.


The good thing about science is that it possesses what the great Carl Sagan described as “self-correcting machinery.” The processes of peer review, replication, and consensus, mixed with a healthy dose of skepticism—real skepticism, not the fake kind that is passed off as such by climate-change deniers—keeps science on a path toward truth. If a scientific claim is wrong, other scientists will demonstrate it to be so. If it’s right, other scientists will reaffirm it, perhaps improve it and extend it. Climate-change deniers like to claim that scientists simply seek to reaffirm the prevailing paradigm, because that’s how you secure funding and get published in the leading journals. As with most things climate-change deniers assert, the opposite is in fact true. Disproving the conventional wisdom, refuting a landmark study—that’s the path to fame and glory in the world of science.


Accordingly, challenges to the hockey-stick curve in leading scientific journals, such as Nature and Science, have helped launch the careers of ambitious young scientists. Yet the hockey stick has withstood those and other challenges. Two decades of research by dozens of independent teams, using different data and methods, has time and again reaffirmed our findings. There is now a veritable hockey league of studies that not only confirm our original conclusion—that the recent warming is unprecedented over the past millennium—but in fact extend it to at least the past two millennia and, more tentatively, at least the past twenty thousand years.25 Our basic finding has stood the test of time and the scrutiny of skeptical scientists. Accordingly, it has now been incorporated into the scientific consensus, and the scientific investigations have moved on, extending our findings and providing additional context. That’s how science works.


That is not at all to say that efforts to discredit the hockey stick have ceased. And here we must distinguish between the world of science and the world of politics. The former is driven by the self-correcting machinery that Sagan so eloquently spoke of, in that scientific findings are always subject to appropriate scrutiny and (largely) good-faith challenges. The latter obeys no such rules. The hockey stick continues to be attacked in the conservative media based on the most cynical and disingenuous misrepresentations of the facts.26 In the world of politics today, almost anything—it seems—goes; reality and logic have gone out the window, replaced by ideologically and agenda-driven “alternative facts.”


Nearly two decades ago, in his book The Demon-Haunted World, Sagan presaged with some trepidation the world we now live in:




I have a foreboding of an America in my children’s or grandchildren’s time—when the United States is a service and information economy; when nearly all the manufacturing industries have slipped away to other countries; when awesome technological powers are in the hands of a very few, and no one representing the public interest can even grasp the issues; when the people have lost the ability to set their own agendas or knowledgeably question those in authority; when, clutching our crystals and nervously consulting our horoscopes, our critical faculties in decline, unable to distinguish between what feels good and what’s true, we slide, almost without noticing, back into superstition and darkness.27





Sagan’s fears have no doubt been realized when it comes to the climate wars, if not our societal discourse writ large. And there is no better example of this pathology than the pseudo-scandal manufactured by the fossil fuel industry that came to be branded as “Climategate,” a last gasp, if you will, of hard-core climate-change denial.


CLIMATEGATE—A LAST GASP?


In a more recent counterpart to the infamous 1972 Watergate affair that brought down the presidency of Richard M. Nixon, hackers with links to Russia and WikiLeaks broke into an email server and released stolen emails in a massive, carefully orchestrated disinformation campaign designed to impact the course of American politics.28


You could be forgiven for thinking that I’m talking about the now well-established conspiracy between Russia and the campaign of Donald Trump to steal the US presidential election of 2016, a scandal that has since been branded Russiagate. But no. I’m talking about the affair in November 2009 that would come to be known as Climategate.


Advocates for climate action anticipated an opportunity for meaningful action on climate heading into the United Nations Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen in December 2009. A successor to the Rio and Kyoto conferences, Copenhagen was a source of great hope to climate campaigners; indeed, many referred to it as Hopenhagen. With the growing public recognition of the climate threat, thanks to ever greater clarity about the impacts of climate change (the unprecedented disaster of Hurricane Katrina was still fresh in the memory of Americans) and Al Gore’s wildly successful documentary An Inconvenient Truth, it seemed we were turning a corner. Perhaps, finally, the world was ready to act on climate.


The forces of denial and delay, however, would intercede once again, manufacturing a fake “scandal” in the weeks leading up to the summit. Even the name they successfully attached to the affair—“Climategate”—was the product of a carefully crafted narrative foisted on the public and policymakers in a collaborative effort by fossil-fuel-industry front groups, paid attack dogs, and conservative media outlets. Thousands of emails between climate scientists (including me) around the world were stolen from a university computer server in Great Britain late that summer. Bits and pieces of the emails were disingenuously rearranged and taken out of context by climate-change deniers to misrepresent both the science and the scientists.29


Before long, climate deniers had combed through the emails and organized them into a searchable archive. Taking individual words and phrases out of context to distort the original meanings, they claimed to have found the “smoking gun” that revealed climate change to be an elaborate hoax. Terms that were entirely innocent in context—for example, the word trick, which mathematicians and scientists use to denote a clever shortcut to solving a problem—were extracted and deliberately misinterpreted.


Climate-change deniers used these misrepresentations to claim that scientists were cooking the books, engaged in an elaborate scheme to trick the public! Front groups connected with the Koch brothers and industry-funded critics wanted the public to distrust the climate science by suspecting the climate scientists. Right-wing media outlets—especially the Murdoch media empire (e.g., Fox News and the Wall Street Journal) and conspiracy-theory-promoting bottom-feeders such as the Drudge Report, Breitbart “News,” and Rush Limbaugh—served as a megaphone for outrageous untruths, filling the airwaves, television screens, and Internet with false allegations, smears, and innuendo.


Right-wing politicians joined the fray. James Inhofe, who had famously dismissed the overwhelming scientific evidence of climate change as “a hoax,” embraced, with no sense of irony, the true hoax that was Climategate. Based on the untruthful Climategate allegations, he called for the criminal investigation of seventeen climate scientists, including Presidential Medal of Science recipient Susan Solomon of MIT, Michael Oppenheimer of Princeton, and Kevin Trenberth of the National Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR). And yes, I was honored to be on that list as well.


Two years later, roughly a dozen (depending on how you count) different investigations in the United States and the United Kingdom had exonerated the scientists. There had been no data fudging, no attempt to mislead the public about climate change. The only wrongdoing that was established was the criminal theft of the emails in the first place—another cruel case of irony, given that the Watergate scandal, the origin of the “-gate” suffix, was about the theft of documents, not their content.30


In the meantime, however, climate-change deniers milked the fake scandal for all it was worth. Readers might recall Saudi Arabia’s efforts to dilute the conclusions of the IPCC’s Second Assessment Report back in 1995. Here, fifteen years later, the Saudis were still up to their usual mischief, attempting to sabotage the already delicate negotiations at the Copenhagen Summit. The lead Saudi climate-change negotiator, Mohammad al-Sabban, insisted that the pilfered emails would have a “huge impact” on the negotiations. Fifteen years after the IPCC had concluded that there was a discernible human influence on climate, Sabban, remarkably, asserted that “it appears from the details of the scandal that there is no relationship whatsoever between human activities and climate change.” Somehow, a few misrepresented emails managed to negate more than a century of physics and chemistry and the overwhelming consensus of the world’s scientists.


In understanding the role that both Saudi Arabia and the Murdoch media empire played in promoting Climategate smears and lies, it is worth noting that there is a curious connection between the two. Prince Alwaleed bin Talal of the Saudi royal family and Rupert Murdoch are close allies, and the two have financial ties. Until recently, Prince Alwaleed owned, via his company (Kingdom Holding), 7 percent of News Corporation’s shares, making him the second-largest shareholder after Rupert Murdoch and his family (Alwaleed sold off his shares when he was arrested for corruption in 2017, knowing his assets would likely be frozen). Murdoch, News Corp, and the Saudi royal family all share a motive for opposing climate action.31


The Climategate thieves were never caught. What we do know is that Russia and Saudi Arabia both played roles in hosting and helping to distribute the stolen emails. Saudi Arabia made direct use of the false Climategate allegations in its efforts to halt progress toward a meaningful global climate treaty in Copenhagen. Recent evidence suggests that the “hacker” who broke into the server did so from Russia.32 In light of Russia’s tampering in the 2016 US presidential election, it seems relevant that Climategate used the same modus operandi and involved some of the same actors (WikiLeaks and Julian Assange) who were part of that campaign. Indeed, it could be argued that it was the very same motive.33


Vladimir Putin had an interest in Hillary Clinton’s defeat in the 2016 election not just for geopolitical reasons, but because fossil fuels are Russia’s primary asset, with much of the Russian economy dependent on fossil fuel exports. A prospective Trump presidency was of mutual benefit to both Russia and the world’s largest fossil fuel company, ExxonMobil, offering the prospect of a collaborative venture between ExxonMobil and the Russian state oil company Rosneft to develop the largest currently untapped oil reserves in the world—Arctic, Siberian, and Black Sea petroleum reserves worth an estimated $500 billion.


The two companies signed a partnership in 2012 that was stymied when the Obama administration placed economic sanctions on Russia in 2014 for its annexation of part of the Ukraine (Crimea). It is almost certain that Hillary Clinton would have kept those sanctions in place. But not Donald Trump. At the July 2016 Republican National Convention, with Trump the presumptive Republican presidential nominee, his campaign, led by Paul Manafort—an individual who had worked for more than a decade as a lobbyist for Viktor Yanukovych, the Russian-backed former president of Ukraine—altered the official Republican platform to remove language supporting the sanctions.


Once in office, Trump appointed ExxonMobil CEO Rex Tillerson as his secretary of state. His administration attempted (unsuccessfully, thanks to some vestigial backbone among Senate Republicans) to lift the sanctions that stood in the way of the ExxonMobil–Russia oil partnership. We now know, thanks to the special counsel investigation led by former FBI director Robert Mueller, that Russia attempted to influence the election in favor of Donald Trump. It is plausible, if not probable, that a half-trillion-dollar oil deal was the primary impetus. Quid meet quo.


That brings us back to Climategate, which involved the use of stolen emails to influence the Copenhagen Summit of December 2009. It, too, advanced the agenda of fossil fuel interests, including ExxonMobil and Rosneft, by attempting to undermine the single greatest argument against continued fossil fuel exploitation—the threat of human-caused climate change. With regard to Russia’s motivations, it is also worth noting that Vladimir Putin is on record dismissing the notion of any human causality to climate change, arguing that the solution is to simply adapt to the changes anyway, and asserting that global warming would actually be a good thing for Russia.34


Climategate was, in fact, an early test run for the larger assault on climate action by a small coalition of petrostates that is underway today. “US and Russia Ally with Saudi Arabia to Water Down Climate Pledge,” read the headline in The Guardian on December 9, 2018, roughly eight years after Copenhagen.35 Those three countries (and Kuwait for good measure) formed a small coalition opposing a UN motion to welcome the conclusions of a recent IPCC special report warning of the dangers of planetary warming in excess of 1.5°C (2.7°F).36 And while we’re at it, what about Brexit? Or the “Yellow Vest” carbon tax protests in France? Or similar revolts in Australia, Canada, and the state of Washington? Might these episodes, too, be tied to the efforts of rogue state actors to block international climate policy progress? We will return to that question later.


YOU CAN’T FOOL MOTHER NATURE


Climategate could in fact be viewed as the opening skirmish in the new climate war. It marked the critical juncture wherein the forces of denial and inaction all but conceded that they could no longer make a credible, good-faith case against the basic scientific evidence. So they would instead deploy new, more nefarious strategies in their effort to block action on climate.


One of the strategies is simply lying. That’s what Climategate was all about. Prevarication has become so normalized in the era of Trump (who lies so often that journalists have a hard time keeping up with the count37) that climate-change deniers have felt emboldened to dissemble with abandon. With a majority of the public now accepting the reality of climate change, their efforts are targeted at a shrinking minority of people who are motivated by ideology and tribal political identity over fact—a subset of the “conservative base.” Polling from 2019 suggests that the percentage of these so-called dismissives in American society now number only in the single digits.38 But their apparent prominence in the public sphere appears far greater thanks to the megaphone provided by the fossil-fuel-funded climate-change denial machine. The megaphone includes Fox News and the rest of the Murdoch media empire as well as bot armies that are deployed online to flood our social media with misinformation and disinformation. The collective effect is to make extreme positions appear more popular than they actually are. The problem also encompasses fake reports and public debates sponsored by fossil-fuel-industry front groups intended to lend a veneer of credibility to climate-change denial.39 These efforts provide right-wing politicians with talking points and political cover as they continue to do the bidding of the fossil fuel interests who fund their campaigns instead of the people’s business.


It is important to combat this rear-guard assault on the basic facts, not because we are likely to convince the diminishing and increasingly irrelevant denialist fringe—we’re not. But they still threaten to infect the larger public discourse. As a result of the denialist echo chamber, people tend to perceive that a far greater proportion of the public denies climate change than actually does.40 That flawed perception, in turn, inhibits people from engaging their friends, neighbors, and acquaintances on climate. If we perceive a topic as contentious and likely to raise conflict with our prospective interlocutors, we often shy away from it entirely. The less we talk about the issue, the less prominent it is in our larger public discourse, and the less pressure that is brought to bear on policymakers to act.


To the extent climate denial persists, it tends to be more in the form of downplaying the impacts rather than outright denial of the basic physical evidence. To be specific, much of the residual promoted denialism involves dismissal not of climate change itself, but of the negative impacts that it is having now and will have in the near future. One of the best examples involves the extensive wildfires that have recently afflicted California. Contrarians sought to divert attention from the clear role that climate change—in the form of unprecedented heat and drought—was playing in these record wildfires.41 Denier-in-chief Donald Trump infamously disparaged state officials by blaming them for “gross mismanagement” of the forests, attributing the problem specifically to an absence of “raking” of forests.42 In an ironic twist, given the false Climategate accusations that climate scientists had been subject to a decade earlier, released emails in 2020 actually did indicate data manipulation—by the Trump administration—to downplay the linkage between climate change and the devastating California wildfires.43


Other denialist heads of state have followed suit. President Jair Bolsonaro of Brazil tried to blame environmentalists, rather than his pro-deforestation policies (and climate change), for the widespread Amazon wildfires in 2019. But perhaps an even better illustration lies in the events I witnessed during my sabbatical in Australia during late 2019 and early 2020. As I wrote at the time, “Take record heat, combine it with unprecedented drought in already dry regions, and you get unprecedented bushfires like the ones… spreading across the continent. It’s not complicated.”44


The conservative prime minister of Australia, Scott Morrison, is dismissive of climate change. He has promoted Australian coal interests, helped sabotage the 25th Conference of the Parties (COP25) of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, in Madrid in December 2019, and vacationed in Hawaii while Australians were suffering the impacts of unprecedented heat and wildfires.45 He and other conservative politicians and pundits sought to deflect attention from the true underlying cause, instead blaming greens for supposedly preventing the government from thinning out forests. The Murdoch media machine, including The Australian (described by the independent media watchdog SourceWatch as a paper that “promotes climate change denial in a way that is sometimes… so astonishing as to be entertaining”46), the Herald Sun, and Sky News television, meanwhile, promoted the myth that the massive bushfires engulfing Australia were a result of arson. Rupert Murdoch’s own son James chose to speak out, publicly stating that he was “particularly disappointed with the ongoing denial” by his father’s media empire.47


The impacts of climate change have become too obvious for a reasonable, honest person to deny. They are lapping at our feet—quite literally, when it comes to flooding and coastal inundation by sea-level rise and supercharged hurricanes, and figuratively when it comes to unprecedented droughts, heat waves, and wildfires. Climate change has touched my own life numerous times in recent years. The record flooding in the summer of 2016 where I live in central Pennsylvania was one. Watching my alma mater, the University of California, Berkeley, shut down in late October 2019 by a historic wildfire in the East Bay hills was another. But my sabbatical during the Australian summer of 2019/2020 was when I truly came face to face with the climate crisis.


Climate change now threatens our economy to the tune of more than a trillion dollars a year.48 A recent study commissioned by the Pentagon warns of a scenario in which electricity, water, and food systems might collapse by midcentury as a result of the effects of climate change.49 What was once largely perceived as an environmental threat is now viewed as an economic and national security threat. That reality is bringing increasing numbers of political conservatives to the table—people like Bob Inglis, former Republican congressman from South Carolina, who now heads up an organization called republicEn that promotes free-market climate solutions.


There is also a growing bipartisan Climate Solutions Caucus in the US House of Representatives. Thanks largely to the efforts of the Citizens’ Climate Lobby, an international grassroots movement that trains volunteers to engage their representatives on climate issues, there are now twenty-three Republican members of the caucus who support taking action to mitigate climate risk. Even some of the most conservative Republicans in the House of Representatives—including Matt Gaetz of Florida, often regarded as Donald Trump’s pit bull in Congress—recognize that the people of their states don’t have the luxury of debating the science of climate change, because they are suffering its consequences now. Indeed, Gaetz has chided fellow Republicans who still deny the science.50


There are indications that some of the leaders of the conservative movement are moderating their stance on climate. There is antitax crusader Grover Norquist, for example, who has at least alluded to the possibility of support for a revenue-neutral carbon tax.51 I met with Norquist in the fall of 2019 and found him to be informed and thoughtful about the climate issue. And then there is Charles Koch, the remaining “Koch brother,” his brother David having passed away in August 2019. In a November 2019 interview, Charles Koch was quoted as saying, “What we want them to do is to find policies that will actually work, actually do something about reducing CO2 emissions, manmade CO2 emissions, and at the same time not make people’s lives worse.”52 Those words sound encouraging, but until the sole remaining Koch brother calls off his attack dogs—the front groups and dark-money outfits that continue to attack the science and scientists—and demonstrates a good-faith willingness to entertain real climate solutions, it is appropriate to remain skeptical.


Indeed, the “solutions” being advanced by conservatives are often not real solutions. Consider, for example, Marco Rubio’s suggestion that the people of Florida can simply “adapt” to the impacts of sea-level rise (What does that mean? Growing gills and fins?).53 But it is a welcome sea change (forgive the pun) that Republicans seem to be moving on from outright science denial to a more worthy debate over climate policy.


The forces of inaction—that is, fossil fuel interests and those doing their bidding—have a single goal—inaction. We might henceforth call them inactivists. They come in various forms. The most hard-core contingent—the deniers—are, as we have seen, in the process of going extinct (though there is still a remnant population of them). They are being replaced by other breeds of deceivers and dissemblers, namely, downplayers, deflectors, dividers, delayers, and doomers—willing participants in a multipronged strategy seeking to deflect blame, divide the public, delay action by promoting “alternative” solutions that don’t actually solve the problem, or insist we simply accept our fate—it’s too late to do anything about it anyway, so we might as well keep the oil flowing. The climate wars have thus not ended. They have simply evolved into a new climate war. The various fronts on which this war is being waged constitute the subject of subsequent chapters.






OEBPS/images/Art_P23.jpg
s
=
-
o
w
=]
x
=
o
=
<]
- @
o=
<
S
o
-4
w
=
&
g
<

GROWTH OF ATMOSPHERIC CO2 AND AVERAGE GLOBAL

TEMPERATURE INCREASE AS A FUNCTION OF TIME

Observed 21st Century Study. _,_ CPD o.s;s/-. =
- T : Rl I v
—— Zist Century Study s
No Synthetic Fuels-Liquid :
~=7 And Gas Balances Same |-~
As In 21st Century Study

R . W e e Cieia g =

YEAR

Red lines show where Exxon thought the world's carbon dioxide levels and temperatures would be at around 2019.

Image: InsideClimate News

AVERAGE TEMPERATURE INCREASE,-°C






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
PUBILICAFFAIRS





OEBPS/images/9781541758223.jpg
The Fight to Take Back

THE NEW CLIMATE WAR

MICHAEL E. MANN





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE NEW CLIMATE WAR

The Fight to Take Back the Planet

MICHAEL E. MANN

o

PUBLICAFFAIRS
NEW YORK





