We must challenge ourselves

Those wha would continue argung agamst the theory of global warming most be informed by the facts, as BRIAN SCHMIDT wriles

escribed by Priome Minister
Kewin Rued as*the
greatest imaral challenge of
ot tine”, the clinate
cliange debate is proving 1o Be just
that. It has transformed policy
mrkers inte wauld-be scientisis, and
scientists in to would-be policy
mirkers, with the resulting mess
providing no long-term benelits for
arvvone in Australia.

The toals al astranamy are krgely
e sz used b modelling climate,
albsedt aprpliead fnea dilferent regime
than the Earth. 1T do not waork directly
o climate change, but 1 feel mysella
reasonabily dispassionate judge of
the scicntilic work being done, The
Australian Academy ol Science has
produced a document which inomy
oprinden provides an exeellent
description of the curment state of our
knowledge and uncertaingies with
respect o climate change. [0is
avirilable at
||.1t|::n':'l.ru.1|.'..*;:'iL'||r'v.||.r|.:.;|1|."|Jt:h’q's'
climatechangeZn 0 hml

Evervone in Australia, citizens,
selentists and policy makers alike,
should read this document — it isa
consensts view ol what is happening
i elimate clange from Australia's
sl prestiglons sclentific body.

This document s conelusions can
b sumimarised as follows:

The current increased CO: content
of the atmosphere is almost entirely
fronm anthropological sources.

The science of lew carbon disxide
tranpes hesut i thee Barth's atimos phiere
is well estabilished, bur how the
Earth’s atmaosphere, oceans, ioe-

sheets, and plants react 1o this
trapping of heat and increase carbon
dicexice is complicated, and remains
an area of intense research.
Manetheless, most seientists beliove
the fundamental phivsics is well
unelerstood, sd that the current
penertlon of medels are appropeiate
far making usell predictions on the
alfects on Earth of increased GO in
thes atmiospleere, These models
predict that the increased levels of
ik should have had a moderate
warrrning afTect on the Earth over the
patsl ceniury.

Observations of the Earth's
average temperature indicate that i
Tsis Fisen appreciibly over the last
century. Models which inelude the
known drivers of natural change
stieli as the solar output, visleanoes,
atd the Earth's orbit indicate that the
rise ol lemperature over the past
century is best explained in these

mmddels as due to the cohancement of

COk incthe atmosphere, Although
heere saree stll] signbfleaont
pncertaintics within these climate
medels, they are unanimeaus in their
canclusion that incresing COs i the
atmosphere induces significant
change inthe Earth's climate, with
anoverall warming of the glabe,
While the models and observations
sUEgest a moderate ammonnt ol
wariming over the past century, they
pradict consideralily mon: warming
i the future, the exact amnounts
|I|.~me|i1||,1,nn e s al Gk,
cindsslons, and the assumptions of
each el

What scicnee does not allosw ane toe

say is that any specific weather event
catnn b attrilsted to COs emissions,
and it doesn’t preseribe a policy
remetion o GO emissions, Also,
becanise the lecal affects of clinate
change are not well predicted by the
pricclels, and bumans, Ooraanad
fantinan’s ability o adapt are difficul e
quantify, there remains considerable
uneertainty about the consequences
ab elinate chiange, evein il its effects
on the weather were exact by known.
science makes progress by
challenging itsell, leoking for Failed
predictions, iInconsislencies, or
alternative ways to approach a
probdein, Few scientists became
fmows by towing the party Hoe, 10s
by finddingg fault with the status guo,
andd Tmiproving it that scientisis inake
their mark. o0 is ne wender that
thrre bs nect vty oy area of
seienoe —climate change is no
different. The vast majerity of
sefentlsts who sty ellmate change
elicve anthropogenic COL s leading
toa wearning of the Barth, bt thene
are still some who challenge this
asserlion. Long may this continue -
bt anly if these challenges ane based
o a funcdamental vnderstanding of
the seience ab laned, and pot sone
aneedotal or highly ldted form of
phenomenalogical evidenoe.

Classic examples of these
unscientific approaches are, “Borops:
was warner back from B00-1300", or
“the Earth went through a mini-ice
age Trom 1500-1800°, While bath
mdght well bes trues, they highlight thee
inherent variation of the Earth's




climate due ta patural reasons, they
donet address the specific effects
el o OO which are ased on our
unelers tanding of physics,

Sormee seientists, to oot er what
they view asa p-:urly' informed
cebate in the media and political
circles, have resorted o hyperbole,
over-simplification, unrealistic
assertions about the certainty of the
selence, and the ndlsedminate
mnixing ol scicnee and policy, This
approach undermines scienee’s
responsibilivy inthe clinete delate
by taking b ot of tie role of tristed
nnpartial advisor. Scienee needs to
stick dispassionately by the facts, so
1hat Elll|i|'].'r'|l:|k|. Fa il il I'J'._':l.lq':||'|l.|llr
wliat to e, et what is goimg on,

As avoter and taxpayer, [ want our
clected officials and public servants
1o take the conclusions Cand the
associzated uncertainties) as
presented by scienee and focus their
cilors on a significant palicy
respanse, Policy makers should not
B lebating the seience — i questions
remain, then commission a punely
scientilie advisory baard for advice,
Sueh a board could inform
governmental agencies such as the

li'.”I||:|I|.'|.:||:|||;_';|":l.l:-||1|||ir-\ic|I1il| a1l
abjective fashion. so that they can
concentrate on the policy response,

| beliewve the sciemtific evidence is
extrernely strang that continuing to
Inerease GO levels will alimost
certainly lead to an accelerated
change to the Earth's climate, but |
admit the overall implicitions for
Australia are less clear Since clange
is expensive —cliher by weaning
aurselves olf carban, or adapting 1o
climste clunge. | hear it argued that
the uncertainties are such that we
should just take o wail-and-see
approach. Such peoaple argue that
ouradvaneed coonomy means we
probubly have the ability (o adapt 1o
most change, and that some
conntries like Canada and Russia
inay Betwelit feorm the change as huge
tracts of ndrm potentially open up
ter becorme arable lond.

Bt moueh of the rest of the world

will likely be less fortunate, with third

world coonomies able to adapt o
signilicant change poorly, with an
attcame of wide seale war,
pestilenee, and mass starvation no
incomnceivabile, Overall, most would
agree that significant climate change

will havve an overall detrimental
efTect on humandty compared to the
status qua. But we face a classic
priscner’s dilemme = iFAustralia acts
o restrict climate change before e
rest of the world it will have a limited
effect on the Earth’s climate, and will
Bre potentially economieally
expensive for our country i the
short terme [t is only working
together with the countrices of the
world that Australia can both have o
stibstantive effect on cmissions, and
not be ceanoimically disadvantaged,
But channge is needed, amd lguring
ot B to get et just Austealia, b
the rest of the world, around this
dlilernm is the geeat moral challenge
al aur thime, a challenge which policy
i kers st nod just take wp, b
'.II'Ii'l.'I.".IHI.

B Brian Schmidt is an Australian Reseasch
Council laureate professor and astronomer
at Maourt Stromilo Oliservatory, This piece
wias written after listening to the gala
dinner speech by James Halliday at the
seventh Symposivm of Wine at University
House on May 21,




