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In an era when the science sector has
worked to improve its communications
it’s a crying shame that the scientific
body responsible for the world’s most
important issue is an abject dud at public
relations.

The International Panel on Climate
Change has responded to challenges over
three details in its 2007 report: forecasts
of the speed of Himalayan glacier
breakdown, Amazon forest destruction,
and the impact of disasters due to
climate change. It has acknowledged that
the first affects one paragraph in a 938-
page document, curtly dismissed the
other two, and issued cumbersome
statements about its processes and
principles.

Otherwise the IPCC defensively
dismisses its skeptical critics and offers
nothing new as it turns to compiling its
next report, which is scheduled for 2012.
The result is its public credibility has
plummeted and climate change has
slipped dramatically downwards on lists
of issues of public concern.  

Compare this with Toyota’s response to
accelerator and brake malfunctions. Both
organisations are global leaders in their
fields dealing with problems that are
miniscule as a proportion of their
products but huge as a proportion of

their reputation. Toyota clicked into crisis
management 101: wheel out the top
bosses, apologise, eat humble pie, vow to
do better, and spend money and time to
restore credibility.

The IPCC doesn’t do that stuff, and it
is paying the penalty. When I asked two
Australian experts in public perceptions
of science what it should do to restore its
reputation, both said that the IPCC was
already a lost cause. They believe the best
way to raise public concern over climate
change is for Australian scientists to
carry the message. Another called the
IPCC “ponderous”, saying “they’ve built a
giant glass jaw and they have no footwork
to avoid the multi-punch combinations
being rained on them”.

Writing off the IPCC in favour of
nationally based expertise may be a
realistic short-term response but it is a
recipe for long term disarray. To
paraphrase Yeats, if the centre cannot
hold, mere anarchy will be loosed upon
the world of climate science. India plans
to form a national body to match the
IPCC’s role, and other countries are likely
to follow. Achieving consensus within the
IPCC might be difficult, but it will be
impossible when players are representing
their nations as much as their science.

But there is still time. The IPCC should

get nimble by issuing a mid-year update
concisely addressing criticisms of its
findings and announcing changes to how
it operates. It must establish a new
regime of annual reports and continuous
updates, and chairman Rajendra Pachauri
and other managers must be replaced by
people who are comfortable outside the
ivory tower of science.

Otherwise, to invoke its own qualifying
phrase, there is a high degree of
certainty that it will itself be a victim of
climate change.   
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IPCC Feels the Heat
The International Panel on Climate Change has bungled its
response to questioning of the rigour of its 2007 report.

SIMON SAYS

Cover Story
There have been seven mass extinctions in
which 95% of all species on Earth have perished.
The evidence points to volcanic activity as the
cause, even for the extinction of dinosaurs (see
p.14).  Image: iStockphoto
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