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Ecologist’s “Declaration on Climate Change” Lacks Scientific
Credibility
Dr. Keith E. Idso, Vice President
Center for the Study of Carbon Dioxide and Global Change

The Ecologist is an English magazine that is popular amongst the environmental
movement on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. It is funded by Teddy Goldsmith, brother
of the late Sir James Goldsmith, and has a readership of approximately 14,000 people.
A “Declaration on Climate Change,” which was recently published in the Ecologist,
states, among o&er things, that in order to avoid catastrophic climate change,
governments must implement crash programs leading to a near total phase-out of fossil
fuel use within the next 50 years. Such measures, the declaration suggests, would return
the concentration of atmospheric carbon dioxide back to 1990 levels, thereby holding
rising temperatures and extreme weather events in check and protecting the world’s food
production systems from the ravages of droughts, floods, heat waves, and insect pests.

How easy it is to speak of disaster and apocalypse. The words roll off the tongue with
little effort and even less forethought. And that’s why talk is cheap. But evidence, now
that’s something else. I t , and it alone, is what all calls to action should be based upon;
anything else is but political prose or positioned propaganda, providing an illusion of
reality but never revealing its true nature. In light of this fact, the Greening Earth Society
asked us to determine if there is any hard evidence to support the claims of the Ecologist.

So let’s have a look at their Declaration

- which

can be found in the March issue of their

magazine and on the Internet at htt~:l/ecolu-info.uni~e.ch/archives/envcee99/~070.html
and see how well it stacks u p against reality as described in the peer-reviewed scientific
I ite rat u re.

.

If catastrophic climate change is to be avoided, we call upon our governments to take the following &tion
without delay:

*

Accept the goal of reducing carbon dioxide concentrations in the atmosphere to 1990 levels - around
350 parts peh million by volume (ppmv), whilst never exceeding 400 ppmv. A higher concentration
(including that proposed by the EU of 550 ppmv -almost twice thetpre-industrial level) would involve
straying into a danger zone of catastrophic climatic instability.

*

To achieve this goal, a target of 30 years to have cut C 0 2 emissions by 70-80 percent below 1990
levels, and 50 years for a near total phase-out of fossil fuels should be adopted. This is the very
minimum that the current crisis demands. While it may be challenging for many countries, it is the
political will to implement policy options, which is the biggest challenge, not the technological one.

*

Implement nothing less than a ‘crash program to meet these targets. Measures should be put in place to
significantly reduce energy use. Our remaining energy requirements should be met by a combination
of existing renewable energy technologies - quite feasible if invested in sufficiently and produced on a
large enough scale.

*

Transfer all public subsidies and encourage the transfer of private investment away from supporting
fossil fuels and cars towards supporting ecologically sustainable renewables and public transport. This
applies in equal measure to loans and investments to developing countries from the industrialized
world and the international financial institutions. It should be recognized that in developing countries,
where dependence upon fossil fuels is less, it will be far easier to turn rapidly towards a renewable
energy path. Everything should be done, therefore, to enable this.

..

*

Change taxation systems to reflect the need to discourage the use of fossil fuels and cars.

*

End the exploration and development of new oil, coal, and gas reserves immediately. To assure this, a
protocol should be established under the auspices of the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC), to coordinate the phasing out of fossil fuel production worldwide, based
on a model such as the Petroleum Conservation Protocol (published by the Centre for Global Energy
Studies).

*

Set in place a f a r more effective, inclusiveland hence equitable international political mechanism to
curb the consumption of fossil fuels in all countries. The only qealistic means proposed so far of
achieving this is a formal global program of “Contraction and Convergence,” as advocated by GLOBE
International (the Global Legislators Organization for a Balanced Environment) and by an increasing
number of governments in Europe, Africa and the majority of southern countries in the so-called
Group of 77 and China.

*

Recognize that the avoidance of serious climate change cannot succeed without the protection of the
planet’s natural sinks.

*

Hence. take immediate action to stop the continued destruction OS the world’s remaining forests,
par~icularlytropical rainforests - critical for the stability of global climate. At the international level,
legally binding forest protection must be negotiated, even if this requires the provision of
compensation to those countries that possess the principal standing forests. In developed countries.
consumption of wood and wood-derived paper will have to be reduced by two-thirds. Measures should
also be put i n place to ensure massive reforestation, while avoiding monoculture plantations of fast
growing exotics where possible.

*

Take immediate action to eliminate all ozone-depleting chemicals - responsible for a hole in the ozone
layer that in 1998 was larger than ever - and that are stili being produced despite the Montreal
Protocol. Also. make the removal o f CFCs from all appliances prior to disposal a legal requirement,
Unless this is achieved, the phytoplankton i n the oceans, upon which we depend to absorb carbon
dioxide, will continue to be destroyed by increasing ultraviolet radiation.
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After reading the declaration, we were shocked to discover that it did not cite a srngle
I

scientific paper that would validate any of its claims. Moreover, we are aware of many
peer-reviewed ,scientific journal articles that describe experimental studies of real-world
phenomena that directly refute the Declaration’s multipie claims of crisis. In what
follows, we review these materials and show how they demonstrate the near total absence

of scientific support for essentially all of the Ecologist’s contentions.

Evidence of human impa’ct upon the earth’s climate is now irrefutable.
This statement from the Ecologist suggests that the rising global temperature that
accompanied the demise of the Little Ice Age, which doomed the Viking settlements on
Greenland and held much of the planet in its frigid grip until the turn of the last century,

is irrefutable evidence of man’s impact on climate. Actually, it is much more likely that
the warming of the earth over the past century or so is merely a manifestation of the
natural temperature variability that is regularly experienced by the earth on quasimillennia1 time scales.

Approximately 700 to 1100 years ago, for example, during the Medieval Warm Period,
earth’s temperature was almost as warmtas it is today (Lamb, 1984; Grove, 1988; Lamb,
1988). What is more, atmospheric CO? levels back then wire about 20% less than they
are now (Etheridge et al., 1998). Similarly, during the Climatic Optimum that prevailed
from 7,000 to 9,000 years ago, air temperatures were as much as 2°C warmer than at
present (Houghton et a f . , 1990), and the CO? content of the air was approximately 30%
lower than it is today (Boden et al., 1994). Hence, there is no compelling reason to
believe that rising CO, levels are causing the world’s temperature to rise. Something else
-

or nothing else, i.e., natural unforced climatic variability

-

has caused even greater

warming and cooling in the past; and if it’s done it before, it can do it again. In fact,
climate history is even better than human history in repeating itself.

..
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growth enhancement typically occurs with less water-use per unit leaf area. Thus: the
amount of atmospheric carbon incorporated into plant tissues per unit of water lost, or

water-use effi’qiency, generally rises with increasing levels of atmospheric CO:!
(Fernandez et af., 1998; Rey and Jarvis, 1998; Szente et af.‘, 1998; Tjoelker et af., 1998;
Tognetti et af., 1998; Wayne et af., 1998); and this phenomenon allows plants to better
deal with drought and inadequate levels of soil moisture. Furthermore, under conditions
of extreme or prolonged drought, atmospheric COr enrichment helps plants survive and
attain a fuller recovery mote rapidly upon re-watering (Kriedemann et af., 1976;
Converse and Gedrge, 1987; Idso et af., 1989, 1995; Johnson et af., 1997; Arp et af.,
1998; Ferris et af., 1998; Tuba et al., 1998).

With respect to heat waves, atmospheric C02 enrichment is again a helpful antidote. In
fact, higher CO2 concentrations actually allow most plants to grow even better at elevated
temperatures thandhey do at lower temperatures. In a comprehensive analysis of 42
different experiments, for example, Idso and Idso (1994) found that the percentage
growth enhancement resulting from a 300 ppm increase in the air’s COz content became
progressively greater with increasing air temperature, going from close to zero at 10°C to
100% at 38°C.
t

This relative growth enhancement typically occurs becaude photorespiration, which is
most pronounced at high temperatures (Hanson and Peterson, 1986) and which decreases
-

the efficiency of photosynthesis, is effectively inhibited by elevated levels of atmospheric

CO, (Grodzinski et al., 1987). In fact, this positive effect of elevated CO? is so strong, it
can actually shift optimum plant growth temperature upward (Berry and Bjorkman, 1980;
McMurtrie and Wang, 1993; Cowling and Sage, 1998). Consequently, if atmospheric
CO:! and air temperature rise concomitantly in the future, they will likely work together to
promote even greater plant growth and development, as new investigations continue to
demonstrate (Vu et al., 1997; Hakala, 1998; Bunce et al., 1998; Reddy et al., 1998).

As far as pests are concerned, the little work that has been done in this area suggests that

as the CO. content of the air increases, plants will likely develop better defensive

..
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increasing vulnerability to natural disasters is a consequence of societal trends, and%ot
weather or climate trends.
1

In an illuminating example of this phenomenon, Pielke and Landsea (1997) examined

U.S. hurricane damage trends over the last 70 years, estimating the damage likely to
occur if past hurricanes were to hit today. Incorporating relative inflation, wealth
statistics, and population, they found that the most damaging hurricane (relatively
speaking) occurred in Florida' in 1926, causing almost twice the damage of Hurricane
Andrew, indicating that severe weather events can occur at anytime, regardless of global
temperature or greenhouse gas concentrations.

In terms of direct weather observations, there has been no demonstrable trend in the
activity of western North Pacific hurricanes over the last 50 years (Bouchard, 1990;
Black, 1992), nor has there been any trend in the number of hurricanes crossing the coast
of the USA in the entire last century (Karl et al., 1995b). However, a number of
researchers have reported a decrease in both the intensity and frequency of Atlantic
hurricanes. Gray (1990), for example, examined Atlantic tropical cyclone activity over
the period 1947 to 1987, finding that hurricane activity from 1970 to 1987 was less than
half that observed between 1947 and 19$9. In addition, Landsea et al. (1996) found that
the mean maximum wind speed of North Atlantic hurrican'es decreased since the mid1940s and that there has also been no significant trend in the peak intensity reached by
the strongest Atlantic hurricane each year for the five past decades.

With respect to extra-tropical storminess, Schmidt and von Storch (1993) used daily air
pressure observations at three stations in the south-east North Sea to calculate the annual
distributions of daily geostrophic wind speeds and concluded that the frequency of
extreme storms in this area has not changed in the past hundred years. Likewise, von
Storch et a l . (1993) analyzed local wind observations and found little trend in the number
of severe storm days over a long time period in Iceland. They also examined high water
levels at Hoek van Holland and found that once the effects of tides and sea level changes
were removed, the resultant time-series revealed no trend in the frequency of extreme

..
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content of the air will more than compensate for the warming. For a doubling of the ‘ k s
CO? content, for example, the optimum growth temperature of several plants has been
observed to ri+e by approximately 5°C (Idso and Idso, 1994). Thus, plants will not be
forced to migrate polewards towards cooler climates to ‘survive. In fact, plants will
continue to persist, if not expand (Idso, 1995), in their current ranges, exhibiting
productivity levels much higher than they exhibit at lower air temperatures and
atmospheric COz concentrations (Idso and Idso, 1994). Therefore, the COz-sequestering
power of the world’s forests Will likely increase if temperatures and CO2 concentrations
continue to rise; and this phenomenon may become so great that earth’s vegetation may
actually remove all of the carbon dioxide annually released into the atmosphere by
mankind”s activities, as has recently been shown to be occurring on the North American
continent (Fan et al., 1998).

.

Rising tempemtures will trigger a huge die-back of trees, causing billions of
acres of South American rainforest to turn into desert.
Once again, the scientific literature indicates that this scenario is about as far from reality
as one can possibly get. In fact, in a recent study of tree biomass changes at hundreds of
mature tropical forest research sites located all around the globe, Phillips et al. (1998)
found that, from 1958 to 1996, tropical torest biomass increased at such a rapid rate that
forest growth in Central and South America alone could akount for approximately 40%
of the world’s missing carbon sink.

The unstated specter: will more COz doom biodiversity?
In light of its proclamations of rampaging weather and massive forest die-back, one

might logically assume that the authors of the Ecologist’s declaration would not be
optimistic about the future of earth’s biodiversity. But what are the facts?
In an experiment where one might have expected atmospheric CO. enrichment to work

against the preservation of biodiversity, Taylor and Potvin (1997) found no significant
effect of elevated CO, on species richness in managed prairies near Montreal, Quebec. In
particular, elevated CO, did nor favor the growth and colonization of Chenopodium

‘

..

1.

Pagk 13 of 20

vicinity of plant roots (Lamborg et ai., 1983; Pregitzer et al., 1995; Tingey et ai., 1996;
Lazarovits and Nowak, 1997; Ringelberg et ai., 1997). Consequently, as the air’s CO?
content continves to rise, these phenomena should lead to the development of ever better
mycelial networks for distributing nutrients among plants, inhancing their transfer from
the “haves” to the “have-nots.”

Most recently, van der Heijden et ai. (1998a,b) determined that ecosystem plant
biodiversity is directly dependent upon the presence of a diverse assemblage of soil fungi.
Specifically, they found that plant biodiversity typically rises with an increase in the
number of species of arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi living in an ecosystem’s soil. And with
more CO2 in the air, enabling plants to pump more carbohydrates into the belowground
environment, there is a greater resource base for supporting a greater diversity of such
fungi in the soil, which helps to maintain, and even promote, the diversity of
aboveground plants within the ecosystem. Furthermore, simple logic would suggest that
the potential for expanding the diversity of an ecosystem’s animal populations would
thereby be enhanced as well, as different herbivores often prefer different types of
vegetation.

IN CONCLUSION, it is abundantly! clear that the apocalyptic statements of the
Ecologist’s “Declaration on Climate Change” are not suppdrted by studies of real-world
phenomena as reported in the peer-reviewed scientific literature. Hence, they do not even
-

.

provide a weak platform for the journal’s policy recommendations. In fact, it is likely that
their proposals would actually jeopardize the ability of earth’s vegetation to deal
successfully with various environmental stresses that may arise in the future, reducing

our ability to produce the increased quantities of agricultural and timber products needed
to feed, clothe, and shelter the growing population of the planet. It is therefore prudent
that all documents and declarations recommending extreme policy measures, such as this
one, be closely examined, lest in an uninformed “rush to judgement” we inadvertently
bite the hand that feeds us.

’
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About the Center
The Center for the Study of Carbon Dioxide and Global Change was created to
disseminate factual reports and sound commentary on new developments in the worldwide scientific quest to determine the climatic and biological consequences of the
ongoing rise in the air’s CO-, content. This it does through mini-reviews of recently
published peer-reviewed scientific journal articles, books, and other educational materials
published twice a month on the Internet. In addition, to help both students and teachers
gain greater insight into the biological aspects of potential global change, the Center
conducts real-time on-line experiments in its “Global Change Laboratory,” where the
expanding databases of its ongoing biological studies are updated weekly, and where
instructions in the “Poor Man’s Biosphere” approach to atmospheric CO-,enrichment and
depletion experiments enables all interested parties to conduct similar studies in their own
homes and classrooms. Visit our web site regularly, now operating on the Internet at
httD://ww.co2science.orq and become a part of our research team. Your results can be
shared and compared with those of other investigators around the globe.

