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Carbon pollution: the good, the bad, the ugly, and the
denial

The GWPF argues that carbon pollution is terrific, but climate scientists and policymakers
aren’t buying it
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The anti-climate policy ‘fact blurring’ advocacy group Global Warming Policy Foundation
(GWPF) recently published a report on ‘the good news’ about rising carbon dioxide, written by
Indur Goklany. Goklany has a background in electrical engineering and has been a US delegate
to the IPCC. He has also in the past received $1,000 per month from the Heartland Institute and
had two books published by the Cato Institute, among other affiliations with fossil fuel-funded
think tanks.

Goklany’s affiliation with and funding from these think tanks is relevant due to the nature of the
GWPF report, which essentially argues that carbon pollution is the best thing since sliced bread.

The bad outweighs the good

Professor Colin Prentice, expert in climate change impacts on the biosphere at Imperial College
London, put together a nice summary of what the report gets right and wrong. While the GWPF
report is correct that there are some benefits from rising carbon dioxide levels, as Prentice notes,

The good news should not blind us to the negative implications of continued unabated climate
change, and the multidecadal lead times required for policies to have any discernible effect on
CO2 and climate. These are the reasons propelling international pressure for long-term carbon
neutrality, and nothing that Goklany says in his report invalidates them.

In short, the report selectively considers only the evidence that supports its argument that carbon
pollution is terrific. The report also argues against a strawman, portraying its opponents as
claiming that there are no benefits associated with global warming. In reality, climate scientists
and economists consider all climate change impacts, both good and bad, in their overall
assessments. Unfortunately the bad consequences far outweigh the good, as even the GWPF’s
own economic advisor Richard Tol has concluded. As climate scientist Richard Betts noted,



Assessments of the impacts of climate change on ecosystems and crops do include CO2 effects
as well as physical climate effects, and while there are uncertainties in both, current
understanding suggests that CO2 effects on photosynthesis will tail off while the impacts of
climate change itself continue. The harms may well outweigh the benefits, especially when we
remember that sea level rise is an inevitable consequence of a warming world. There are no good
reasons to assume that that the effect of CO2 on plants is some sort of “get out of jail free” card.

‘CO2 is plant food’ is an oversimplification

The GWPF report mostly focuses on what’s sometimes called ‘global greening,” associated with
carbon dioxide fertilization of plants. It’s essentially the ‘CO?2 is plant food’ oversimplification,
tackled by Professor Sarah Green in the Denial101x lecture below.

Sarah Green Denial101x lecture on climate change agricultural impacts.

In short, if all else is equal, higher carbon dioxide is generally better for plant growth. The
problem is that when atmospheric carbon dioxide levels rise in the real world, we can’t hold
everything else constant the way we can in a greenhouse. Temperatures rise, and the resulting
extreme heat can have severely detrimental impacts on plant growth, particularly for certain
crops like maize. That rise in temperatures also amplifies droughts, the increase of water vapor in
the atmosphere intensifies floods, and so on.

To evaluate the impact of rising carbon dioxide and the associated climate changes on crop
yields, all these factors need to be considered. While rising carbon dioxide may have benefited
agricultural productivity so far, most studies project a decline in crop yields starting in 2030, and
climate change poses many other dangerous risks, as summarized in the latest IPCC report.

Misleading media coverage of the GWPF report

The Times and The Australian published a commentary on the GWPF report written by Matt
Ridley, who is an advisor to the GWPF. Ridley touted the report as having been “thoroughly
peer-reviewed, as was almost all of the voluminous literature it cited,” although when pressed, it
was revealed that the report was reviewed by individuals hand-picked by the GWPF. Moreover,
many of the key references cited in the report were not peer-reviewed. Graham Readfearn
contacted one scientist whose research had been referenced to support the report’s claims of
‘global greening,” Professor Ranga Myneni of Boston University. Professor Myneni noted that
the referenced presentation had not yet been peer-reviewed, and said,

If one were to interpret the greening of the Earth as a good or a positive development then one
must also accept that the accompanying climate changes (global warming, for example) and its
physical (sea level rise) and biotic impacts (polar bears) as bad or negative developments.

Again, in my opinion, this benefit of greening is not worth price of all the negative changes.
Climate change is amplifying hurricane and wildfire damages

Two examples of the sorts of negative changes noted by Professor Myneni recently made news.
A new study published in Nature Geoscience by Francisco Estrada, W. J. Botzen, and GWPF
advisor Richard Tol found that we can already identify the amplified damages and costs from



hurricane landfalls due to human-caused global warming. The authors estimated in the year that
Hurricane Katrina struck,

in 2005, US$2 to US$14 billion of the recorded annual losses could be attributable to climate
change, 2 to 12% of that year’s normalized losses.

This study contradicts previous papers published by Roger Pielke Jr., which claimed that rising
costs of hurricane damages could be accounted for by increased property values along the coast.
However, that argument had been criticized by climate scientists like Kevin Trenberth and
GWPF contributor Judith Curry, who noted that Pielke’s research did not account for the costs
and avoided damages associated with technological improvements like improved building codes
and hurricane path forecasting. As lead author of this new paper Francisco Estrada noted, we can
now conclude the climate change signal in hurricane damages “is already there.”

The Los Angeles Times also recently published an article whose headline claimed that California
Governor Jerry Brown was wrong to link climate change and wildfires. However, as Kevin
Drum at Mother Jones noted,

“virtually everyone quoted in this article either (a) says nothing about climate change or (b) says

climate change is an important factor in the rise of wildfires in California and the West. And yet,
somehow all of this is written in a way that makes it sound as if climate change has nothing to do
with wildfires, and it’s topped by a headline that says in no uncertain terms, “Gov. Brown’s link

between climate change and wildfires is unsupported, fire experts say.”

Very peculiar.

The aforementioned Roger Pielke was one of the individuals quoted in the LA Times accusing
Governor Brown of playing politics. In reality, the connection between human-caused climate
change and California wildfires is quite clear. Global warming causes temperatures to rise, which
has amplified the current California mega-drought — the state’s worst in over 1,200 years.
Human-caused climate change is helping turn the Golden State brown, creating conditions that
are ripe for worse wildfires, with longer fire seasons.

One study estimated that the record heat intensified the current California drought by about 36%,
while another put the value most likely at about 15-20%. While other factors have contributed to
the growth in California wildfires, human-caused climate change has certainly played a role, and
research shows California wildfires will only get worse as the planet continues to warm.

GWPF fighting a rising tide of support for climate action

The GWPF report predictably comes at a time when there is growing support and momentum
behind the impending international climate negotiations in Paris. 140 countries have submitted
plans to cut their carbon pollution. China recently announced a national carbon cap and trade
system. The World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and many heads of state have joined
forces to call for a price on carbon pollution. President Obama forged an American Business Act
on Climate pledge with 81 companies including Coca Cola, Google, and Walmart. Even oil
company CEOs are calling for a Paris climate deal. Prime ministers opposing climate policies in
Australia and Canada have both recently been replaced with leaders who are far more realistic
about climate change.



Amid this backdrop, the GWPF’s efforts to paint an unrealistically rosy picture about the effects
of carbon pollution are unlikely to have any success in undermining the Paris climate
negotiations.



