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Last month, an article in The Economist tried to make the case that global warming is or ought to be an urgent

concern for developing countries. My letter protesting the speculative and unsubstantiated claims of the piece was

prominently published in the current issue. Although the editors of The Economist changed my title, dropped the

references, and made it somewhat briefer, the printed version is quite faithful to the spirit of the original, which is

available here.

For the public record, my full version is provided below.

A badly developed climate backgrounder

SIR — The Economist’s article, A bad climate for development (September 17), which also serves as a

backgrounder for an online debate on climate change, is not only selective in the information it presents, it is

riddled with speculation and unsubstantiated claims.

For example, its chart 3 presents portions of two of three panels in figure 2.1 of the World Development Report

2010.  But the panel that it chooses not to display shows that deaths from all climate related disasters have

actually declined at least since 1981–85 despite (a) an enormous increase in the population at risk, namely, the

world’s population, and (b) the fact that older data has a greater tendency to underestimate the number and

casualties of extreme weather events. The original source of the data (Center for Research on the Epidemiology of

Disasters, CRED) states that the increase in the data until 1995 “is explained partly by better reporting of

disasters in general, partly due to active data collection efforts by CRED and partly due to real increases in certain

types of disasters.”[1] They also state that they are unable to say whether the latter increases are due to climate

change.

Secondly, the backgrounder cites estimates sponsored by the World Health Organisation and published in

Comparative Quantification of Health Risks that attributed 150,000 deaths and a loss of 5.5m disability-adjusted

life years — a measure of the global burden of disease — to climate change in the year 2000.  But these studies

also show that at least twenty other risk factors contributed more to death and disease.[2] That is, there are many

more important health problems facing the world than climate change.

Thirdly, the article goes on to claim that the indirect harm to public health from the impact of climate change on

water supplies, crop yields and disease is “hugely greater.” But what’s the evidence for this?

In fact, access to safe water, improved sanitation, crop yields, and life expectancy has never been higher in the

history of mankind.[3] This is true for both the developing and developed worlds. Much of this has been enabled,

directly or indirectly, by economic surpluses generated by the use of fossil fuels and other greenhouse gas
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generating activities such as fertilizer usage, pumping water for irrigation, and use of farm machinery. And crop

yields, in particular, are also higher today than ever partly because of higher concentrations of CO2, without

which yields would be zero.

Fourthly, the backgrounder claims that global warming is causing both droughts and floods. Regardless of

whether this is the case, deaths from droughts have declined by 99.9% since the 1920s, and 99% from floods since

the 1930s.[4] In fact, since the 1920s, average annual deaths from all extreme weather events have dropped by 95

percent while annual death rates, which factor in population growth, have been reduced by 99 percent.

One item, however, where I agree with the backgrounder is that projections of the future impacts of climate

change are “no more than educated guesses” although, as Alexander Pope might have said, a little education is a

dangerous thing.
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