I’m a true believer, get me out of here

TRAPPED IN A CLIMATE CAGE
Peter Harper

It’s no fun being a Climate Change believer. You get sneered at by sceptics for being cravenly credulous and not thinking for yourself.  You lie awake at night worrying about your grandchildren, and people in Bangladesh, and all the things you ought to be doing to stop it, but aren’t. Hypocrisy stalks you round every corner – holidays, diet, the car, the thermostat, shopping, birthday presents...awful.  How much nicer to be an honest sceptic and to be able to go whistling down the road without a care in the world! 

So I have been trying to be a sceptic, reading the Speccie and all those blogs. Trouble is, I am both cursed and blessed with a rigorous scientific training and I find it impossible simply to believe things because they are convenient or comfortable. They’ve got to stand up to reason and evidence and the Rules of Doing Science. Well haven’t they?

The result is I am stuck in a cage of very solid-looking bars. All it needs is one weak bar and I’m out, so perhaps someone out there, Matt Ridley perhaps, or even that cunning Delingpole, can help me by showing just how weak the weakest bar is and slipping me a file.
Let me tell you about the metaphorical cage. The basis of it is the so-called Keeling Curve recorded on a mountain in Hawaii for fifty years. It shows a steady increase in CO2 since the start of recording in 1958, with seasonal wiggles. Every single year is greater than the last, now showing at 380ppm. Could this be false? Could he be making it up? No, not really: it is independently confirmed everywhere, and is fairly easy to measure. There really is more CO2 in the atmosphere than there was 50 years ago. This bar is pretty solid. 
OK, but is it really our CO2? Could it not come from natural sources?  How would we know? It seems that this one is pretty easy to test, all governments publish figures about ‘consumption’ (i.e. burning) of fossil fuels and surely nobody could be in any doubt that billions of tonnes are actually entering the atmosphere. In fact more is emitted than actually turns up in the atmosphere, because some gets mopped up by the oceans, plants and soils, but that’s another story. The isotope ratios show quite clearly that the stuff building up is nearly all derived from burning fossil fuels. Nobody could seriously doubt this, surely?
That’s another bar. But hang on, is CO2 really so bad? What makes it so special? What makes it a ‘greenhouse gas’ (GHG)?  The chemical physics is beyond me, but the principle – that some gases absorb some wavelengths of radiation and in the atmosphere can have the effect of a ‘blanket’ – was already well established by 1908, and as far as I am aware nobody has been able to impugn it. In an indirect way it’s a bit like microwave ovens, in which we are daily acquainted with some substances absorbing invisible rays and getting warmer.  Another bar.

What this means is that more energy is entering (or staying in) the atmosphere system than before. This is possibly the thickest bar of all: the first law of thermodynamics, that if you put energy into some system, it can’t just disappear: something’s going to change. For almost anybody trained in science this has a virtually religious force. You simply cannot not believe it. Energy is conserved, and Physics does not take days off.
Putting energy into something could cause all manner of effects, but usually there is an increase in temperature as well. Whacking a tennis ball for example, clearly imparts a change in motion, but the ball does get warmer too.  In the case of the atmosphere, warming is certainly at the top of the list of the effects that physicists would expect. For me, this is the basic ‘back of the envelope’ reason for expecting a warming effect from added greenhouse gases, and I think I would respect sceptics more if they acknowledged this. It seems to me that the question is not neutral, but the basic presumption must be to expect some sort of warming and possibly further consequences. Doubters either have to explain where all this extra energy has gone and what it’s done, or they have to question the First Law of Thermodynamics or invoke some other, perhaps novel, principle. A sceptic taking this latter approach would not, I’m afraid, release me from the cage.
Does this now prove anthropogenic GHGs cause global warming? No, not yet, and we might be getting close to a weaker bar of my cage. It would be possible to acknowledge that GHGs cause temperature effects, but these effects might turn out to be small. 
Here is an admittedly uncertain part of the climate-change debate, what climate scientists call ‘climate sensitivity’. In other words, given that GHGs do have warming effects, how much warming comes from how much GHG? Climate scientists have found this difficult to assess and offer a remarkably wide range of values. But even the lower levels of this range are still expected to lead to steady warming effects. Would a sceptic deny this? Would he/she claim that sensitivity is so small as to have a negligible effect? If so, what is the evidential or physical basis for this? I’m listening, possible weak bar here, give us the data and the reasoning.
Alternatively GHGs might stimulate aerosols or clouds that reflect incoming sunlight and have a net cooling effect. How would we test this?  Understanding of cloud effects is, well, cloudy. Again the climate scientists do the best they can to measure and model, and their view is that clouds definitely have effects, varying according to altitude. From time to time they modify their conclusions as new data come in. For example in the late 1990s it was thought that vapour trails from aircraft caused three times more warming than the actual GHGs from the fuel. Later data cast doubt on this and now this so-called ‘aviation multiplier’ has been removed from the calculations. This is what I expect from the proper functioning of the scientific system: that when new data come in, conclusions and recommendations are modified. Good!
Overall, the mainstream view is that cloud effects do not seriously affect the underlying expected trends, but if this is another potentially weak bar here, how would a sceptic get a hacksaw to it? It raises the troubling question of how much we are to trust the scientific community to measure objectively and report honestly. All right, they are only human and they make mistakes, but who else is going to do this stuff?  I wonder whether some very wealthy sceptic would endow a vast research institute that would carry out the fundamental measurements and modelling that would be needed. You’d have to train up a new generation of climate scientists untainted by the present orthodoxy. It would be fascinating.  Come on you billionaires, EXXON-Mobil, the coal industry, what are you waiting for? 
Perhaps I am naïve and credulous, but I simply do not find it remotely plausible that the whole worldwide climate science community is a giant conspiracy or is so corrupt that nothing it reports can be trusted. I can see how certain people might want to paint it that way, but then it is fairly obvious they don’t really understand how the system actually works, and presumably don’t want to know. I do not regard ‘ClimateGate’ as a weak bar in my cage, merely a manufactured storm in a teacup. However, I love a good academic scandal and I am well aware that the preferment process in academic research favours conformity, and further, that academics incline to liberal-greenie values. There is surely a certain amount of group-think? So perhaps there is some scope here for a proper study of research bias. But impugning the entire scientific community as a bunch of liars and fantasists…no, sorry I am not going to buy that.
So let’s keep looking for genuinely weak bars. The next one is this: is the ‘warming’ actually happening? On the face of it, since there are hundreds of independent measurements in different ground stations and from satellites, it would be difficult to argue that it isn’t. Some bits of the earth appear to warm more than others, some actually get cooler, as Lewis and Ridley reported for parts of Antarctica in the Spectator on 19th February. But the net result so far appears to be an average warming of about 0.8°C, and of course the standard projections are for much higher levels later this century, based on modelling rather than extrapolation.

I think quite a number of sceptics would argue that less than 1° C is in the ‘noise’ category and if that is indeed the case it could be down to all manner of ‘natural’ causes, sun spots, cosmic rays, volcanoes, endogenous climatic cycles etc. These are worthwhile ideas to explore, and it seems to me that mainstream climate science has tried to take them into account. Has it really done them justice? I think the underlying sceptical view is that the climate tends to go up and down quite a bit anyway and if perhaps it happens to be going up a bit now for natural reasons it will come down again later. Indeed there is a widespread view that there is an overall cooling going on now, and that the evidence for a strong long-term warming trend is rather poor. I am old enough to remember the uncertainties in the 1960s, when some asserted ‘the next ice-age is just around the corner’.
Is this a weak bar in my cage?  Difficult to say. From the standard GHG theory point of view, if warming is not happening, that is even more worrying than if it is, because all that extra energy has got to go somewhere, and even if it’s not immediately apparent, it’s still building up and will eventually burst forth. The obvious analogy is an earthquake, where energy is cumulatively applied to a part of the earth’s crust for many years, yet nothing happens, until….  In the standard perspective, if the expected warming effects of GHGs are masked or blocked in various ways, when the limits of the blocks are reached then all the accumulated effects could occur in a very short time. So paradoxically, lack of warming could, with reason, give rise to even greater ‘alarmism’. It is not a ‘killer fact’ that disproves the orthodox view. Quite the opposite in fact.
A coherent sceptical viewpoint would still need to have a convincing theory of where all that energy is going, but you could get round it by positing a very low value for climate sensitivity to GHGs, by supposing that a principal effect of warming is cloud formation of the kind that will have a net cooling effect, and that these conditions will continue to obtain under any level of GHG in the atmosphere, even doubling or trebling of the background interglacial level. You could also postulate unknown mechanisms that are absorbing the extra energy. With respect to the temperature observations, you could say either that they are so small as to fall into the category of background noise, or that they are real but have natural causes over which we can have no control.

Yes, I think there is a possible counter-theory here, and sceptics should propose tests for it and predictions based on it. Does it provide me with an escape from the cage?
Well, potentially, but I still feel uncomfortable about it. There are two remaining objections. 
The first one is that the ‘best’ sceptical theory appears to be less parsimonious than the standard theory. Orthodoxy has a very simple idea: greenhouse gases are building up, we expect a certain amount of warming, and lo! there it is. The sceptical idea is more tortuous, because first it needs a theory to explain why the expected warming due to GHGs is not happening. Then it needs another theory to explain the observed temperature anomalies. Parsimony (Occam’s razor) is not an infallible guide to the truth, and the sceptics might yet turn out to be right, but it is a widely agreed principle that you investigate ‘obvious’ and parsimonious theories with more vigour than more convoluted ones.  And that’s what’s happening, and provides another bar of my climate cage. But perhaps I have got this wrong, and a clever sceptic can put me right.
The second objection is about, well, prudence I suppose. Pretty everybody takes out insurance of one kind or another, even though the chances of a mishap might be quite small. At the end of a year with no claims very few of us say ‘what a fool I was to pay all that money for nothing!’ We accept that it is prudent to spend some money – perhaps a few percent of our household incomes – in a precautionary way even for quite low statistical risks if the stakes are high.  I must say I feel the same about the climate change debate. If Business As Usual has a certain probability of leading to some of the horrendous outcomes described in muted academic language in the IPCC reports (and elsewhere) I do feel it is perfectly reasonable and, well, normal, to spend money in advance either to reduce that probability or to modify Business As Usual. This sensible view would accede to the by-now-standard packages of ‘decarbonisation’ measures recommended by the IPCC, the UK government and other boring, respectable institutions.
This consideration amounts to another bar of my cage: surely it is honourable to act in a precautionary way if the stakes are so high?  How can a sceptic help me on this one? They could argue that their own theories are so robust and watertight, and the conventional theory so obviously and utterly mistaken that anthropogenic effects can be ruled out with complete confidence. Either there will be no serious warming, or if there is it has natural causes and all we can do is adapt to it. They might even add the view that a 3-6 degree rise in global temperature will not be as bad as pessimists fear.

I can see that this might turn out to be true, but it does not seem reasonable to assert there is no chance that the orthodox theory is correct, and that we should not have some kind of precautionary ‘plan B’. But perhaps once again I have mistaken the sceptical view – or views, assuming that ‘scepticism’ is a broad church.
Well, to sum up. To a person like me with a conventional scientific background and ‘typical values’ it is hard to embrace scepticism about anthropogenic climate change because everything seems so neatly sewn up.  Rattle my cage as I might, it seems pretty solid. But it only needs one weakness…so all you sceptics out there, can you not find a way to slip me a file through the bars? 
