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Theme and targets
In this paper I question the characteristic treatment of climate change
issues by fellow economists, as seen in recent articles, books and reports.
The focus of the paper, however, is not on economics. My main theme is
what I see as the uncritical and over-presumptive way in which these various sources have dealt with the scientific aspects of the subject.
Although I also refer to other illustrative cases, the chief specific targets
of criticism are six recent and influential publications. Three of these are
by leading and widely respected individual authors. They are:
• William Nordhaus’s book, A Question of Balance (2008)
• Martin Weitzman’s article entitled ‘On modeling and interpreting the
economics of catastrophic climate change’ (2009)
• Dieter Helm’s article entitled ‘Climate-change policy: why has so little
been achieved?’ (2008)
Alongside this trio I place two prominent large-scale officially sponsored
though independent reviews:
• the 700-page Stern Review, The Economics of Climate Change, by Nicholas
(now Lord) Stern and others, commissioned by the British government
and published in 2007
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• the 600-page Garnaut Climate Change Review, authored by Ross Garnaut,
commissioned by the state and territorial governments of Australia with
the later participation of the Commonwealth government, and published in 2008.
Last on the list is the special chapter on climate change issues that formed
part of the April 2008 issue of the International Monetary Fund’s (IMF)
twice-yearly flagship publication, World Economic Outlook.
It is an unusual procedure for an economist to criticise what fellow
economists have said, or failed to say, about a subject area that is neither
his nor theirs. I therefore begin by setting the issues that I raise in the
wider context of the current climate change debate.

Background and context
A spectrum of opinions
In relation to climate change issues, there exists a widely shared diagnosis
and prescription, a body of received opinion shared by the great majority of
governments and by many of their citizens. The core of received opinion,
briefly summarised, is that warming caused by human activities, through
rising emissions of (so-called) ‘greenhouse gases’, has already become the
main influence on global surface temperatures; that global warming can be
expected to proceed further, unless effective measures are put in place to
prevent this; that such a general unconstrained rise in global temperatures
would increasingly carry with it serious risks, with the possibility of developments that could be classed as catastrophic; and that in consequence further prompt, sustained and worldwide governmental action is called for to
limit the extent of warming and deal with its possible consequences. The
action would chiefly take the form of ‘mitigation’ – that is, of measures to
curb emissions of greenhouse gases in general and CO2 in particular.
Predictably, received opinion is not universally shared. Both diagnosis
and prescription remain subject to challenge by a varied collection of
doubters, sceptics, questioners, critics, nonconformists, non-subscribers


I have commented on the Stern Review in Byatt et al. (2006), as a joint author, and in Henderson (2007a);
on the IMF’s involvement in Henderson (2007b, 2008a); and on the Draft Report of the Garnaut Review in
Henderson (2008b). At various points below I have drawn on these pieces without specific attribution.
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