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One of my failings and regrets is not getting to know Pat Michaels better. Pat’s passing about 10 

days ago, at the too early age of 72, ago shocked his many friends. I met him several times and 

knew his work, and we once had a long and very convivial evening together in a New York bar 

about 15 years back. But I didn’t keep up with him as I should have, even though he was one of 

the premier climate change analysts of our time, ceaselessly toiling to debunk the exaggerations 

and errors of the so-called “consensus” about climate change. 

 

Someone who knew him well and followed his work closely is our friend Ben Zycher of AEI (who 

is one of my go-to persons on climate and energy economics), and I asked Ben if he’d work up a 

proper tribute to Michael for Power Line. Here’s Ben (complete with footnotes!—so this is more 

than an obituary; it is also a reference work): 

 

“Denier.” “Tool of the oil producers.” “Facilitator of planetary destruction.” Such were among 

the more moderate epithets directed at Pat Michaels, a real climatologist: Ph.D. from the 

University of Wisconsin, former president of the American Association of State Climatologists, 

former program chairman for the Committee on Applied Climatology of the American 

Meteorological Society, for thirty years a Research Professor of Environmental Sciences at the 

University of Virginia, and the state climatologist of Virginia for 27 years. 

Pat published numerous papers in the peer-reviewed scientific journals; I have not taken the time 

to count them, but Chip Knappenberger reports that he and Pat “co-authored 25+ papers on 

climate and climate change published in the peer-reviewed scientific literature, penned hundreds 

of articles in the popular media, [and] countless blog pieces.”[1] Needless to say, Pat published a 

lot more either alone or with other co-authors. 

 

Pat published nine books, the most important of which in my view is Lukewarming: The New 

Climate Science That Changes Everything, co-authored with Knappenberger (Cato Institute, 

2016). I believe it to be one of the five or thereabouts most important books on climate science 

and policy published in the last 30 years. In a nutshell: Anthropogenic climate change is “real” 

but vastly less important than commonly asserted. The mainstream climate models cannot 

predict the past or the present, and therefore are a highly unreliable guide for the future. The 
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scientists that write the various working-group papers that together make up the periodic 

assessment reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change to a significant degree 

are engaged in self-delusion, in no small part because they are exceedingly poor statisticians 

who, perhaps shockingly, do not understand the difference between drawing an observation out 

of a possibly-fat tail of a statistical distribution, versus a shift of the entire distribution. 

 

Pat’s work showed that there is no evidence in support of the crisis narrative, about which more 

below. He made the point, obvious but usually ignored, that any evaluation of climate policy 

proposals should include the benefits of increasing atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse 

gases, among which are planetary greening, increased agricultural productivity, improved water 

use efficiency by plants, reductions in mortality from cold (vastly greater than heat-related 

mortality), longer growing seasons (for the U.S., it has increased by about two weeks since 

1970.[2] 

 

In a word, Pat’s work was comprehensive. I am but a lowly economist, and the central difference 

between economists and real scientists is straightforward: The latter actually have to know 

something. And so my intellectual debt to Pat is enormous, as I knew virtually nothing about 

climate science — despite decades of work on energy and environmental policy — until I began 

to interact with Pat. His collegiality, patience, invincible humor, objectivity, and supremely 

impressive stock of knowledge were tremendous assets in terms of my own intellectual 

development in this area. 

My intellectual debt to Pat is one that defies satisfaction. I offer here a brief summary of the 

evidence on climate phenomena, as I know of no better way to honor Pat’s memory, and I 

believe that Powerline readers may find this of interest. 

That anthropogenic climate change is “real” — that increasing GHG concentrations are having 

detectable effects — is incontrovertible, but that does not tell us the magnitude of the observable 

impacts, which must be measured empirically. Temperatures are rising, but as the Little Ice Age 

ended no later than 1850, it is not easy to separate natural from anthropogenic effects on 

temperatures and other climate phenomena.[3] The latest research in the peer-reviewed literature 

suggests that mankind is responsible for about half of the approximate temperature increase of 

1.1 degrees C since 1880.[4] 

 

The “crisis” assertions are unsupported by the evidence reported in the peer-reviewed, official, or 

scientific literature. There is little trend in the number of “hot” days for 1895–2017; 11 of the 12 

years with the highest number of such days occurred before 1960.[5] NOAA has maintained 

since 2005 the U.S. Climate Reference Network, comprising 114 meticulously maintained 

temperature stations spaced more or less uniformly across the lower 48 states, 21 stations 

in  Alaska, and two stations in Hawaii.[6] They are placed to avoid heat island effects and other 

such distortions as much as possible; the reported data show no trend over the available 2005–

20 reporting period.[7] A reconstruction of global temperatures over the past one million years, 

using data from ice sheet formations, shows that there is nothing unusual about the current warm 

period.[8] 
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Global mean sea level has been increasing at about 3.3 mm per year since satellite measurements 

began in 1992. The tidal-gauge data before then show annual increases of about 1.9 mm per year, 

but that comparison does not show an acceleration in sea-level rise because the two datasets are 

not comparable. The tidal gauges do not measure sea levels per se; they measure the difference 

between sea levels and “fixed” points on land that in reality might not be fixed due to seismic 

activity, tectonic shifts, land settlement, etc. Accordingly, the data are unclear as to whether there 

is occurring an acceleration in sea level rise; it is reasonable to hypothesize that there has been 

such an acceleration simply because temperatures are rising due to both natural and 

anthropogenic influences, as noted above, and such increases should result in more melting ice 

and the thermal expansion of water. But because rising temperatures are the result of both natural 

and anthropogenic causes, we do not know the relative contributions of those causes to any such 

acceleration.[9] 

 

The Northern and Southern Hemisphere sea ice changes tell different stories; the arctic sea ice 

has been declining, while the Antarctic sea ice has been stable or growing.[10] U.S. tornado 

activity shows either no trend or a downward trend since 1954.[11] Tropical storms, hurricanes, 

and accumulated cyclone energy show little trend since satellite measurements began in the early 

1970s.[12] The number of U.S. wildfires shows no trend since 1985, and global acreage burned 

has declined over past decades.[13] The Palmer Drought Severity index shows no trend since 

1895,[14] and during the past century the percent of the globe in drought has not changed.[15] 

 U.S. flooding over the past century is uncorrelated with increasing GHG 

concentrations.[16] The available datado not support the ubiquitous assertions about the dire 

impacts of declining pH levels in the oceans.[17] Global food availability and production have 

increased more or less monotonically over the past two decades on a per capita basis.[18]The 

IPCC itself in the Fifth Assessment Report was deeply dubious about the various severe effects 

often asserted to be looming as impacts of anthropogenic warming.[19] 

 

If we apply the Environmental Protection Agency climate model, under the highest IPCC climate 

sensitivity assumption (4.5 degrees C as reported in the AR5), net-zero U.S. GHG emissions 

effective immediately would yield a reduction in global temperatures of 0.173 degrees C by 

2100. That effect would be barely detectable given the standard deviation (about 0.11 degrees C) 

of the surface temperature record.[20] The entire Paris agreement: about 0.178 degrees C. A 50 

percent reduction in Chinese GHG emissions: 0.184 degrees C. Net-zero emissions by the entire 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development: 0.352 degrees C. A global 50 percent 

reduction in GHG emissions implemented immediately and maintained strictly would reduce 

global temperatures in 2100 by 0.687 degrees C.[21]Note that GHG emissions in 2020 fell by 

about 6.4 percent as a result of the COVID-19 economic downturn.[22] Can anyone believe that 

even larger GHG reductions — and the attendant economic costs — are plausible politically? Is 

there a believable benefit/cost model that would justify such policies? 

 

I betray no secret when I say that all of us are poorer as a result of Pat’s passing. May Patrick J. 

Michaels rest in peace, and may his memory inspire all of us to strive toward his standard of 

rigor, honesty, and courage. 
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