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I hope everyone is keeping well and listening to all the advice which, in the UK, is basically
to stay at home and to only go outside for food, some exercise, or to go to work (where this
cannot be done from home). Also, wash your hands. Although I am trying to work from
home, it’s not something I’m particularly good at at the best of times, and these are not
exactly the best of times. As such, I have plenty of time for thinking about possible blog
posts, but I find it hard to know what to actually write about. It seems that there are
currently more important things to worry about that people misrepresenting climate
science, but I don’t really feel that I have the expertise to write about the current topic.
I also don’t particularly like making associations between our current situation and how
we might address climate change. What we’re doing now might lead to a reduction in a
emissions, but this isn’t something to be particularly happy about. We’d really like to
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reduce emissions in ways that aren’t nearly as disruptive and that don’t lead to substantial
suffering. What we’re doing now isn’t – in my view – a blueprint for climate action.

pendantry on Some thoughts
about science…

However, there are some aspects that I have found of interest. It certainly seems that we
capable
Privacy & Cookies: This site uses cookies. By continuing to use this website, you agreeare
to their
use. of making difficult decisions, and committing substantial resrouces, when it
To find out more, including how to control cookies, see here: Cookie Policy
becomes clear that we need to do so. We certainly seem to be doing things now that, until
recently, many would probably have regarded as being impossible. Although there has
been some pushback, it currently seems rather muted; most seem to accept the need for
what we’re doing.
The role that science advisors have played has also been interesting. Anyone involved in
the public climate debate will be aware of the constant reminders that science can’t tell us
what to do. Although this is clearly true in a literal sense, it does seem as though this is a
case where the scientific evidence makes it pretty obvious what needs to be done. Of
course, it’s not that we’re now ignoring our values, it’s that it’s pretty obvious that a
strategy that will lead to a large number of unavoidable deaths is simply not acceptable.
So, maybe the linear model does essentially work in some circumstances?
The complication, however, is that we’d probably like to be making decisions that help us
to avoid getting to the stage where what we need to do is obvious. However, if we haven’t
yet got to that stage, there will not only be more disagreement about what we should do,
but it will also be more difficult to convince people to do things that might be inconvenient
and disruptive. Maybe we’ll come out of this whole situation with a better appreciation of
the role of science advisors and a improved understanding of the need to sometimes make
difficult decisions before it becomes obvious that we really need to do so?
On the other hand, maybe we’ll see this as rather unprecedented and will simply hope that
we never have to do anything like this again. Some combination of the two would be my
preference; learn something from this about the role of effective science advice, while also
hoping that we don’t have to do anything like this again. Anyway, this is just some
thoughts I’ve had about this. I’d be interested in what others think and, since this is a time
of isolation and/or social distancing, feel free to use the comments as a pleasant
communication channel.
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36 Responses to Some thoughts about science advice
Sean says:
March 24, 2020 at 7:13 pm

“We’d probably like to be making decisions that help us to avoid getting to the
stage where what we need to do is obvious” — a good rule for life, perhaps?

Everett F Sargent says:
March 24, 2020 at 7:26 pm

Well, the current situation suggests something about air travel, in particular.

John Hartz says:
March 24, 2020 at 7:58 pm

Yuval Noah Harari’s opinion piece is heads and shoulders above others I have
come across since the breakout od COVID-19. He adroitly lays out what humanity
must do in order to avoid the millions of deaths that have occurred in past
pandemics.
In the Battle Against Coronavirus, Humanity Lacks Leadership by Yuval
Noah Harari, Time Magazine, Mar 15, 2020
Note: Noah Harari is a historian, philosopher and the bestselling author of
Sapiens, Homo Deus and 21 Lessons for the 21st Century.
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...and Then There's Physics says:
March 24, 2020 at 8:17 pm

ClimateBall

change

Climate

Climate sensitivity

Comedy ENSO Environmental change
ethics Gavin Schmidt

JH,
Thanks, that is a good article.

warming

Global

Greenhouse effect IPCC

Judith Curry Michael Mann Personal
Philosophy for Bloggers Policy Politics
Pseudoscience Research Satire

Science

Scientists Sound Science (tm)

The philosophy of science The scientific

RickA says:

method Uncategorized Watts Up With

March 24, 2020 at 8:50 pm

That

Unlike with a measured pandemic, reasonable people can disagree over the scope
of the problem of global warming. Furthermore, reasonable people can disagree
over the solution to the problem of global warming, no matter what level you think
the problem amounts to.

Follow Blog via Email

To me, it seems obvious that we should be replacing our fossil fuel power plants
with stage 4 passively cooled nuclear power plants and also recycling nuclear
power plants, to reprocess the existing nuclear waste, because we know we can
produce enough baseload power with nuclear power to replace the fossil fuel
power. I would shoot for 80% nuclear power and 20% renewable power. We will
need triple our current power if we run all our vehicles with electricity and have to
heat with electricity (for all natural gas heating and cooking), so we need a lot
more power if we eliminate fossil fuels.
But even though this is obvious to me – it is not so obvious to others. Hence the
problem. The solution is just not that obvious – so we just muddle along and the
world gets 80% of its energy from fossil fuels.
The USA could do this switchover in 15 to 20 years. All it takes is for people to
decide on the obvious – we need more nuclear power and a lot more of it.
I have been advocating this since 2009, but have made zero progress.
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Oh well – I will keep expressing my opinion and hope for the best.
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John Hartz says:
March 24, 2020 at 9:17 pm

Effective solutions to both the COVID-19 pandemic and to man-made climate
change have one big thing in common, i.e., they must be global. This means that
international coordination and cooperation must be paramount. Does humanity
have the collective will to do so?
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RickA: You need to go beyond expressing your opinion and hoping for the best.
Join an activitst organization become active in it.
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...and Then There's Physics says:
March 24, 2020 at 9:24 pm

Coronavirus days: policy? March
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Open Mind
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Rick,
reasonable people can disagree over the scope of the problem of
global warming. Furthermore, reasonable people can disagree
over the solution to the problem of global warming, no matter
what level you think the problem amounts to.
This is sort of what I was getting at, though. Reasonable people can, of course,
disagree about many things in many circumstances. Maybe we decide not to do
anything too drastic and not to actively try to do anything to reduce emissions.
Maybe we end up being lucky. We could find that alternatives start to dominate
without much in the way of intervention (I actually think this is becoming more
likely). Maybe we’re lucky and climate sensitivity ends up being low. Maybe the
impacts aren’t as severe as we think they might be.
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However, maybe we aren’t, and our emissions keep rising, climate sensitivity
ends up being high and the impacts end up being more severe than we expect. If
the scientific evidence is broadly correct, then this is irreversible and we may
well end up in a situation where it becomes obvious that we haven’t done
enough, that we’ve left things too late, and that we’re essentially forced to do
things that we’d really rather not do.
We might then decide that it would have been better to have taken this more
seriously in the past and actively done more, even though the people who were
disagreeing were all reasonable people.
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RickA — How about just plugging away at the idea that the world needs to move
transportation, space heating as well as electricity entirely to low carbon
electricity? Let the experts pick the choice of low carbon generators.
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Lots of details are available:
https://bravenewclimate.proboards.com/board/4/energy
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John Hartz says:
March 24, 2020 at 9:43 pm

ATTP: Perhaps we should not assume that the majority of humankind is
reasonable. Is there a commonly accepted definition of “reasonable” among
behavioral scientists?
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RickA says:
March 24, 2020 at 9:48 pm

ATTP:
Yes – you are correct. What you are saying is we don’t know what the future holds.
ECS could be on the low end or on the high end and if it is on the high end, we will
be wishing we had done more in 2020. That is true.
However, we don’t know today what ECS will turn out to be and that is why
nothing is getting done.
Unlike with the pandemic, which is being measured every day and which we know
is actually happening. Like with the high ECS case, don’t we all wish we had done
more in the past to prepare for a pandemic? But we didn’t do more to prepare –
did we. We didn’t act until we actually knew we had a big problem – not just
speculated that at some point in the future we might have a big problem.
That is human nature.
I still don’t understand why a majority of the people don’t advocate for nuclear
power – but they don’t. At least not yet. My guess is that once the problem is here
and undeniable (which is not the case today), people will stop worrying about
radiation and we will go nuclear in a big way. But that could take until 2050 or
2080 or 2100 (or it may never happen).
The sea has been rising for 20,000 years, and has risen 120 meters in that time,
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and nobody cared until 30 years ago (like 2 1/2 inches of SLR ago). People have
been unknowingly moving to higher ground for millennium and it really hasn’t
been a problem – at least not one that people noticed. Now that we can measure
the SLR, we are all of the sudden worried.
That too is human nature.
The solution to our problem is within our grasp – all we have to do is go nuclear (a
known solution). Or we could try for fusion (an unknown solution which we have
been working on for 50 years) or mostly renewable (another unknown solution
which we are working on), or some other invention (say space based solar). Me – I
say go for the known solution, and keep working on the better solutions.
However, I am in the minority (for now).

RickA says:
March 24, 2020 at 9:55 pm

David B Benson:
Yes – that is kind of what I am doing. I am just passively expressing my personal
opinion of choice of low carbon solution (i.e. nuclear).
But of course the experts will weigh in with their opinions.
Which baseload (i.e. not intermittent) low carbon generator are you in favor of?

...and Then There's Physics says:
March 24, 2020 at 9:58 pm

Rick,
Unlike with the pandemic, which is being measured every day
and which we know is actually happening. Like with the high
ECS case, don’t we all wish we had done more in the past to
prepare for a pandemic? But we didn’t do more to prepare – did
we. We didn’t act until we actually knew we had a big problem –
not just speculated that at some point in the future we might
have a big problem.
That is human nature.
Yes, but maybe we can try to at least learn something from these type of
situations. On the other hand, maybe not.

daveburton says:
March 24, 2020 at 9:59 pm

Unfortunately, many people who’re rightly skeptical of the “climate emergency”
are also wrongly skeptical of this crisis, or at least they were, initially. That
misplaced skepticism is one of the hidden costs of the “climate emergency” scam.
So-called “experts” have been crying “wolf” so long and loud about the fictitious
“climate emergency” that many astute people, who’ve concluded that manmade
climate change is actually modest and benign, have become dangerously
accustomed to disregarding cries of “wolf!”
So when there’s a REAL catastrophe, and a different set of experts sound the
alarm, some people wrongly assume it’s just another false alarm.
That’s a mistake which can have deadly consequences. In South Korea, one person,
who they’re calling “Patient 31,” didn’t “believe in” the coronavirus emergency, and
went on living her life as if she were not ill. Her irresponsibility has directly or
indirectly caused the infection of about 2500 other people, so far.
Folks, this pandemic is not a false alarm. This is not another batch of superstitious
paranoiacs, and scammers ginning up a fake “emergency” to pad their pockets.
This one is real.
Be safe out there.

...and Then There's Physics says:
March 24, 2020 at 10:11 pm

Dave,
Folks, this pandemic is not a false alarm. This is not another
batch of superstitious paranoiacs, and scammers ginning up a
fake “emergency” to pad their pockets. This one is real.
Yes, I don’t think many (any?) here would disagree. The earlier parts of your
comment are less sensible, though.

David B Benson says:
March 24, 2020 at 10:26 pm

RickA — I live in the Pacific Northwest where we have an embarrassment of
hydropower. That’s not generally available. Countries in the European Union
appear to be pushing for so-called green hydrogen
https://bravenewclimate.proboards.com/thread/718/hydrogen-fuel
being currently uninterested in nuclear power plants. However, former Soviet bloc
countries continue to desire modern nuclear power plants to replace their aging
ones.
I currently don’t perceive a “best” technology for all localities.

RickA says:
March 24, 2020 at 10:36 pm

ATTP says “Yes, but maybe we can try to at least learn something from these type
of situations. On the other hand, maybe not.”
That would be nice and I am not against that.
Still – we have a real solution in hand (nuclear) – and it is being rejected. Why?
Because it isn’t green enough and people are afraid of radiation.
Someday, people will have to choose between CO2 or radiation – because right
now we are producing 80-85% (worldwide) of our energy with fossil fuel (i.e. CO2
emitting). That is what we are choosing to do because we are not willing to use the
only other in hand solution we have (nuclear power). That is just human nature
and maybe with more education that will change (I am not holding my breath).
All the other speculative solutions are just pie in the sky and have not been
invented yet (in my opinion). For mostly renewable, because solar and wind are
intermittent, we need to invent giant grid level power storage, for at least 12 hours
(i.e. nighttime – half the planet is always in nighttime), but maybe for a week or
even longer (cloudy and not windy – it happens). We have not yet invented grid
level power storage. A mostly renewable solution is not yet in hand – it is yet to be
invented. And because mostly renewable is an intermittent solution you have to
build out two systems (the backup for when it is dark and not windy). Ditto for
fusion – not invented yet. We have put as much Hydro in place as we can (and
some want to get rid of what we have for the environment). Some want to turn off
our nuclear (20% of power generation in the USA) because they don’t approve of
nuclear power. Germany did turn off its nuclear power, because of Fukushima,
and emits more CO2 because of that decision. I personally am not aware of any
other non-intermittent low carbon power generator other than nuclear. Humans
can be stubborn.
I gave money to the B612 organization – to try to look for asteroids which could hit
Earth, which are too small for NASA to be searching for. So people do try to plan
ahead. But if an asteroid was heading for Earth within the next five or 10 years, we
really aren’t ready for that problem either. We would be wishing we had done
more to prepare, just like with every other type of disaster. An asteroid strike on
Earth would be as big a problem as global warming or even bigger – what are we
doing to prepare for that? It is just a matter of time until another one hits.
There are a lot of potential disasters to allocate resources towards.

...and Then There's Physics says:
March 24, 2020 at 10:40 pm

Rick,
It doesn’t have to be everything versus climate change. That climate change
might be something we should be taking seriously (as I think it is) doesn’t mean
that there aren’t other things we should take seriously too. That a viable
alternative to fossil fuels is rejected by many (nuclear) doesn’t suddenly mean
that we shouldn’t take climate change seriously.

RickA says:
March 24, 2020 at 10:50 pm

David B Benson:
Yes – Hydro is great. I wish we could get more, but I think we have about tapped
out hydro (at least in the USA).
I live in Minnesota and we have some hydro here. We have a lot of wind in
Minnesota also. Not so great for solar (we have an average of like 4 hours of light
in Minnesota) and snow on the panels is a problem. But most of our power is fossil
fuel based in Minnesota. A lot of natural gas is used for heating during winter. We
have two nuclear power plants and generate 20% of all our power with nuclear. It
doesn’t take up much space either – good high density power generation. I would
like to see 4 or 6 more nuclear power plants in Minnesota. Not likely to see that
anytime soon. People are just too afraid of radiation – even though they love to go
out in the sun and get a tan (people are a bit weird).

RickA says:
March 24, 2020 at 10:53 pm

ATTP:
Oh – I agree. I do take climate change seriously.
That is why I advocate for nuclear power as my solution for the problem.
It would generate all the power we need, and it is low carbon emitting. Problem
solved!
Alas – not many are willing to build more of it (even fourth generation much safer
designs).

David B Benson says:
March 24, 2020 at 11:02 pm

RickA — For Minnesota consider following the plans in Finland to use a new
nuclear power plant for CHP, combined heat and power. This might help you to
convince others.

RickA says:
March 24, 2020 at 11:40 pm

David:
Yes – that is a good idea. I think downtown Minneapolis has some combined heat
and power now, but it is fossil fuel based.

David B Benson says:
March 24, 2020 at 11:49 pm

Something to read while you are house-bound:
https://atomicinsights.com/atomic-show-269-robert-bryce-a-question-of-power/

Jon Kirwan says:
March 25, 2020 at 12:32 am

I just have a short comment.
I’ve seen the substantial changes in lifestyle that the hoi polloi are taking, here in
the US, in very, very short order. A matter of days, in fact. This means that an
entire society of hundreds of millions of people can, in fact, change their behavior
**overnight**. So any argument to the contrary is disproved by what I see, right
now.
What isn’t clear is how long it can be sustained. So while I see abundant proof here
that people can suddenly shift their personal actions quite literally “like the
winds,” the question would be how various vulnerable groups are impacted by it
and whether or not all of it can be carried on for extended times.
But it has been an interesting lesson to me. I know one thing. We can change. And
fast. The only issues are planning out how to help vulnerable people to better cope
with such changes and how to sustain those changes over a longer term.
But now I know that psychological “arguments” that we cannot make these kinds
of changes quickly are completely without value. They are simply wrong.

Keith McClary says:
March 25, 2020 at 12:38 am

“The sea has been rising for 20,000 years, and has risen 120 meters in that time,
and nobody cared until 30 years ago (like 2 1/2 inches of SLR ago). People have
been unknowingly moving to higher ground for millennium and it really hasn’t
been a problem – at least not one that people noticed.”
That’s because it pretty much stopped rising 6,000 years ago.

RickA says:
March 25, 2020 at 1:03 am

Keith:
Sure. But nobody noticed anything from 6000 years ago to 1990 either.
8 inches in the 20th century wasn’t too much of an issue, at least that I heard of.

Paul Pukite 🌏 (@WHUT) says:
March 25, 2020 at 1:32 am

One aspect of the pandemic is that everyone with any math acumen is becoming
aware of contagion models such as the SIR compartmental model, where S I R
stands for Susceptible, Infectious, and Recovered. The Infectious part of the time
progression within a population resembles a bell curve that peaks at a particular
point indicating maximum contagiousness. We hope that this either peaks early or
that it doesn’t peak at too high a level.
One other area that these compartmental models come up is in the modeling of oil
depletion, where the S I R model corresponds to Sequestered (in the ground),
Identified (i.e. discovered), and Recovered (i.e. extracted). This has been
progressing over the course of decades, with the global peak of the discovered oil
occurring by the end of the 1960’s and on a downhill trajectory since then — a slow
but relentless extraction drawdown with the citizenry barely being aware of this
fact. Nowhere near as sudden as what we’re going through now as the full S I R
coronavirus cycle completes in a matter of months. And this virus cycle may recur
again, but the S I R version for oil will not — as oil does not reproduce.

John Hartz says:
March 25, 2020 at 4:24 am

RickA:
Please document the source of your assertion that SLR was 8 inches in the 20th
century.

Keith McClary says:
March 25, 2020 at 4:55 am

RickA:
“But nobody noticed anything from 6000 years ago to 1990 either.”
That’s what I said, there wasn’t much SLR since 6000 years ago – it was all from
20,000 to 6,000 years ago. Sea level declined from 900AD to 1900AD (according
to conventional scientists) but has shot up since then.

...and Then There's Physics says:
March 25, 2020 at 7:40 am

Interesting, and somewhat relevant, article about climate and coronavirus, by
Eric Schliesser and Eric Winsberg. Eric and I wrote a joint post last year about
extreme weather event attribution, and Willard did a post about Eric’s Memes.

Marco says:
March 25, 2020 at 8:30 am

“The earlier parts of your comment are less sensible, though.”
They’re not less sensible, they’re outright malicious. Dave is blaming people who
warn about the negative impacts of climate change for others being asinine about
the current pandemic.

...and Then There's Physics says:
March 25, 2020 at 9:03 am

Marco,
Ahh, yes. I have to admit that I started glossing over Dave’s comment when I
got to the second paragraph.

Steven Mosher says:
March 25, 2020 at 9:07 am

“This means that international coordination and cooperation must be paramount.
Does humanity have the collective will to do so?”
no, they don’t have it.

pendantry says:
March 25, 2020 at 9:29 am

It certainly seems that we are capable of making difficult decisions,
and committing substantial resrouces, when it becomes clear that
we need to do so.
Homo fatuus brutus does so only when it becomes clear that it needs to do so.
Therein lies the problem.

daveburton says:
March 25, 2020 at 9:46 am

John Hartz wrote, “RickA: Please document the source of your assertion that SLR
was 8 inches in the 20th century.”
That’s about right, for locations with little or no vertical land motion, like
Honolulu:

1.482 ±0.212 mm/yr × 100 yrs / (25.4 mm/in) = 5.00 to 6.67 inches.
So, yes, it’s pretty close to 8 inches over 100 years.
Of course, that doesn’t apply to locations with a lot of vertical land motion, like
New Orleans (sinking) and Stockholm (rising):

Vertical land motion can make a very big difference. Here’s a location which got
three feet of sea-level rise during the 20th century… and it was all on the same day
(56 years ago on Friday):

...and Then There's Physics says:
March 25, 2020 at 9:50 am

Dave,
I appreciate that we are in rather unprecedented times and it would be nice to
be accomodating and pleasant to others. However, there is a limit to what I’m
willing to have posted in the comments on my blog. Non-expert assessments of
sea level rise comes pretty close (and is possible) over the limit of what I’m
willing to accomodate.

daveburton says:
Your comment is awaiting moderation.
March 25, 2020 at 10:01 am

“Non-expert?” Are you calling the IPCC liars, Ken?
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