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Intellectually fatigued government-led enthusiasms, dizzy from media 
spin, degenerate into complex power plays 
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Greenhouse enthusiasms have been active for 20 years. Such group longevity can 

bring intellectual fatigue. A warning sign of decadence in scientific rigour is when 

fundamentals are sloppy or poorly articulated.  

‘Climate change’ now has two greatly different meanings: one scientific, for the UN 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change IPCC), the other political, for the UN Kyoto 

Protocol. 

‘Greenhouse effect’ has two greatly different meanings: one scientific, the other (30 times 

smaller) populist, ill-defined and used by many scientists filled with passionate intensity. 

Intellectually fatigued government-led enthusiasms, dizzy from media spin, degenerate into 

complex power plays, focused on processes not on outcomes; on carbon taxes versus 

emissions trading, not on climate.  

Think environment, fallen from its glorious action days of the 1970s into plastic bags yet 

again in 2008, photographing whale killings at locations carelessly unrecorded. 

 
Two fatal flaws that Australian 
policies must avoid 
Here I use IPCC reports to draw attention, as before, to a synergistic pair of fatal flaws in 

Australian policies, which rarely articulate their reason for existence – the most variable 

climates of this land of droughts and flooding rains, where a typical Australian dam must be 

10 times larger than its counterpart in the US to manage a river of comparable average flow.  

 

I have made these arguments before (‘Australian Greenhouse Governance: The Twilight 

Zone’, ATSE Focus supplement No 106, March/April 1999 and ATSE: Climate Change Science: 

Current Understanding and Uncertainties, February 1995). 
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Consider: 

ò Flaw 1 – policies focusing only on climate changes caused by human activities; 

ò Flaw 2 – policies focusing only on global instead of Australian climates. 

 

Synergies of these two flaws lock Garnaut into a Catch-22 situation. 

Emissions trading cannot control natural climate changes, so Garnaut ignores them, obeying 

his Terms of Reference. But 2007 IPCC findings suggest (see quotes below) that natural 

climate changes are not as unlikely as implied in 2001 IPCC to continue dominating Australian 

climates. Governments cannot successfully command a majestic, hemispheric El Nino–

Southern Oscillation (ENSO) to stop.  

 

Thus it does not matter what the Garnaut Review finds, it will be irrelevant to actual 

Australian climates. Catch 22. 

 

Canute taught his courtiers the lesson that a king could not stop the tide rising. Could ATSE 

dare to be the Canute of Australian climate change? 

 

2007 IPCC reports on global vs local climate changes 
Between 1990 and 2007, IPCC Reports increased confidence that future global climate 

change would be dominated by climate change caused by human activities. 

Every IPCC report cautioned it had more confidence in forecasts at a global scale than at 

local scale. 

 

The 2007 IPCC Synthesis Report Summary for Policymakers (SPM) has two key conclusions 

– one 

global, the other local. 
QUOTE 1: “Most of the observed increase in globally averaged temperatures since the mid-20th century is very 
likely [over 90 per cent] due to the observed increase in anthropogenic GHG concentrations. It is likely [over 66 per 
cent] there has been significant anthropogenic warming over the past 50 years averaged over each continent (except 
Antarctica) (Figure SPM.4).” 
 

2007 vs 2001 IPCC reports on ENSO and El Niño 
In 2001, IPCC WGI SPM, in its 38 mentions of El Nino, found that “El Nino events became 

more frequent, persistent and intense during the last 20 to 30 years compared to the 

previous 100 years” (Table SPM-1).  

 

Because El Nino is associated with major Australian droughts, this 2001 finding is embedded 

in Australian mind-sets. This IPCC 2001 finding must be updated.  

 

But the 23-page, 2007 IPCC Synthesis Report SPM does not update it, or even mention El 

Nino. 

 

However, in 2007, Working Group [WG] I Section 11.7 (p. 898) states: 
QUOTE 2: “Significant factors contribute to uncertainty in 
projected climate change for the (Australia–New Zealand) 
region. The El Niño–Southern Oscillation (ENSO) significantly 
influences rainfall, drought and tropical cyclone behaviour 
in the region and it is uncertain how ENSO will change in 
the future.” 

Only three of 15 climate models foreshadow a greenhouse-caused increase in ENSO 

variability by 2100, five exhibit significant decreases and seven show no significant change 

(IPCC 2007, WGI, Section 9.5.3.1). 

 

Both are very significant findings for Australia, implying that natural climate changes from 

ENSO variability may be major forces until 2100.  
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Table SPM.2 of 2007 IPCC WGI shows the “Likelihood of a human contribution to” seven 

observed trends in the late 20th century was “likely” (above 66 per cent) in two cases and 

“more likely than not” (above 50 per cent) in five cases.  

 

IPCC has no comparable table for natural causes. Why not? 

 

I have neither space nor expertise to summarise varied views in 2007 IPCC WGI. Selected 

quotes from complex reports may not be adequate. Varied views are in:  

• Executive Summary of 2007 IPCC WGI, Section 11 on “Increased risk of drought in 

southern areas of Australia is likely”;  

• Section 11.7 p.898 on “No detailed assessment” of MMD AOGCM [climate model] 

performance  over Australia;  

• Section 9.5.3.1 p.709 on “some weakening” of the Walker Circulation over 140 years. 

 
Case studies: flaws in advice on climate-change science 
Governments and policymakers claim their climate change policies are based on science. I 

provide six recent examples of senior-level advice, all flawed. 

 

Case Study 1: CSIRO and Australian Greenhouse Office Report, 2006. 
The May 2006 report of national strategic importance by CSIRO for the Australian 

Greenhouse Office 

(AGO/CSIRO) was based on the 2001 IPCC Report, that: “Most of the warming since 1950 is 

due to human  activities that have increased greenhouse gases.” (CSIRO/AGO chapter 2, page 

7).  

 

This much-quoted quote, without probabilities, has no robust provenance. It is not in the 

scientific text of 2001 SPM, but only in a preface and a bold blue headline.  

 

Within nine months of the CSIRO/AGO report, the 2007 IPCC gave more confidence in 

anthropogenic warming for the globe than in 2001 (QUOTE 1), but perhaps more in changes 

for Australia from natural causes (QUOTE 2). 

 

The IPCC 2001 quotation was still the authorised version for ATSE in March 2007. 

 

 
 
Case Study 2: CAETS Statement, Tokyo, October 2007. 
At its 2007 Convocation in Tokyo, CAETS used only the first sentence from IPCC QUOTE 1 

as scientific  basis of its Statement. Omission of the second sentence wrongly implies ‘very 

likely’ applies to member countries, instead of ‘likely’. The CAETS statement continued, 

still as if attributing to IPCC a value judgement with the words ‘even worse’ – words not 

found in 2007 

IPCC reports. The CAETS statement loses its potential authority because it is not rigorous. 

 

Case Study 3: The Interim Report by Garnaut, February 2008 
The February 2008 Interim Report by Garnaut does not mention ‘El Nino’, ‘La Nina’, ‘ENSO’, 

‘drought’ or ‘flood’ in its review of Australian climate change, the climate equivalent of a 63-

page report on Australian cricket not mentioning Don Bradman. 

 

Case Study 4: The ATSE ‘Update of Current Understanding and Uncertainties in Climate- 
Change Science’, ATSE Focus No 124, 2002 
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In its 2002 update of its 1995 report, ATSE mentions El Nino only once, with no mention of 

La Nina, 

ENSO, drought or flood. It does not mention the Pacific Ocean, Indian Ocean or Antarctica at 

all. It makes me wonder where Australian ‘climates’ come from. But ATSE does repeat 

‘global’ 15 times. 

 
Case Study 5: 2007 IPCC Working Group I – Summary for Policymakers 
The expert 2007 IPCC WGI managed to produce an 18-page Summary for Policymakers 

(SPM) of the ‘Physical Science Basis’ of climate change without ever mentioning El Nino, La 

Nina, ENSO or flood. But it did repeat ‘global’ 46 times. 

 

Case Study 6: 2007 IPCC SPM – Synthesis 
Report, WGII and WGIII 
I find it alarming that neither El Nino, La Nina nor ENSO is mentioned in 2007 IPCC 

Summaries for Policymakers (SPM) of the Synthesis Report or the two other Working 

Groups, WGII and WGIII. But they did say ‘global’ to policymakers 206 times. 

 

Responsibility for, and consequences of, science advice 
These six case studies are not a childish game of counting words. The implications of 

existing systemic flaws, even bias, in senior science advice are very serious. 

Australian policymakers, communities and media are not being informed by senior Australian 

scientists or IPCC scientists about natural influences on climate change in Australia, or about 

a palpable bias towards globalism in the 2007 IPCC Reports. 

 

Australian climate-change policies and costings create flawed governance and higher risks 

when they omit natural variability of climate. When they use global –not Australian – findings 

from IPCC, they compound risks and hide uncertainties. 

A policy or costing may claim to be based on science, but if it contains one or both flaws 

articulated 

here then that claim is false.  

 

Conclusion 
After 20 years of greenhouse controversies, and with apologies to JFK: 

• ask not what my country’s greenhouse industries, like emissions trading, can do for 

lawyers, scientists and money markets; 

• ask what they can do for my country’s climates.  
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