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opinion

I like to think of myself as a critical thinker.  Forestry  
faculty at Auburn University know me as the professor  
who asks “where are the data?”  When it comes to 

analyzing data, I believe  scientists should follow the 
scientific method.  Unfortunately, it seems that many 
researchers today have given up on hypothesis testing.  
(Do you know the difference between a researcher and 
a scientist?  The researcher follows the money while the 
scientist follows the scientific method.)  I know many 
researchers but few scientists.   Scientists test hypotheses 
and report all the results (not just the ones that support the 
alternative hypothesis).   

The following is an example of a null hypothesis: the 
100 ppm increase in CO2 level from 1750 to 2005 did not 
result in a measurable effect on atmospheric temperatures 
above the tropical zone.  After testing (or thinking about) 
this hypothesis, most researchers will fall into one of the 
following groups;

1. Accepted the null hypothesis - no more debate
2. Failed to reject the null hypothesis - but open to debate
3. Rejected the null hypothesis - but open to debate
4. Rejected the null hypothesis - the science is settled - no 

more debate

Those in groups #1 and #4 are not scientists.  They 
may be called “true believers” since they have adopted 
an unwavering “religious” belief.  True scientists are 
not in group #1 because the scientific method does not 
allow one to accept a null hypothesis.  Those in groups 
#1 and #4 sometimes will “cherry pick” data to support 
their “beliefs.”  Some in group #4 may say “regardless of 
the science, humans have a moral reason to fight climate 
change.”  In contrast, scientists who (somehow) attempt 
to test this hypothesis are in groups #2 and #3.  They are 
willing to engage in debate and are willing to reevaluate 
their positions.  Researchers who do not accept a correlation 
as proof of a cause (and who realize the error bars for 
atmospheric temperatures are very large) are in group 
#2.  Those who accept model outputs as fact may fall into 
group #3.  However, I have yet to see historical data that 
are adequate to reject the null hypothesis.  In fact, I do 
not see how this hypothesis can be tested since there is 
confounding and zero degrees of freedom. Therefore I am 
currently in group #2.   

Many in group #4 now say that an increase of 1°C will 
constitute ‘’dangerous’’ climate change (Hansen et al. 2006).  
These “dangerous” conditions existed about 125,000 years 
ago when sea levels were perhaps 4 to 6 m higher and polar 
temperatures were (estimated to be) 3°C to 5°C higher than 
present levels (IPCC WG1 summary for policymakers).  

Know more, debate
David South�

Although the lack of ice 125,000 years ago was not caused 
by humans, the consensus of researchers now is that a lack 
of ice (in the future) will be 93% due to human activity.  

Fortunately, many scientists (including the late Alfred 
Wegener) know that “consensus is not science.”   For 
example, in 1931, a pamphlet was published entitled “100 
Authors Against Einstein” where many objected to the 
theory of relativity.  When asked about the criticism of 
so many scientists, Einstein is said to have replied that to 
defeat relativity one did not need the word of 100 scientists, 
just one fact.  I feel obliged to rephrase; to defeat the 
projections made using 22 climate entertainment models, 
one only needs just one fact (e.g. Douglass et al. 2007). 

Many now seem to argue that output from super-fast 
computers is all that is needed to influence policy makers.  
However, output from computer models that produce 
100-yr projections are not fact.   These models do not 
even accurately model present-day temperatures!  Satellite 
measurements and balloon data do not agree with the 
output of complex, variable deficient, climate models that 
have been developed using linear equations and averages 
(Douglass et al. 2007).  I agree with much in the book 
“Useless Arithmetic; Why Environmental Scientists 
Can’t Predict the Future”.   Therefore I wonder…. how 
did we ever get to the point where century-long projections 
are used in order to ignore historical climate data?

According to Vostok ice-core data, CO2 varied between 
180 and 300 ppm over the past 400,000 years.  When 
temperatures rose about 10°C, CO2 rose about 100 ppm 
(Petit et al. 1999).  For the Antarctic, Caillon and others 
(2003) reported a 600 to 1000 year gap between the curves 
with temperature preceding CO2.  Therefore, they conclude 
that “This confirms that CO2 is not the forcing that initially 
drives the climate system during a deglaciation.”  They 
agree that CO2 increases contribute some warming, but they 
do not claim that increasing CO2 by 10 ppm will increase 
estimated temperature by 1°C (note: no one makes this 
claim).  It should be apparent that CO2 was not the driver 
of temperature for the previous 400,000 years.  In fact, “the 
quantitative and mechanistic explanation of these CO2 
variations remains one of the major unsolved questions in 
climate research” (IPCC chapter 6).  If a 75 ppm increase in 
CO2 increases global temperature by +0.75°C (Hansen and 
Sato 2001), then over the past 200,000 years, about 90% of 
the change in temperature was driven by something other 
than CO2.  In contrast, IPCC estimates now suggests that 
93% of the “forcing” that has occurred since 1750 is due 
to anthropogenic greenhouse gases.  

Last December, 100 scientists (9 from NZ) sent an 
open letter to the Secretary-General of the United Nations 
(www.sfws.auburn.edu/south/100.pdf) that stated “It is not 
possible to stop climate change.”   The authors said:  1 David South is a Forestry Professor at Auburn University.  
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Recent observations of phenomena such as glacial 
retreats, sea-level rise and the migration of temperature-
sensitive species are not evidence for abnormal climate 
change, for none of these changes has been shown to lie 
outside the bounds of known natural variability.

The average rate of warming of 0.1 to 0.2 degrees 
Celsius per decade recorded by satellites during the 
late 20th century falls within known natural rates of 
warming and cooling over the last 10,000 years.

 Leading scientists, including some senior IPCC 
representatives, acknowledge that today’s computer 
models cannot predict climate. Consistent with this, 
and despite computer projections of temperature rises, 
there has been no net global warming since 1998. 
That the current temperature plateau follows a late 
20th-century period of warming is consistent with 
the continuation today of natural multi-decadal or 
millennial climate cycling.

Instead of the UN fighting climate change, the 
authors suggest the UN’s effort should be redirected 
toward adapting to climate change.  Adapting might mean 
gradually moving populations away from high-risk regions, 
installing infrastructure to pipe water from regions of plenty 
to regions of scarcity, modifying the genetics of crops and 
creating higher ground.  

The Republic of Maldives was the first country to 
sign the Kyoto protocol but now they see adapting to a 
change in sea level as a more effective approach.  Voluntary 
adoption of smaller family sizes would be another way of 
adapting.  Simply delaying the decision to have children 
by 5 years could reduce ecological pressure in 2100 by more 
than a billion people (Bongaarts 1994).  What I find very 
strange is that climate fighters occasionally argue in favor 
of “solutions” that would increase population pressures 
rather than promoting a change in behavior that would 
lower the rate of population growth.  For example, adopting 
a change in cultural/population ethics was not mentioned 
as a possible “stabilization wedge” (Pacala and Socolow 
2004).  Population growth was a big topic when the world 
had 4 billion people, but few environmentalists now seem 
willing to mention this driving force. Is it now impossible 
for a new environmental religion to spring forth and adopt 
a population ethic similar to the Shaker religion? The 
Shakers had some 6,000 members in 1840, but due to their 
belief in celibacy, they now have fewer than 5 members.  
I often wonder how much of a reduction in ecological 
footprint occurred due to members of this sect. 

I contend that we as a profession are not looking closely 
at the numbers, from either the scientific or economic 
view.  We have a good idea of the cost of afforestation and 
we could estimate how much difference it would make (in 
theory), to the global temperature.  Establishing 300 million 
ha of new plantations might sequester 12.5 gigatonnes of 
carbon (Pacala and Socolow 2004) and some in group #3 

might say this will reduce global temperatures by 0.04° 
C.  If afforestation costs US$500/ha, this effort would cost 
US$150 billion dollars.  Bjorn Lomborg (2006) asked, if 
given US$50 billion to spend, which would you solve first, 
AIDS or global warming (www.ted.com/index.php/talks/
view/id/62)?  The Copenhagen Consensus of 2004 ranked 
AIDS, malnutrition, malaria and trade liberalization as very 
good projects while climate change was ranked as a bad 
project due to a low benefit/cost ratio.  It seems to me that 
those in group #4 have generally ignored such reports.   

There are numerous cases where members of group 
#4 have directed personal attacks at those who have not 
rejected the null hypothesis.  For example, Augie Auer 
was critical of previous IPCC reports (members.iinet.net.
au/~glrmc/Wratt%20&%20RSNZ%20-%20compiled.rtf) 
and was vilified for his position.  When Dr. Vincent Gray 
expressed doubts about some claims in the IPCC report, 
Dr. Rajendra Pachauri (Chairman of the IPCC) called him a 
“Flat Earther.”   Dr. Chris de Freitas (another IPCC critic) 
was verbally attacked in a U.S. Senate committee hearing.  
As one of the editors of Climate Research, he approved the 
publication of a paper by Soon and Baliunas (2003).  The 
political attack on Dr. de Freitas might not have occurred 
had White House staff not included the citation in a report 
published by the US Environmental Protection Agency.  

If you have an open mind, I recommend you listen to a 
lecture by Dr. John Christy (www.sfws.auburn.edu/south/
christy.wmv).  At the end, you can hear one individual 
question his funding sources and another attempt to 
associate him with the fossil fuel industry (both individuals 
were from group #4 and were hoping their attacks would 
somehow discredit Dr. Christy’s data). I suspect for non-
scientists, it is easier to resort to verbal attacks than to 
debate the science.  But as Garrett Hardin (1998) once 
said. “As a matter of policy, we must not reply in kind to 
those critics who love to indulge in name-calling. (They are 
all too numerous in interdisciplinary undertakings.) But 
critics who, ignoring personalities, focus on the underlying 
nature of things are the true friends of science.”

NOTE:  full citations may be found at www.sfws.
auburn.edu/south/citations.pdf


