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Ian Simmonds & Will Steffen
The paper1 has all the hallmarks of a
document put together in haste. In
many cases the comments reflect the
fact that the Stern Review was not
read thoroughly (e.g., it is frequently
quoted out of context), and many of
the comments have clearly not been
carefully considered. The paper makes
the remark that the Stern Review’s
“…treatment of sources and evidence
is selective and biased” (p. 168). This
is an interesting statement given the
selectivity evident in the paper.
Section 3 of the paper entitled “The
issue of professional standards” is similarly revealing, given that, overall, the
grasp of basic physics and chemistry
displayed in the critique of “The
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Science” seems to be rather poor. One
thing that strikes the reader of the document is the failure of the authors to
give a comprehensive overview of the
vast amount of conventional and wellestablished literature on this and allied
topics.
Presumably the authors are aware of
this vast amount of well-established
science in the international, fullyreferred and open literature. However,
they opine that peer review does not
provide “… a guarantee of quality and
objectivity”. They go on to state that
“We note that the process as applied to
climate science has tolerated gross failures in due disclosure and archiving,
and that peer review is both too inbred
and insufficiently thorough to serve
any audit purpose, which we believe is
now essential for science studies that
are to be used to drive trillion-dollar
policies” (p. 168). Putting aside the
question of the accuracy or otherwise
of this remarkable comment, it was
rather disappointing the authors did
not share with us their thoughts on
how the science and its assessment
should be undertaken.
The purpose of this record of our
impressions is not fundamentally to
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dissect all the main points made by the
authors. Rather, we have confined ourselves to commenting under a few
headings on issues which were particularly striking (grossly misleading,
inconsistent with the workings of the
climate system, or just plain wrong),
and upon which readers of World
Economics may choose to contemplate.

Use of models based on the
physics and chemistry of the
climate system
One theme that runs through the
Critique is the apparent antagonism
toward models and their use in understanding of the workings of past, present and future climates. This stance is
very unusual and, in general, it could
be argued that the whole of science is
based on “models” of reality. On p. 169
we read:
Like its sources, the Review gives
unwarranted credence to model projections over firmly established data and
findings.

Climate models provide the most
physically-consistent methods we
have at our disposal for obtaining
understanding as to what maintains climate and its variability, and what
future climate states might be like.
There is a huge body of literature documenting in detail their extraordinary
performance and level of skill in a
wide range of contexts (e.g., operational weather forecasting, simulation
of the seasonal cycle—one of Nature’s
most dramatic “sensitivity experiments”, ability to reproduce many
aspects of climate over the last 150
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years). It is not clear if the authors have
an appreciation of this vast literature
and, for example, whether they are
able to find some studies which suggest that weather prediction by other
methods would be more skillful. More
broadly, it would be interesting to
know of what alternatives the authors
are thinking, and particularly how
“firmly established data” (p. 169) can
be used when the future hasn’t happened yet.
In other parts of the text, the authors
comment on similar lines:
In doing so, we do not deny the possibility of future climate risks, especially
from natural climate change; nor do we
argue that models should only be used
if they are able to meet an unrealistic
standard of perfection, for their main
value is heuristic, not predictive. But
we do assert that it is misleading of the
Review to draw so predominantly from
the upper end of risk distributions and
then present these as representative of
the range of credible outcomes (p. 170).

and
A prime element of this unwarranted
certainty is the Review’s confidence in
computer model outputs (p. 170).

The Stern Review is at pains to stress
the uncertainties and the consequences of a range of emission scenarios. The times when the Review draws
on the upper end of risk distributions it
is made very clear that this is being
done. Further, the Review plainly discusses the strong nonlinearity of the
climate system and the proportionately
greater threats at that end (Chapter 4).
Given this, it is not inappropriate to
devote discussion to the upper end of
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