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22 January 2009

Response to “Open Letter to Barack Obama” by J. and A. Hansen


Although I have great respect for James Hansen’s science, I take issue with some of the policy recommendations he made in his 29 December 2008 open letter to President Obama:

1) Need for a carbon tax.  These taxes are inherently regressive because they disproportionately affect the poor and those living in rural regions where there are no alternatives to gasoline.  Dr. Hansen’s comments that people “reducing their carbon footprint” will be reimbursed magnifies this problem, because the better-off are often more savvy about conserving than the poor, who are mainly living from paycheck to paycheck.

2) A moratorium and phase out of coal plants that do not capture and store CO2 (i.e., carbon capture and storage, CCS).  This is a reasonable suggestion, in theory.  But in fact, there is no feasible way to implement CCS now.  What are we supposed to do as some of the nuclear and older coal plants go offline?  It is very unlikely that renewables will be able to pick up the slack over the next 10-20 years.  Do we just make do with less electricity for industry and homes?  This is just economically and politically not possible.  In all likelihood new coal-fired power plans will have to be built before CCS comes online because there will be no other sources of energy.  The most we can hope for is that room is made to install flues to capture the burned gas, if we can ever figure out how to remove the carbon in it.

3) The effect of 500 ppm CO2 on life (we are presently at about 385 ppm).  Dr. Hansen states that “a conservative estimate for the number of species that would be exterminated (committed to extinction) is one million.”  This figure presumably comes from ecologists.  It would be an astounding figure, if true.  But I started out my career as a paleontologist, and once wrote a paper on the relation between climate change and extinctions.  Quite frankly, I find such a claim unbelievable – the magnitude of expected extinctions must be nearly unquantifiable, for any error bars would be gigantic.  It is perfectly fine to register concern about the effects of climate change and ocean acidification on life, but I simply do not believe claims of a million extinctions can be justified.

4) Urgent R&D on 4th generation nuclear power plants.  Although originally a skeptic on nuclear energy, I once had the opportunity to work on climate projections related to the Yucca Mountain (Nevada) site. I quit worrying about nuclear waste – the site seemed perfectly fine.  The problem with nuclear is in the implementation – as long as some environmentalists file lawsuits to block action on nuclear operations, there will always be bottlenecks and roadblocks.  Furthermore, concerns about spread of nuclear material to terrorists will only be magnified in the 4th generation scenario.

I think Dr. Hansen’s suggestions will work less well than he envisions.  However, I strongly agree with him about putting considerably more funds into R&D – it is in effect our “last, best hope of mankind”.  But the poor and less-well-off must be protected at all costs in policy recommendations.  In addition to worrying about the unborn fifty years from now, let us never forget those now living!

Sincerely,

Thomas J. Crowley, Professor of Geosciences

