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This summer, I had the pleasure of interviewing Dr. Ben Santer regarding

his thoughts on current climate change journalism and communication.

Enjoy!

“Climate change journalism has gotten worse,” says Dr. Ben Santer,

researcher at the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory in California, and

one of the world’s top scientists studying the attribution of climate change.

The decline in the quality and accuracy of climate change coverage over the

years is quite a paradox. Surely, now that this issue has been in the public

sphere for over twenty years, journalists and media outlets should be able to

get it right. You would expect that their reporting would get better over time,

not worse. That’s not so, says Dr. Santer.

“One would hope that in journalism it was similar [to science]”, he continues, “that in the midst of

complex issues there would be some attempt to really get to the bottom of them. I’ve seen little of that

search for understanding in the journalism on climate change.”

Coverage of ClimateGate, the scandal that wasn’t, gets Santer particularly riled up. He describes it as

“reflexive, knee-jerk, reactive, not thoughtful, and rather asymmetric too: devoting a lot of publicity to the

stolen emails without really trying to understand context or trying to understand issues.”

As if it wasn’t enough for the media to treat information vital to our future so lightly, they have also

helped to spread unfounded accusations of fraud against climate researchers. Scientists are people just like

anyone else, and should not be subject to such harassment. “These attacks on people like Phil Jones,” Dr.

Santer agrees, “had tremendous personal cost. He was nearly driven to suicide by the hatred that he

encountered.”

Indeed, Dr. Phil Jones, the director of CRU – the British research group that had their security system

hacked and their private correspondence stolen – suffered from depression and suicidal idealization due

to the barrage of hate mail and death threats he received following the media’s hostile coverage of the

incident.

Who goes into scientific research expecting death threats? “[Jones] has done more than almost anyone in

the world to improve our knowledge of observed changes in the temperature of planet Earth,” says Santer.

“He was not deserving of this kind of treatment.

“So much attention was devoted to some incautious phrases in these emails, rather than to ask, “What

kind of pressure has this guy been labouring under and operating under for years now? What sort of
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systematic attack by Freedom of Information Act has he been trying to deal with?

“Was Phil Jones angry and frustrated? You bet.”

Another long-standing aspect of climate change journalism that puzzles Dr. Santer is artificial balance –

when neutrality is prized above all else, even above objectivity and truth. Sometimes the two sides of an

issue, especially one of a scientific nature, aren’t equal, and shouldn’t be treated as such. Doing so, says

Santer, “reinforces in [people’s] minds the opinion that the science is not settled, that experts are split

50-50 on human effects on climate, and that’s fundamentally wrong. That’s not the way things are. We

have a few vocal individuals, who, for whatever reason, have very powerful voices in the media, and that

have received attention out of all proportion to the scientific quality of their work.

“These fringe voices now have megaphones,” he continues, “and have means of amplifying their voices

and trumpeting shoddy, incorrect science. We’ve seen the rise of the blogs, we’ve seen the rise of these

“independent public auditors” who believe that they have carte blanche to investigate anyone who

produces results they don’t agree with, and if that individual doesn’t comply with their every request, they

indulge in this persecution campaign on their blogs and make your life very uncomfortable. I’ve had direct

personal experience with that.

“The irony is that at a time when the public, more than ever, needs sound information on the science of

climate change, needs plain English accounts of what we know and what we don’t know, there’s this

cacophony, there’s this huge sea of noise – and, unfortunately, the people who shout loudest and

contribute to this sea of noise are those who are often least informed.”

So where do we go from here? How do we repair public understanding of a scientific issue that many

perceive as a purely political one? How will the media move past polarized reporting that misses the mark

more often than not? Dr. Santer offers his two cents.

“I think that the media have to decide, ultimately, whether their goal is making money and satisfying their

shareholders, or whether it’s reporting in the public interest, on issues that are of overwhelming

importance to our generation and to future generations.

“I would argue that climate change is one of those issues, and the media have a civic responsibility to get

it right, to get the reporting right, to get the science right, to devote resources to these issues… and they’re

failing. They’re not living up to that responsibility.

“I don’t see an easy way of changing it; I do think that something has to change.”

One strategy could be to build the dwindling pool of science journalists back up. Santer stresses the

importance of having such specialized reporters, rather than sending out general reporters to cover

complex scientific issues. “Just like you can’t build a computer model of the climate system overnight

from scratch, you can’t create a science reporter overnight from scratch either,” he says. “That familiarity

with the issues and with the people, and with the right questions to ask. That takes time.”

Our future hangs on information and understanding, as it has ever since our species gained the ability to

destroy what supports us. The only thing that can save us from ourselves is ourselves. ”If people are to do

the right thing about climate change,” says, Santer, “then they need good information, not wishful

thinking, not disinformation.

“The sad thing is that many folks don’t want to know about the science at all. They just want to have

business as usual and really not consider even the possibility that we might be changing the climate of

planet Earth, that they might be culpable in that, and that they might need to think about the future.

“Lots of folks really don’t want to be confronted by the future,” he concludes. “It’s scary.”
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Dana said

October 24, 2010 @ 12:20 pm

Excellent interview. I agree with Dr. Santer – the media is the biggest reason for the proliferation of

global warming misinformation and denial, but I don’t know how you solve the problem. Like any

other business, media outlets are in it for the profit. More readers and better ratings means higher

profits, and sensationalism/controversy means better ratings. And global warming being a huge

scam, or if there’s a big argument among climate scientists, that creates the controversy that gets

the ratings they want.

So we also need the public to demand accurate reporting rather than infotainment. But I don’t know

how you make that happen.

1.

Derecho64 said

October 24, 2010 @ 2:06 pm

All good comments from Ben.

Thanks for the post!

2.

David Greenwood said

October 24, 2010 @ 4:07 pm

Hi Kate

Ben Santer’s perspective and comments are interesting and scary. I can’t claim to have had

anything like the horrible experiences that he reports, and nothing like Phil Jones (suicidal! geez.

Poor fellow.) – my role in this is small and on the margins. But I have had some hate mail in

response to letters and opinion pieces on climate change or public talks I have given, and also a

blogger chase after my research on climates of the past seeking access to our data and offering

unspecified criticisms of our statistics for what purpose I can only imagine. It is intimidation,

3.
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nothing less. They are bullies.

The hate that talking about AGW seems to generate from some of those that reject a human

fingerprint, or just plain reject that climate is changing (these are the worst) baffles me. I just don’t

understand it. But I offer this observation; as someone who teaches evolution I occasionally attract

hate-mail on that topic (“You will burn in hell”; “You’re doing the devil’s bidding”, stuff like that).

It seems to me there is a parallel psychology at work, but I hasten to note that these are not

necessarily the same people or even people who share the same beliefs. But what do they share?

They aren’t really interested in the science, just defending their world-view.

I also think, as Ben notes in the interview, that the rise of blogs, and the anonymity they offer, feeds

the vehemence of opinion on the internet. There are no, or few repercussions when no-one knows

your name. The shock-jocks on TV, radio and internet sites cater to that audience. For this reason I

use my real name on ClimateSight. I have nothing to hide – I am a climate scientist and that is

public knowledge. I can understand why some posters here may choose to use a screen tag. But I

note that some of those most likely to have their post removed for breach of ClimateSight’s

Comment Policy, do not. Why is that?

Cheers

David

Selwyn Firth said

October 24, 2010 @ 9:04 pm

[citations needed - warming is caused by the heat of combustion processes, the greenhouse effect

doesn't make air warmer, climate scientists are bad at chemistry]

4.

Scott Mandia said

October 24, 2010 @ 9:37 pm

Kate,

Kudos to getting this interview and doing such a wonderful job. Keep your heads up, everybody,

because there are quite a few people working on getting the right message out. Scientists are getting

energized to do more public outreach so it will get better.

5.

Mona said

October 24, 2010 @ 10:09 pm

Having worked in journalism, I think it’s less devotion to corporate profits and more that reporters

want to avoid getting yelled at by the same folk who harass the scientists. Actually, reporters on any

beat often want to cover their asses by being able to say, “Well, I was just reporting what he/she

said” when someone on any side of any issue calls to complain. If they pointed out that what Person

A said is untrue, they might get phone calls accusing them of bias. This laziness or unwillingness to

6.
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defend informing the public is just more tragic when it comes to this issue.

If you want to do something about it, I can provide on small avenue: I started a Climate Rapid

Response group on Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=351728604633

I hope to get members to write letters to the editor but also to reporters to help them understand the

importance of what they write. Most of them aren’t evil; they just don’t quite get it, and we need to

be the ones they’re afraid to offend by not printing the truth. We need to make those phone calls.

We don’t need to be bullies; we just need to get active. I hope to also get folks to start posting when

online stories about climate go up so we can be the first few comments below the story.

adelady said

October 24, 2010 @ 10:26 pm

For the general quality of science reporting, I’d like to see a standard science section on television

news services. It needn’t be as long as the financial or sport reports. And it certainly shouldn’t be

the usual diet of spectacular/ astounding/ groundbreaking reports of medical or astronomy topics.

If a daily dose of – such and such a report came out today, check out this cute, or huge, or ugly, or

tiny animal or plant, a graph of something, a technology update – just like the stockmarket or

currency reports. And climate issues would get a standard coverage, not a here’s a report and here’s

someone who doesn’t agree with it rubbish we’re constantly served up.

7.

David Greenwood said

October 24, 2010 @ 11:16 pm

I like adelady’s suggestion.

8.

john said

October 24, 2010 @ 11:36 pm

[citations needed - Dr Santer's income is dependent on his belief in global warming]

9.

rogerthesurf said

October 25, 2010 @ 3:31 am

[citations needed - there is no evidence for anthropogenic climate change]

10.
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TinyCO2 said

October 25, 2010 @ 7:54 am

I like to think we agree that climate chance science has become the most important subject on the

global agenda. Whichever side you fall on, sceptic or ahem, climate hawk, the repercussions are

immense. Such a pivotal subject should be managed by the giants of the scientific world, the

brightest and the best.

So why does it come as a surprise, that their quiet, genteel little scientific backwater should

suddenly become a shark infested maelstrom? Public scrutiny and anger was inevitable. Climate

science should have pre-empted the hostile attention by ensuring that everything was as watertight

as possible. They should have been scrupulous that no exaggeration was published in their name.

Why didn’t they do that? Or worse, why do they think what we have now is good enough?

The media don’t have to do anything to help the situation. They latched onto AGW because it

presents catastrophe and their business is mayhem. They are as happy to rip climate scientists to

pieces as they are to make them celebrities. Whatever sells.

Irrespective of the truth about CO2 and temperature, the furore will only get worse in the near

future and it has little to do with the nefarious activities of oil or coal companies. The costs of CO2

reduction are only just beginning to bite and individuals are barely starting to grasp what it means to

them personally. Few people, believer or disinterested bystander have begun to change their lives to

reflect the sorts of changes wide scale reduction would demand. I’d guess that even climate

scientists are yet to imagine a world with less than a quarter of the energy they currently use.

Sceptics may be trail blazers in giving climate scientists grief but it will seem like a walk in the park

when the rest of the public turn their attention on them.

So please climate science, for everyone’s sake, get your house in order. Introduce the sort of checks

and balances that are required for highly hazardous industries. Document everything as if you were

expecting to be in court explaining it tomorrow and under no circumstances let advocacy tempt you

to claim more than you can prove. In the long run it will serve you better than futilely trying to

avoid the hostile attentions of an ever growing opposition.

11.

frank -- Decoding SwiftHack said

October 25, 2010 @ 8:45 am

TinyCO2 says,

Public scrutiny and anger was inevitable. Climate science should have pre-empted the

hostile attention by ensuring that everything was as watertight as possible.

That’s bullcrap, and I suspect you know it, given that you try so hard to represent your opinion as

the ‘public will’.

The ‘skeptic’ ‘arguments’ against climate science which you are spreading have It’s either ‘The

models don’t fit the observations!’ or ‘The models fit the observations, but they’ve been rigged!’ or

‘The models fit the observations, the models haven’t been rigged, but the observations are fake!’ or

‘The models fit the observations, the models haven’t been rigged, the observations are fake, but …

12.
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the US Constitution!’ Ad infinitum.

Climate science doesn’t need to answer to these rubbish arguments.

– frank

Selwyn Firth said

October 25, 2010 @ 11:00 am

[Blogs are not acceptable citations - see the comment policy in the sidebar. Please cite something

peer-reviewed. Thanks. -Kate]

13.

TinyCO2 said

October 25, 2010 @ 12:47 pm

[inflammatory]

14.

Peter whale said

October 25, 2010 @ 12:55 pm

Frank you are wrong Tiny Co2 is correct when the tax payer is confronted with bills he cannot pay

for an energy increase designed to make it prohibitive you will have to defend your science in the

most open and truthful way. The consequences of this will come home to us all in the long run. Why

not be open and as up front as you can now for any obtuseness will be ruthlessly pulled apart when

the money worries bite.

Who is saying that scientists are not already open and truthful enough already? With the

exception of CRU, which was a small group with no administrative staff, I can think of nowhere

that is overprotective of raw data. NASA, for example, goes above and beyond – they publish all

their data online as well as every line of code. Also, why do you refer to it as Frank’s science?

What does Frank have to do with any of it? Even if he was a researcher (which he isn’t, to my

knowledge – correct me if I’m wrong, Frank), the entire field would not belong to him alone.

-Kate

15.

David said

October 25, 2010 @ 1:15 pm

[inflammatory]

16.

17.
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Shub Niggurath said

October 25, 2010 @ 1:19 pm

I would like to see some citations from David Greenwood for his statements that ‘some blogger’

chased after his data for bad statistics.

I would also like to see some citations from David Greenwood for his parallels between evolution

science and climate science.

Dana said

October 25, 2010 @ 1:35 pm

As Kate says, climate science already has been defended and presented openly and truthfully.

Anyone can read the peer-reviewed research anytime they would like. Most of it is available for

free and easily accessible on sites like Google Scholar.

I’m not sure where the statement “when the tax payer is confronted with bills he cannot pay for an

energy increase designed to make it prohibitive” comes from. Every independent economic

assessment of the proposed (failed) climate legislation in the USA found it would cost an average of

approximately 75 cents per person per week, and less for lower income households, who might even

have come out ahead. Of course now that the EPA is forced to regulate greenhouse gas emissions

instead, that might change, but it still shouldn’t increase energy bills dramatically.

But regardless, climate science has been presented openly, truthfully, and transparently. Anybody

who wants to learn about it has many avenues available to do so.

18.

Pascvaks said

October 25, 2010 @ 1:47 pm

[citations needed - climate models represent completely imaginary scenarios with no basis in fact]

19.

TinyCO2 said

October 25, 2010 @ 1:55 pm

Frank, I don’t have to represent myself as the voice of public will, I just have to observe. In any

area you care to mention the public are backing away from what it takes to reduce CO2. There’s a

good saying ‘watch what they do, not what they say’.

This is not about the science, this is about the reaction to what the science demands of us. At the

moment, most people react to climate change as an abstract concept. They believe or disbelieve

with no attention to the detail. Once you start to demand money and reduced lifestyles, they very

quickly get interested. If there are holes in the science they’ll want to know why. If they’re not

satisfied with the answers, they’ll rebel against the cuts and against the science. Sceptics don’t drive

20.
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doubt they just put a voice to it.

What won’t impress the public is the claim that scientists shouldn’t have to put up with that level of

scrutiny and interrogation. Being a scientist isn’t a free pass to credibility. That doesn’t mean they

have to put up with abuse but it does mean they have to respond to the questions, yes, even the silly

ones.

You think the science is all it should be, fine, you are liberty to change your lifestyle to fit the worst

case. Just don’t expect the rest of the World to follow.

Mac said

October 25, 2010 @ 2:59 pm

Freedom of Information Act – the clue is in the title.

Check out this post for a discussion of how a very important and necessary law like FoIA can be

abused. -Kate

21.

MikeN said

October 25, 2010 @ 3:36 pm

Were those your questions, or Santer’s?

They were mine. -Kate

22.

Gerald Machnee said

October 25, 2010 @ 3:40 pm

[inflammatory]

23.

Dana said

October 25, 2010 @ 3:50 pm

Is it just me, or is it bizarre that there are several ‘skeptics’ commenting on this interview saying

basically the same thing about lack of transparency and costs, even after being informed that there

is no lack of transparency and costs associated with proposed solutions are minimal? Almost as if

they’re being instructed to comment here and told what to say.

Actually, it reminds me of a story I was reading about complaints to National Public Radio after

they fired Juan Williams. NPR stations would get numerous callers complaining about the firing

using the same key words like “totalitarianism”, and they would give hints that they weren’t actual

24.
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NPR listeners by saying things like “I will no longer watch your station”.

Sorry, a bit off topic. I just found that rather odd.

Colin Reynolds said

October 25, 2010 @ 3:57 pm

The way I see it, the problems introduced by the media are simply symptomatic of the troubles we

face. The reason we’ve got into the mess we’re in is due to this incessant focus on growth – and this

applies to the media just as much as it does to any other business. It’s this insane* fixation on

continual growth that’s the main driver for all the bad stuff we’re doing to the planet.

Cue the flak from the free-market fundamentalists.

* No, I don’t think that’s going too far. Ask me again whether I still think our way of life was insane

in a century’s time. I bet you’ll agree with me then that it was. Errr… is.

25.

Mike Post said

October 25, 2010 @ 4:34 pm

[inflammatory]

26.
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