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PUBLISHER’S NOTE


GEORGE MELLOAN


1927-2020


George Melloan was a widely respected and beloved journalist who, during his 54 year-long career as a reporter and editor at the Wall Street Journal, played no small part in changing the face of the American political debate. Revered by his colleagues at the Journal and admired by the millions of loyal readers of his reports and his columns, he was honored professionally with national awards for distinguished business and financial journalism and for his coverage of Central America during the Cold War.


Melloan started at the Wall Street Journal in 1962, as an editor and rewrite specialist, spent four years as a foreign correspondent in London, joined the editorial page in New York in 1970 and became deputy editor in 1973. By 1990, he was writing editorials and columns for both the Journal’s foreign and domestic editions, as well as leading the Journal’s overseas editorial pages. During his career he covered everything from the auto industry to international news and retired from the Journal in 2006.


He wrote five books during retirement, including his first and only book with Republic Book Publishers, Bogus Science. He passed away in late September of 2020 at the age of 92, shortly before this book was to go to press.


George Melloan was a pioneer of journalism and an exceptional friend, and he will be greatly missed.


—ALFRED S. REGNERY
PRESIDENT, REPUBLIC BOOK PUBLISHERS





INTRODUCTION


I REGRET TO REPORT that this is George Melloan’s last book, as he died a few months ago at the ripe old age of 92.


He was born on a farm in Indiana in 1928 and earned a degree at Butler University. He joined the Wall Street Journal in 1952 where he served as both a front-page editor and foreign reporter, covering such events as the Six-Day War and the Biafarin War in Nigeria.


In 1970 he joined the Journal’s editorial page and in 1973 became the deputy editor under the legendary Robert Bartley. Like Bartley he believed in sound money, low taxes, free trade, and democratic self-government. And, like his mentor, he was not afraid to be out of step with fashionable opinion, confident that events would prove him right in the end, as, far more often than not, they did.


A classic example of this is his editorial praising the destruction of Saddam Hussein’s nuclear facilities by Israeli jets in 1981. The strike was widely condemned, even within the Reagan administration. But time proved George Melloan right.


Besides being a singularly insightful commentator, George Melloan was a gifted teacher of younger writers. “Back to you with a little smoothing. Rgds geo” would be the bland comment on a piece largely rewritten—and greatly improved—by him.


In 1990 Bartley sent him to Europe to head the editorial pages of the Journal’s overseas editions. He retired in 2006 after more than half a century at the Journal, but continued to contribute occasional pieces while also writing books. He was not the sort of person who could just retire to Florida and play golf.


Bogus Science takes on the current liberal trope of the supposed existential threat of “climate change.” In his usual calm, beautifully written, and convincing prose, he dissects the spurious “science” behind it and reveals it for what it is at its heart, a political power grab.


In chapter after chapter, he shows how scientists were shunted aside and their findings dropped or altered in order to provide apparent evidence that human activity was causing climate change.


For instance, the Reagan administration was instrumental in establishing the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in order to bring some rigorous science to the question. As Melloan explains, “The U.S. idea was to bring the findings of the world’s top scientists to bear on the issue of climate change to establish whether there was a scientific basis for the expensive amelioration policies being proposed.”


But Maurice Strong, head of the United Nations Environment Program had other ideas. At his Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit, he wanted the IPCC to endorse his thesis that human carbon dioxide emissions were threatening the well being of the planet. Instead he got a report that, “no study to date has both detected a significant climate change and positively attributed all or part of that change to anthropogenic causes.”


So the inconvenient IPCC report was simply ignored at the summit. In 1996, for the Madrid summit, the scientific report, which again could find no clear evidence of anthropogenic climate, was changed to say the very opposite in order to endorse a climate change emergency, not because of science but because that was the politically correct, not to mention very convenient, view.


In example after example, Melloan in his gentlemanly but take-no-prisoners style, shows that the climate change hysteria of the last several decades has been wholly manufactured for political purposes.


A capstone to his whole distinguished career, Bogus Science shows that there was no one better than George Melloan at both politely and devastatingly pointing out that the emperor has no clothes.


He will be sorely missed.


—JOHN STEELE GORDON





FOREWORD


THE BLACK SWAN


THE CORONAVIRUS CRISIS OF 2020 again brought a Wall Street term, black swan, into common parlance. A “black swan event” is something unexpected, momentous, and market wrenching, like the December 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor or the September 2001 destruction of New York’s World Trade Center and a wing of the Pentagon by fuel-laden jumbo jets commandeered by suicidal Arab terrorists and turned into massive fire bombs.


The 2020 black swan was visible only with an electron microscope—a pernicious nucleic acid described as a “corona” virus because club-like projections on its protein shell give it the look of a solar corona. First detected in Wuhan, China, in late 2019, it caused a respiratory disease with symptoms similar to flu or pneumonia and labeled COVID-19 by epidemiologists.


Viruses are nothing new. The common cold is caused by a virus. Over the years the world has seen many lethal types: SARS, MERS, Zika, and the highly destructive Spanish flu of 2018. The “Asian flu” of 1957 is estimated to have killed 1.1 million worldwide and 116,000 in the United States. But that outbreak, which played itself out naturally as immunities spread, provoked no government measures that had a significant effect on the economy. Indeed, the U.S. economy grew by a robust 3.6% that year.


COVID-19, by contrast, wreaked havoc because of the worldwide panic it engendered. Popular wisdom says this novel virus generated more fear because it spread rapidly and was initially not susceptible to any known vaccine or cure. Yet its lethality wasn’t extraordinary, above ordinary flu but lower than some previous viral diseases. Six months into the pandemic, the scientific consensus put the global mortality rate at somewhere around six deaths per thousand infected. Because of a lack of good data on the number infected and also on the true causes of death—a preponderance was among the elderly with other morbidities such, as heart or lung disease, which made the true causes of death uncertain—determining the true lethality involved a lot of guesswork.


All viral pandemics are serious business because of the death toll and the difficulty of treatment, but the one in 2020 arguably was worsened in its effect by the drastic, extremely damaging, and often mindless “lockdown” measures taken by politicians in response. After a computer modeling team at Imperial College London predicted a wildly improbable death toll of 2 million in the U.S. and 500,000 in the U.K., a panic ensued. California’s Gavin Newsom was the first U.S. governor to order a lockdown, and did he ever! The state shut down everything in sight, including schools, restaurants, parks, beaches, film studios, the Lakers—you name it. The state unemployment level soared to a Great Depression level well above 20% and the projected state budget deficit to $54 billion because of curtailed revenues. Yet, as of May 31, California had suffered only 4,213 COVID-19 deaths, statistically insignificant in a population of nearly 40 million. Following the national pattern, about half those deaths occurred in nursing homes heavily populated with elderly people with other life-threatening maladies.


Most other states took similar measures, although the most serious infection levels were only in certain “hot spots” like New York City. The national unemployment rate soared from under 4% to over 16%. Congress embraced the dubious “Modern Monetary Theory” assumption concocted by a state university academic which holds that the Federal Reserve can cover all of federal spending excesses by simply writing a check on thin air. So Congress blew the federal budget to smithereens, passing a $1.8 trillion “Cares Act” relief measure, which President Donald Trump, a former real estate developer with no compunction about borrowing money, happily signed. Unconcerned about a ballooning federal budget deficit, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi immediately put another $3 trillion into the legislative pipeline, throwing the Republicans into election-year confusion. Market worries about the future health of the U.S. dollar sent the price of gold rising at a 25% annual clip.


With millions of people “sheltering in place,” a polite term for something resembling house arrest, it should not be surprising that discontents mounted, especially among people locked into big city ghettoes, without jobs or prospects, in a stifling hot summer. Race riots broke out, and law and order began to collapse in major cities. Shops on New York’s Fifth Avenue were boarded up to protect against looting. Mobs took over Portland and Seattle streets. The Chicago death toll from gang gunfire shot up. Small businesses, already damaged by the lockdowns, were torched by the mobs. As police forces grew resentful of craven mayors and city councils, they became less willing to risk confrontations, and citizens in some violent neighborhoods armed themselves for self-protection. By July of 2020, it appeared that many of the nation’s institutions were facing collapse.


A free people had willingly submitted to the orders from most state governors to wear face masks, distance themselves from others, and stay in their homes. Where did the governors get the authority to violate the Constitution’s guarantee of freedom of assembly? New Jersey governor Phil Murphy sent officers to a synagogue funeral to enforce “social distancing.” When Fox TV host Tucker Carlson asked, “By what authority did you nullify the Bill of Rights in issuing this order?” the former Goldman Sachs partner replied: “That’s above my pay grade. I wasn’t thinking of the Bill of Rights when we did this.” He said he was thinking of “science.” That was presumably science of the same quality as the computer models that 30 years ago told us that by this time the world would be frying from “climate change” if we kept burning fossil fuels.


Which brings us to the theme of this book. I will argue that there was another reason for the panic: the effect on human minds of a public discourse in recent decades in which “crises” are often invented and real problems exaggerated in their danger and scope for political reasons. I call it the politics of fear and argue that it is too often used to further wasteful policies and restrictions on human liberties that otherwise would not be acceptable to the voting public.


By September 2020, U.S. Covid-19 deaths were winding down, with only 224 on Sept. 7 compared with the peak of 2,435 on May 5. The drastic lockdowns that began in California in March had cost the U.S. over a $1 trillion in lost production, millions of layoffs, a rise in reported cases of mental illness and untold deaths arising from sick people fearing hospital visits. By the spring of 2021, there is no question that the virus had peaked and had become an endemic rather than a pandemic. However, opinion differed as to what the end result would be, whether the various vaccines would have the desired impact or whether herd immunity would develop, both in the United States and around the world. There was also no question that politics had a hand in projections and opinions, as it always does when science drives policy, and would continue to over the life of the virus.


But according to statistical web site Worldometers, the U.S. had slightly more Covid-19 deaths per capita than Sweden, where lockdowns were foregone and the government merely advised precautions and allowed schools and businesses to remain open.


The highly respected National Bureau for Economic Research reported that a study of Covid-19 data from 23 countries and 25 states found that the pattern of the rise and leveling off of contagion was similar in all the jurisdictions where it occurred, whether or not lockdowns had been ordered. A Wall Street Journal article by Donald L. Luskin of TrendMacro, a global investment strategy consulting firm, was titled “The Failed Lockdown Experiment.” Jon Miltimore of the Foundation for Economic Education (FEE), wrote that his analytics firm, TrendMacro, did a nationwide analysis and found, that “the correlation between lockdowns and COVID-19 deaths is extremely weak. And to the extent a correlation exists, it’s actually negative.” In other words, lockdowns may have worsened the Covid-19 problem.


Was the enormous damage inflicted by the lockdowns another case of scare politics terrorizing America and the world? A case can be made that it was.


Some “threats” posed by would-be persuaders have been mere concoctions. Viral and bacterial contagions are real and need serious attention. But it is highly questionable that the 2020 coronavirus needed the type of attention it received. The public could have been advised to take precautions, and special attention could have been given to the elderly in nursing homes and elsewhere to try to protect them from infection. Indeed, the opposite was true in New York initially when Governor Andrew Cuomo’s administration issued orders that were interpreted by nursing home managers to mean that they were forbidden to refuse admission to infected patients, a rule that was widely blamed for the spread of contagion among the elderly. The risk level in many areas and for people under the age of forty-five was so low that lockdowns now appear to have been not only highly destructive but pointless. Initial fears by some observers that the cures would be worse than the disease were vindicated.


What happened in America in early 2020 illustrates a central point of this book: fear is a powerful emotion and carries serious dangers when exaggerations of risk grip an entire population, in this case not only America but humankind. I will argue that public policymakers grossly overreacted to a virus that serious epidemiologists early on knew to be much like many viral infections of the past, with some 85% of its victims over the age of sixty. Sweden avoided lockdowns in favor of simply advising protective measures and was somewhere close to the European median, with higher deaths than some countries and lower than others. Large parts of the United States were hardly touched by the virus but were locked down anyway.


I will posit that the overreaction to COVID-19 was partly the result of years of scare politics based on bogus scientific claims, which have conditioned people to believe that Armageddon is just around the corner. We are to be done in by global warming, by rising seas, and by violent storms unless we change our ways. Given this history of overstatement, should it be any surprise that when a real threat comes along, a new and especially troublesome virus, that a global panic is the result?


One useful lesson in our modern age is that old story about Chicken Little who spread the false alarm that the sky was falling with unhappy results at the hands of Foxy Loxy for those who believed her. Parents have told this tale to their moppets for generations to teach them not to believe everything they have heard or read. It’s a good lesson for a time when the communications revolution allows scores of hopeful persuaders to bid for our attention daily, trying to sell us products, services, their qualifications for public office, or the proposition that our very lives depend on taking their advice. Would-be opinion-shapers have learned that their chances of getting attention amidst all the cacophony increase in proportion to the size of the catastrophe that they promise will surely visit us if we don’t heed their warnings. Over the last half century, some warnings have become partly self-fulfilling by generating legislation that makes serious economic disruptions more, not less, likely.


H. L. Mencken, a Baltimore Sun columnist in the mid-twentieth century, was a noted cynic, but there was a ring of truth in his one-time comment: “The whole aim of practical politics is to keep the populace alarmed (and hence clamorous to be led to safety) by menacing it with an endless series of hobgoblins, all of them imaginary.” He also said that, “The urge to save humanity is almost always a false front for the urge to rule.”


Indeed, in our modern era, the apocalyptic rhetoric of office seekers has sometimes escalated to ridiculous levels. We are told that unless we act now, the entire planet and all the life on it is at risk. The precautionary principle, which amounts to, “Won’t you be sorry if you don’t act, and we are proven to be right?” is invoked. Such alarms often are bolstered by those magic words: “scientists say.” This book describes several famous climate scares said to be based on “science” that were later debunked. The record of such costly fakery suggests that we should be wary of any new horror we read about in the press even if it claims to be a product of “science,” or perhaps especially so in this day and age.


The late stand-up satirist George Carlin, offered his view of all of this in a 1992 monologue that’s still available on YouTube: “We’re so self-important, so self-important. Everybody’s gonna save something now: ‘Save the trees! Save the bees! Save the whales! Save those snails!’ and the greatest arrogance of all: ‘Save the planet!’ What?! Are these … people kidding me?! … The planet is fine! Compared to the people, THE PLANET IS DOING GREAT: Been here four and a half billion years! Do you ever think about the arithmetic? The planet has been here four and a half billion years, we’ve been here what? 100,000? Maybe 200,000? And we’ve only been engaged in heavy industry for a little over 200 years. Two hundred years versus four and a half billion and we have the conceit to think that somehow, we’re a threat?”


I will quote a large number of serious scientists who argue that politics has corrupted science so thoroughly that the term has been greatly devalued. The “scientists” cited in the press too often have abandoned the scientific method to make dubious claims that will attract public attention and win them government commissions and grants. Too many scientists are not doing the hard work of advancing human knowledge. Scientific journals and some respected government agencies, such as the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), have not been immune to pressures to conform their findings to political doctrines at the risk of their integrity.


Perpetrators of scare politics have become a calamity chorus like the somber mourners of ancient Greek drama. All too many have adopted the mantel of “environmentalism” to justify wild apocalyptic claims, such as the frequent assertion that mankind is threatened if we don’t do something about “climate change.” Indeed, as I will detail later, they are deliberately planting false prophesies of future climate doom in the minds of impressionable children and young adults, creating unfounded anxieties. A dramatic example was the case of then-sixteen-year-old Greta Thunberg, who burst on the international scene in September of 2019 to lecture the UN General Assembly, the U.S. Congress, and the Pope about how climate change is threatening her future. For details about how this autistic child has been cynically used by international climate activists, read on.


I suggest that such scare mongering is a false front for a more prosaic endeavor, the expansion of political power, with a consequent erosion of self-government, an age-old threat to human political and economic freedom. These poseurs know that everyone wants a good environment, but not many voters want what they are really pushing—an expansion of government control over their lives and well-being. “Saving the planet” is a more felicitous way of describing what you are up to than, say, “destroying personal freedoms and raising living costs.”


The commercial use of scare stories is familiar. Many lawyers have made themselves very rich with lawsuits, raising unjustified safety fears about a product or service. Often, government and private sector players are in league with each other by virtue of the fact that if a supposedly “scientific” finding comes out of a government agency, it becomes more a valuable tool for persuading a jury to award damages that give lawyers a big paycheck. Indeed, the plaintiffs’ bar actively lobbies for such findings.


The ubiquitous “blogosphere” hatched in the internet age carries many postings by well-informed specialists with high standards of probity, and I will quote some of them in this book, but there also are charlatans. For example, some blogs that vend health information are guilty of deplorable quackery. NewsGuard is a service founded by former Wall Street Journal publisher Gordon Crovitz and media entrepreneur Steven Brill that rates the reliability of websites and focused on this sensitive issue in 2019. Of the health sites examined, NewsGuard found “11% provide misinformation about health; in other words, more than one in ten news websites accessed by Americans include bad information about health.”


But while the private sector provides many reasons to be wary of what you read, here I will mostly address the use of scare tactics in politics and government, since that is where those tactics actually give rise to consequential laws. I will mainly examine “environmental” policies, which have a powerful constituency on the left in America and Europe. They have ballooned from the useful work of cleaning up the air we breathe and the water we drink into a “science” that makes the claim that it’s possible, with sufficient sacrifice of the living standards we enjoy, to control the earth’s climate. I will cite the findings of a large body of serious scientists who think that claim is preposterous and that a power-hungry statist left his corrupted science and the scientific method with such assertions to further expand government control over electricity generation, transportation, manufacturing and anything else that isn’t nailed down.


Ask yourself: Is it really possible for politicians to manage that great mass of swirling gases called the atmosphere, with its constantly shifting currents, merely by passing a law? When was the last time that anyone other than the mythical Pecos Bill lassoed a tornado? In a 2019 lecture, MIT Atmospheric Physicist Richard Lindzen posited how two immense, complex, and turbulent fluids—atmosphere and oceans—are in constant reaction with each other and the land. All this is affected by variations in the sun’s radiation and the rotation of the planet. And yet, he said, the climate modelers claim that out of the many important variables, only one tiny component of this enormous churning mass, carbon dioxide (CO2) controls the planet’s climate. This borders on “magical thinking,” he said.


But claims reminiscent of Pecos Bill’s magical powers are made every time the words climate change becomes an instrument of government policy. It is asserted that the climate can be managed by reducing emissions from the burning of common fuels such as oil and coal. Of course, that effort carried to its extreme would mean that our lights would go out, industry and transportation would grind to a halt, and we would freeze in the dark. Indeed, New York, California, and South Australia have suffered power black-outs caused by leftist “environmental” measures to curb the use of fossil fuels.


But because scare politics usually has no scientific foundation doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t take it seriously. Socialism failed in the Russia and China in the 20th century because it stifled human industry and creativity and was given birth and sustained by brutal police methods. But that hasn’t scuttled the age-old quest for power that motivates many politicians. That was quite evident in the grandiose plans for government expansion offered by the likes of Elizabeth Warren and Bernie Sanders as they launched their campaigns to win the Democratic Party’s nomination for the November 2020 U.S. presidential election. At the outset of the campaigning, it became evident that the “environmental left,” well-funded and well-versed in the art of politics, would be a consequential force despite a growing public distrust of its claims. And that indeed proved to be the case when Joe Biden emerged from the pack as the Democratic candidate and in July 2020 embraced the “climate” policies of his party’s far-left progressive wing, throwing to the four winds his reputation as a “moderate.” More about that later.


Even when politico-environmental groups have not been able to win elections, they have been quite successful at taking their issues into friendly courts to block energy projects they oppose. The use of lawsuits (lawfare) to thwart the policies of elected officials was pioneered by Ralph Nader and his followers decades ago to derail the development of nuclear power and has been put to use by scores of activist organizations since. In this book, I will detail why the environmental left’s tactics deserve careful examination. It has a remarkable record of global policy influence. It long ago captured a powerful ally, the United Nations, and the bureaucracy it created in the 1970s to foster environmental politics. The result has been emission control measures ostensibly to reduce the atmospheric content of the vital element carbon dioxide (CO2), [without which there would no life on earth] that have wasted trillions of dollars. The enviros also have managed to convert traditional environmentalism into what has been described as a new “secular religion.” Because of their political skills, they have to be taken very seriously.


The modern era of scare politics got its start not long after World War II. Elizabeth Whelan, a Harvard-trained health scientist, took note of its origins in her classic 1985 book Toxic Terror. She cited the 1968 work of Stanford professor Paul Ehrlich, The Population Bomb, in which he predicted that in the 1970s “hundreds of millions of people are going to starve to death” because of the earth’s limited capacity to feed them, and a 1970 article in Life magazine forecasting that by 1990 people would have to wear gas masks because of air pollution. None of that came to pass, thank heavens.


Of course, myth-making has been around forever. Arthur Cotterell and Rachel Storm write in the preface to their 2010 Illustrated Encyclopedia of World Mythology: “All human societies recognize powers that are greater than themselves, such as light and dark; sun, storm and frost; flood and drought; and growth of the plants on which their lives depend. Investing such powers with spirits that have a recognizably human nature has allowed people to make greater sense of a random and threatening universe. Propitiating the spirits with offerings and prayers allows the worshippers to feel that they have a degree of control.”


Control is a key point. The history of civilization is basically the story of the means humans have found to make their environments safer and more comfortable. Eons ago we gained mastery over our fellow carnivores—lions and tigers and the like—which were stronger and swifter but not smarter. Over the centuries, life expectancy soared as better housing, better sanitation, and better nutrition have vastly improved the environments in which most of the world’s people lead their lives.


But the spectacular achievements of science quite likely make us susceptible to exaggerated claims about what our modern science can control. It also is necessary to exercise rational thought about what it cannot. When politicians steal credibility by falsely claiming that their policies are backed by “science,” they are misappropriating credibility by playing on the public’s respect for real scientific achievements.


How many times have you heard that line “scientists agree”? In fact, scientists are seldom in agreement on anything. Serious scientists engage in a constant effort to find new truths, which quite often means finding that what was previously regarded as truth by scientific consensus happened to be wrong. Louis Pasteur, for example, would never have been willing to endure the taunts of his contemporaries and challenge conventional beliefs to found the science of bacteriology if he had accepted the principle that “all scientists agree.” Scientists conduct a constant and vigorous debate, even on whether the findings of some of the most illustrious of their forebears, such as Albert Einstein, are verifiable. Einstein himself once told his fellow scientists: “A model or a hypothesis cannot ‘prove’ anything. But data can invalidate a hypothesis or model. It takes only one experiment to prove me wrong.”


True science goes where new discoveries lead and is not stuck in some quagmire of accepted belief. “Scientists agree…” is the language of politics, not science. Scientists and engineers, however, are often inept, because of the caution they are trained to exercise, at mastering the language of politics and making themselves heard. The invention of such marvels as the airplane and motor car gave scientists and engineers a god-like status in the early 20th Century. So much so that in 1928, Herbert Hoover, who had made a fortune supervising mining projects, ran for the presidency as the “great engineer” and was elected by an overwhelming vote. He failed when he tried to engineer market forces, which balance supply and demand far more efficiently when left alone than when they become subject to political interventions. In short, reengineering a complex national economy was beyond his competence, and he became a political failure.


As the great economic philosopher Frederick A. Hayek long ago observed, complex systems do not lend themselves to human management. It’s hard to imagine anything more complex and harder to manage than that vast blanket of gases that surrounds our planet and protects us from excess exposure to the sun’s rays and bitter cold. It’s an all-too-common belief in America, a nation built on the rule of law, that we can solve complex problems just by passing a law. It gives rise to what the famous writer Michael Crichton—The Andromeda Strain, Jurassic Park, et al—called “political science.” The late Mr. Crichton, who earned a bachelor’s degree at Harvard in biological anthropology (summa cum laude) and a doctorate from Harvard Medical, was contemptuous of the efforts by so many people of limited ability to style their theories as a product of “science.” He was prescient in his perception of a future in which more and more politicians would make use of that magic word to further ends that have nothing to do with science. One of his best adventure books, State of Fear, was fiction but carried footnotes to support the political points he was making, namely that there are a lot of people—journalists, politicians, academics—competing for a share of public attention by making wild and scary claims.


Which brings us back to the role of the press—broadly defined to mean not only newspapers, magazines, and books, but TV, radio, and blogs—in fostering scares based on claims of scientific discovery. There’s an old joke in journalism that some stories are too good to check. If you checked them out, you might find that they weren’t true.


It’s not entirely a joke. Few reporters are themselves scientists with the qualifications to evaluate scientific claims. So, there is a tendency to give sources with scientific credentials the benefit of the doubt, particularly if they have a good story to tell about some discovery of an imminent threat or, conversely, an elixir that will cure everything that ails us. If a scare story has some official-sounding imprimatur, it is more likely to be swallowed whole by some reporter and his editor. An Agence France-Presse (AFP) story in the summer of 2019 is a case in point. The lead paragraphs were certainly an eye-catcher: “The same oceans that nourished human evolution are poised to unleash misery on a global scale unless the carbon pollution destabilizing Earth’s marine environment is brought to heel, warns a draft UN report obtained by AFP. Destructive changes already set in motion could see a steady decline in fish stocks, a hundred-fold or more increase in the damages caused by super storms, and hundreds of millions of people displaced by rising seas, according to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) ‘special report’ on oceans and Earth’s frozen zones….” How’s that for a hair-raising forecast?


This book will have a great deal to say about the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which for decades has been the most notorious propagator of climate scare stories and, by means of the Kyoto Protocol and Paris Agreement, has fostered national energy and carbon dioxide emission control policies that in the course of twenty years have imposed needless costs on consumers and taxpayers estimated at trillions of dollars. When such stories “go viral,” on TV, a wire service, Facebook, YouTube or whatever, they reach and often influence the thinking of millions of readers or viewers. Often, there is someone in government who sees in this a chance to propose a new law or administrative rule.


In 2019, The New York Times and CNN, among others, latched onto a fear story about how the Amazon basin rainforest was going up in flames, and we were losing “the lungs of the earth.” Michael Shellenberger, an environmental journalist and consultant who advocates for nuclear power as a “clean” source of energy, specializes in debunking enviro-myths. As a result, he has been awarded apostate status by scornful alarmists. He responded by writing a bestselling audio-book, published in 2020, titled, Apocalypse Never: Why Environmental Alarmism Hurts Us All.


In response to the Amazon hysteria in the salons of Hollywood and Paris in the summer of 2019, he wrote in Forbes magazine: “Singers and actors including Madonna and Jaden Smith shared photos on social media that were seen by tens of millions of people. ‘The lungs of the Earth are in flames,’ said actor Leonardo DiCaprio. ‘The Amazon Rainforest produces more than 20% of the world’s oxygen,’ tweeted soccer star Cristiano Ronaldo. ‘The Amazon rain forest—the lungs which produce 20% of our planet’s oxygen—is on fire,’ tweeted French President Emanuel Macron.


“And yet some of the photos weren’t actually of [present-day] fires or even in the Amazon. The photo Ronaldo shared was taken in southern Brazil, far from the Amazon, in 2013. The photo that DiCaprio and Macron shared is over 20 years old. The photo Madonna and Smith shared is over 30. Some celebrities shared photos from Montana, India, and Sweden.”


A heart-tugging article in the New York Times by a Brazilian journalist mourned that, “What hurts me most is the bare idea of the millions of Notre-Dames, high cathedrals of terrestrial biodiversity, burning to the ground.” But as Mr. Shellenberger recorded, no such thing was happening. Brazil was suffering from one of its periodic droughts and fires are common in drought years. But the number of fire spots detected in 2019 was only 7% above the 10-year average and the number recorded in 2005 was nearly twice as high. Moreover, fires in the rain forest don’t look at all like the pictures circulated of fires in open spaces because they occur underneath the high forest canopy. The pictures often were of farmers burning off old growth in already-cultivated savannahs, an age-old farming practice.


Wrote Mr. Shellenberger: “I was curious to hear what one of the world’s leading Amazon forest experts, Dan Nepstad, had to say about the ‘lungs’ claim. ‘It’s bullshit,’ he said. ‘There’s no science behind that. The Amazon produces a lot of oxygen but it uses the same amount of oxygen through respiration so it’s a wash.’”


A column by Scripps-Howard columnist Mitzi Perdue in 1997 flagged one of the most hilarious cases of the press going overboard on climate issues. Her column was head-lined “Bug Eyed Bunnies Mean Bug Eyed Reporters.” It had to do with the “ozone hole,” the scare du jour of that era, alleging that refrigerants used on earth were destroying the vital ozone layer of the atmosphere, that screens out excessive ultraviolet radiation from the sun. Ms. Perdue wrote about how Dr. Oliver Schein, a prominent eye doctor, became interested in the ozone hole when he read in Newsweek that exposure to radiation passing through the “ozone hole” had temporarily blinded animals in Chile. She wrote that, “the article stated that thousands of sheep in Punta Arenas, Chile, had gone temporarily blind after exposure to radiation from the ozone hole. Rabbits there had become so near-sighted that hunters could catch them and pick them up by their ears.”


Because this had to do with eyesight, Dr. Schein decided to investigate. But once in Punta Arenas, “he and his team of veterinarians and other doctors…could find no evidence of blinding.” The Perdue column quoted Dr. Schein as observing that “the most interesting part of the story is that every major news outlet chose to believe and print a story about how the Western world was messing up the atmosphere. However, not one chose to report the fact that no shred of evidence could be found to support these stories.”


The bug-eyed bunny tale illustrates the principle laid down by Crichton about why exaggeration and sometimes outright falsehoods have become the common currency of irresponsible journalism and politics. Everyone in the chain of events that leads to such stories as the sheep and bunny scare has a material interest in getting attention. The scientist working in his obscure lab dreams at night of making a big discovery that would justify his life’s work and perhaps make him rich and famous. At the very least, he wants to show enough promise to win a government grant that would sustain his work. Media businesses all know that getting and holding attention is a life and death matter, so they are susceptible to claims by scientists, even when the validity of those claims might seem a bit unlikely.


With some publications, distortion is premeditated. Britain’s Guardian was quoted in 2019 on its new style guidelines. Among them: “climate emergency” or “climate crisis” are to be used instead of climate change; “climate science denier” or “climate denier” to be used instead of climate skeptic; use “global heating” not “global warming”; etc.


Perhaps the most famous and egregious case of media excess was when the editors of National Geographic posted a video of an emaciated polar bear clinging to an ice floe captioned: “This is what climate change looks like.” It went viral and was seen all over the world as proof, as it was intended, that the polar bear’s habitat was melting away. The spring ice melt in the Arctic that year was more extensive than usual, but nothing spectacular was happening. As to the polar bears, research by Canadian anthropologist scientist Susan J. Crockford found that the polar bears roaming their vast, snowy Arctic domain were doing fine. To their credit, the editors eight months later admitted that they “went too far in drawing a definitive connection” between a single unhealthy looking bear and climate change. But meanwhile, millions of readers had been misled. National Geographic is on the whole a serious, beautifully illustrated, and often informative magazine, but in this instance it showed its weak spot for climate alarmism. Dr. Crockford’s book about her findings, The Polar Bear Catastrophe That Never Happened, was published in 2020.


Politicians and government regulators are always on the lookout for “problems” to distract voters from chronic government maladies, such as inefficiency and huge budget deficits. If the environmental problem can justify a tax increase, well, that might help with some of the other costs they are running up—social welfare entitlements for example. Regulators, who need problems to justify their existence, are quite happy when a new one is brought to their attention, especially if there is an important constituency, like the environmental lobby, demanding action.


The process works in reverse. Government funds most of the non-corporate scientific research in the United States The politicians and regulators, who control the billions that the government dispenses, influence research goals. The grantees have a pretty good idea of what kind of results their benefactors are expecting. We will discuss in this book the claims by prominent scientists that the political motives that guide government grants have politicized and corrupted scientific inquiry. That charge is made particularly with regard to environmental science.


The Independent Institute and the National Association of Scholars in early February of 2020 convened a meeting of scientists and scholars in Oakland, California, to discuss what it called the “Irreproducibility Crisis.” The Theme: “Many headline scientific findings in recent years have turned out to be false. They can’t be reproduced—and if you can’t reproduce a result, it isn’t science. The headlines are just the tip of the iceberg. A huge amount of ordinary scientific findings published in peer-reviewed journals don’t replicate. Something has gone terribly wrong in contemporary scientific procedures.”


One of the speakers, Richard K. Vedder, Distinguished Emeritus Professor of Economics at Ohio University, argued that, “Economic incentives induce professors to churn out scientific papers. Lucrative federal funding is tied to prior research. Highly productive professors, as measured by published research, are financially rewarded more than those whose ‘comparative advantage’ is in teaching. Large overhead provisions on federal grants induce universities to promote grant proposals, even kicking back some overhead funds to principal investigators. Quality control and replication of research findings is, relatively speaking, neglected. Financial incentives induce scholars often to seek quantity over quality, and, most egregiously, to ignore fields of scholarly inquiry not significantly funded by the federal government.”


Another speaker, Nathan A. Schachtman, Lecturer in Law at the Columbia School of Law, offered an insight into how sloppy science corrupts trials: “Irreproducibility in science confounds the already strained capacity of legal actors to interpret scientific evidence … Starting with its Daubert decision, the Supreme Court conditioned admissibility of expert testimony on reliability and validity. Federal judges are now ‘gatekeepers’ of scientific evidence, which has improved scientific fact-finding in court. The results, however, are uneven; judges are routinely misled by unreliable and invalid methods, which render legal judgments ‘unsafe.’”


An article by science correspondent Ronald Bailey in Reason magazine on August 26, 2016, supported Professor Vedder’s argument that federal grants have been the primary factor in corrupting science. The article quotes Daniel Sarewitz, a professor at Arizona State University, as asserting that “Science, the pride of modernity, our one source of objective knowledge, is in deep trouble.” Writing in the New Atlantis, the professor claims that reams of mistaken or simply useless research findings have been generated over the past few decades. The article reports that scientists at biomedical and pharmaceutical companies these days are wading through a snowstorm of “scientific” claims based on experiments that they are unable to replicate. Replication, of course, is the test of scientific validity.


The article quotes a 2015 editorial in The Lancet medical journal that asserts that “much of the scientific literature, perhaps half, may simply be untrue.” Mr. Bailey cites an email he received from Stanford biostatistician John Ioannidis estimating that “the non-replication rates in biomedical, observational, and preclinical studies could be as high as 90%.” A 2019 book titled Fraud in the Lab, authored by French investigative reporter and former biomedical researcher Nicolas Chevassusau-Louis, finds a rising incidence of scientific fraud worldwide, a growing number of forced retractions of scientific journal articles, and the common discovery that replication of research, particularly in the social sciences, is unable to achieve the same findings.


Dr. Sarewitz blames some of this on a report issued in 1945 by the famed technologist Vannevar Bush, claiming that scientific progress “results from the free play of free intellects, working on subjects of their own choice, in a manner dictated by their curiosity for exploration of the unknown.”


Sarewitz calls this “a beautiful lie.” In reality, he argues, “technology sets the agenda for science, guiding it in its most productive directions and providing continual tests of its validity, progress, and value.” He argues that the military–industrial complex, from which Bush was trying to escape, generated the targeted scientific results that led to computers, cell phones, jet aircraft, the internet, lasers, satellites, GPS, etc. He calls academic science an “onanistic enterprise worthy of Swift or Kafka.” (If that word onanistic is unfamiliar to the reader, I recommend, for reasons of taste, that he or she consult a dictionary.)


Sarewitz is scornful of the so-called consensus on climate change. “The minute you get into questions about the rate and severity of future impacts, or the costs of and best pathways for addressing them, no semblance of consensus among experts remains.” He adds that the “scientific community and its supporters are now busily creating the infrastructure and the expectations that can make unreliability, knowledge chaos, and multiple conflicting truths the essence of science’s legacy.”


Climate science, by its very nature, is not subject to controlled experiments that can be tested through replication. It can only be tested by actual climate observations that either verify, or don’t, the theories developed with computer models that attempt to predict future climate trends. The UN’s IPCC has been the prime vendor of forecasts divined by computer models. We’ll have more to say about the reliability of UN agencies, which are highly political and often make claims based on their own version of scientific research designed to serve political objectives, such as the expansion of the UN budget and power. The IPCC is very much a part of the reliability problem as have been UN agencies in some other costly environmental scares, such as the above-mentioned ozone hole.


Former U.S. Vice President Al Gore was author in 1992 of an apocalyptic book Earth in the Balance that forecasted how global warming would ravage the planet, a claim he would continue to make thereafter. But as of this writing nearly 30 years have gone by and somehow his planetary emergency has not manifested itself. The dire alarmists’ forecasts of the rapid advance in global warming have not been borne out by the surface weather station observations that they themselves use as their benchmarks and which some critics say are much less accurate than atmospheric readings. Instead, the temperature observations have shown nothing that anyone should be concerned about.


John Steele Gordon, author of the economic history An Empire of Wealth and a prominent journalist, wrote in Commentary in August of 2019 about the difficulties of measuring climate. “Climate science has always suffered from the problem of shaky and missing data. Seventy percent of the globe is covered by ocean, where data is hard to collect. Reliable weather records only go back to about 1850 and, in many parts of the world, are far more recent. Modern recording weather stations date only to the early twentieth century. And many of those stations have a big problem. While they haven’t changed appreciably over the years, the land around them has changed, often profoundly, with the great growth in urban and suburban areas. The weather station that was put, say, in the middle of a Nassau County, Long Island potato field in 1923 is still in the same spot. But the potatoes are long gone, and now it’s behind a strip mall, twenty feet from the kitchen exhaust fan of a Chinese take-out joint.”


A study by meteorologist Anthony Watts, publisher of the blog “Watt’s Up With That,” found that almost 90 percent of the 1,221 weather stations in the United States did not meet the National Weather Service’s siting standards, which require that they be at least 100 feet from any artificial heat source or radiating surface. To deal with this defective information, climate scientists, have “adjusted” the data to solve this problem. Invariably, these adjustments have made earlier data show lower temperatures and recent data show higher ones. To develop reliable data, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) placed 114 state-of-the-art weather stations relatively evenly spaced about the lower forty-eight states. They were carefully sited to be away from urban areas, which are heat islands, airports, which can be affected by jet exhaust, etc. The system became operative in 2005. Now, realclearenergy.com is reporting that there has been no increase in average temperatures in the continental United States over the last fourteen years, as measured by these new stations. If anything, overall temperatures are slightly cooler than they were.


The difficulty of measuring surface temperature in an advanced nation like the United States offers some idea of the likely accuracy of efforts to monitor the entire planet with all its oceanic expanses and remote areas. It’s just too big, and weather everywhere is in a constant state of change. But perhaps the primitive methods in use do offer a clue to global climate trends. And they haven’t shown anything to be alarmed about for the last thirty years; indeed they’ve quite possibly shown a leveling off of the long-term gradual climb in temperatures.


This embarrassed IPCC alarmists so much in the early 2000s that they tried to adjust the numbers to better suit their theories, or so the evidence indicates. Their conversations on how best to sustain the case for global warming were exposed in 2009 by leaked emails exchanged by researchers at the United Kingdom’s East Anglia Climate Research Unit, a key source of IPCC data, in a scandal that came to be called “ClimateGate.” The term was coined by a British journalist to equate it with the Nixon administration’s effort to cover up a burglary of Democratic headquarters in Washington’s Watergate complex in 1972—the caper that eventually brought about Richard Nixon’s resignation from his presidency.


After ClimateGate, the “global warming” line became so unconvincing that the alarmists adopted the anodyne term, climate change, instead and kept on plugging the crisis line. They continued to insist that mankind can control the climate by switching from fossil fuels to “renewable energy.” Renewable energy—solar panels, wind machines, and the like—have become a major industry worldwide. It is heavily subsidized by governments and very profitable to its investors, who included among their numbers a much-enriched Al Gore. One of the ironies of that industry is that China, which was initially excused as a developing country from pursuing the IPCC’s emission control goals, became the leading producer of the solar panels that other nations use to try to meet the IPCC goals—one of life’s little jokes.


I will argue that ClimateGate was a turning point of sorts in the climate debate, and after 2009, an increasing percentage of the world’s voters began greeting forecasts of a climate disaster with studied nonchalance but not before enormous sums of money were spent. Because politicians refuse to abandon this source of revenue and environmentalist votes, enormous sums still are being spent, responding to those false claims.


After ClimateGate, serious scientists became more vocal in challenging the alarmists. Judith Curry, a prominent climate scientist in Atlanta, testified to Congress that she went along with what seemed like the conventional wisdom until “I realized the sausage making and even bullying that went into building the consensus.” New think tanks have sprung up that give skeptics of global warming a forum, such as London’s Global Warming Policy Foundation started in 2009 by Lord Lawson (Nigel Lawson), former Chancellor of the Exchequer, and climate scientist Benny Peiser.


One of the most impressive shops is The Right Climate Stuff Institute (TRCS) formed in Texas by a group of retired scientists and engineers who worked on the Apollo, Skylab, Space Shuttle, and International Space Station projects for the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). Dr. Hal Doron, a member of the group, in 2018, argued that climate change exaggerations based on IPCC models are totally at odds with actual climate observations and are a threat to national security because they have up until recently distorted U.S. energy and military policy. “These models have never been shown to agree with any physical data,” he said. “We were taught at NASA that if you are going to use a model … to design a spacecraft or a rocket … it must be validated, meaning it must agree with an experiment or with Mother Nature.”


TRCS’s website says: “Our experience during the early days of manned spaceflight proved the importance of this motto: ‘In God we trust, all others bring data’.”


To be sure, there are still plenty of true believers left. George Orwell of Animal Farm fame, once wrote that “The further a society drifts from the truth, the more it will hate those that speak it.” There has been plenty of hate directed at climate change “deniers” including demands once by a group of academics that President Obama slap deniers in jail. The very label suggested that these miscreants were denying an accepted truth, an “inconvenient truth” in Al Gore’s words, and thus must have some ulterior motive. Attacks on deniers by such virulent alarmist outlets as the DeSmogBlog.com seem to have the knack of finding their way to the top of Google search results on climate subjects. How that happens would be worthy of a separate inquiry, but investigating Google data management is not the purpose of this book.


The successes of the environmental extremists at inculcating young people with climate fears have produced a new generation of voters who have been subjected to environmental equivalent of brainwashing. It gave us the young Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who was twenty-nine when elected to the House of Representatives from a Queens district and soon became famous for her “Green New Deal,” of which more later.


Mencken’s biting comments strike a responsive chord about the politics of fear. However, I am less cynical than Mencken. A free society with a vibrant public debate, as exists in America, eventually sorts these things out. I am encouraged to hope so by the global rebellion against carbon tax and regulation costs, which I will discuss in greater detail. But admittedly, my optimism was dimmed by how easily the global public succumbed to the politics of fear when the coronavirus hit the world’s headlines in early 2020.


OEBPS/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Publisher’s Note



		Introduction



		Foreword: The Black Swan



		1 The 2020 Panic



		2 The Green New Deal



		3 A Ban That Killed Millions



		4 Real Science



		5 Masters of the Universe?



		6 Remember the Ozone Hole?



		7 Science Loses in the Courts



		8 The Dismal Decade



		9 Hijacking the Scientists



		10 Marching to Kyoto



		11 A Voter Rebellion



		12 Buyer’s Remorse Down Under



		13 The Costs Are Scary, Too



		14 How About Global Cooling?



		15 The Final Word











Landmarks





		Cover



		Title Page



		Table of Contents



		Start of Content











OEBPS/images/iii.jpg
BOGUS SCIENCE

HOW SCARE POLITICS ROBS VOTERS, CORRUPTS
RESEARCH, AND POISONS MINDS.

BY GEORGE MELLOAN

REPUBLIC
BOOK PUBLISHERS





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
       
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  







OEBPS/images/9781645720317_cover.jpg
CIENCE

HOW SCARE POLITICS ROBS VOTERS,

CORRUPTS RESEARCH, AND POISONS MINDS






