
• An overview of denial tactics
• 10 popular denialist claims
• Organized climate denial

GEOLOGY 095, 195. Climate: past, present, future

Class 23:  Climate Denial

Learning Objectives

• Be able to debunk on the basis of science you have 
learned in this class at least two of the most often 
repeated denialist claims

• Explain the influence that media can have on 
opinions/understanding of climate change

• Identify and explain one purposeful disinformation 
campaign targeted at climate change science 



“We urge you to challenge President 
Trump about his irresponsible approach 
to climate change, and seek to persuade 
him to take strong domestic action to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions and to 
join coordinated international action 
including the Paris agreement,” they 
wrote.

The UK is due to host the a major UN 
climate summit next year – a meeting 
which is absolutely vital to international 
efforts to avoid dangerous climate 
change

Climate in the News



Analyzing Climate Denialism

1. An overview of denial tactics
2. 10 popular denialist claims
3. Organized climate denial





Critical to examine the logic behind denialist 
approaches.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=37&v=pEb49
cZYnsE&feature=emb_logo



Among climate scientists, there is no doubt, climate change is real and a 
problem…among politicians…well a different story. The less you know, 
the less you worry.  The more you know.



Climate denial is over-
represented in our government

Inhofe famously brought a snowball onto the floor in February 2015 as a 
bid to disprove climate change.

https://www.businessinsider.com/ranked-10-best-props-congress-2017-8




Analyzing Climate Denialism

1. An overview of denial tactics
2. 10 popular denialist claims
3. Organized climate denial



1. The climate is always changing; it's natural.
2. The models are wrong.
3. The hockey stick is broken.
4. CO2 is good! Plants need it.
5. Warming might be good for people and the planet
6. The 97% consensus among scientists is wrong.
7. It's the sun, stupid.
8. It will cost too much to decarbonize the economy
9. There's nothing we can do about global warming
10. Scientists are raising alarm to secure more funding

Top 10 Denialist claims (from Paul and Chris’ informal internet survey!)



1. The climate is always changing; 
it's natural.

"I fall into the second group of people who believe, as 
do many very credible scientists, that the earth is 
currently in a natural warming cycle rather than a man-
made climate change," Aderholt wrote in a 2009 op-ed. 
"Many scientists believe that natural cycles of warming 
and cooling have existed since the beginning of Earth. If 
we take the current models of climate prediction and 
apply those same models to what actually happened in 
the last thirty years, the models are shown to be very 
flawed. In addition, what knowledge we do have of a 
warming period in the Middle Ages cannot be 
explained by current models which are focused on 
greenhouse gas reductions.” 

Rep. Robert Aderholt

https://www.businessinsider.com/climate-change-and-republicans-congress-global-warming-2019-2#alabama-1

https://aderholt.house.gov/media-center/in-the-news/controversy-about-climate-change


Yes, but….the neither the pace of recent 
climate change and nor what’s driving it 
are natural – they are unprecedented.



2. The models are 
wrong.



Scientists’ response to Rush Limbaugh’s climate 
denial: ‘utter nonsense’
https://www.politifact.com/punditfact/statements/2019/feb/19/rush-limbaugh/scientists-response-rush-limbaughs-climate-denial-/

"Broecker predicted by 2010 
the world would have 
warmed by around 0.74C," 
Hausfather said. "In reality, it 
warmed by 0.62C, which is 
pretty good for a very 
rudimentary climate model in 
the 1970s."



3. The 
hockey stick 
is broken.

James Taylor is Director of the 
Arthur B. Robinson Center for 
Climate and Environmental 
Policy at The Heartland Institute. 
Taylor received his bachelor's 
degree from Dartmouth College 
where he studied atmospheric 
science and majored in 
government. He received his 
Juris Doctorate from Syracuse 
University.



“Paleoclimatology draws upon a range of proxies and 
methodologies to calculate past temperatures. This allows 
independent confirmation of the basic hockey stick result: that 
the past few decades are the hottest in the past 1,300 years.”
https://skepticalscience.com/broken-hockey-stick.htm

..independent assessment of Mann's hockey stick by the 
National Center for Atmospheric Research (Wahl 2007). 
confirmed the principal results….

http://www.rap.ucar.edu/projects/rc4a/millennium/refs/Wahl_ClimChange2007.pdf


4. CO2 is good! Plants need it.

Lamar has a B.A. in American Studies from Yale University and a J.D. from Southern Methodist University

”The American people should be made aware of both the negative and 
positive impacts of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere…..The benefits of a 
changing climate are often ignored and under-researched….A higher 
concentration of carbon dioxide in our atmosphere would aid 
photosynthesis, which in turn contributes to increased plant growth…. 
This correlates to a greater volume of food production and better quality 
food. Studies indicate that crops would utilize water more efficiently, 
requiring less water. “



Expert models don’t 
agree well with Lamar

IPCC

https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/report/sectors/agriculture



5. Warming might be 
good for people and 
the planet
“We know humans have most flourished 
during times of warming trends. There 
are assumptions made that because the 
climate is warming that necessarily is a 
bad thing. Do we know what the ideal 
surface temperature should be in the 
year 2100 or year 2018?” “It’s fairly 
arrogant for us to think we know exactly 
what it should be in 2100.”

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/feb/07/epa-
head-scott-pruitt-says-global-warming-may-help-humans-flourish

Pruitt has a  bachelor's degrees in 
political science and 
communications. University of 
Tulsa law degree



https://www.seas.harvard.edu/news/2018/04/airborne-dust-threatens-human-health-southwest

https://andthentheresphysics.wordpress.com/2014/05/05/tols-corrections/



6. There is no consensus among scientists 

One of several claims 
that large numbers of 
scientists do not 
agree with the theory 
of human-induced 
climate change

Oregon Institute of Science and Medicine (OISM) Petition 

www.petitionproject.org



All evidence suggests there is agreement…

32,000 signatories out of 10.6 
million qualified U.S. science 
graduates = 0.3%

• OISM has never revealed how 
many people they canvassed 
(response rate is unknown)

• OISM has not revealed its 
sampling methodology

• No evidence ever given to 
support either statement in 
petition

Meanwhile…
• 7 independent, peer-reviewed, published 

studies indicate over 90% consensus 
among qualified scientists

Figure from Cook et al. (2016) 



7. It’s the sun, stupid



Not in recent history, not powerful enough

Some rise in solar radiation, 
but none in last 40+ years

When compared to other climate 
forcers, change in solar is weak



8. It will cost too much to decarbonize the economy

Supply-side Demand-side

Restrictive
(of fossil fuels)

Keep carbon in the 
ground

Nudge consumers 
away from carbon

Supportive
(of alternatives)

Boost supply of 
alternative energy 

technology

Encourage 
consumers to use 

alternative energy 
technology

All options (or 
combination of 
options) will 
require significant 
economic costs 
immediately



It will cost too much to not decarbonize the economy

Over long-term, RCP6 & 8.5 are the least 
profitable. Early savings dwarfed by later 
costs of damage and disruption Figure from NYU Law School



9. There’s nothing we can do



We will have to make some adaptations, but we can 
avoid much worse impacts by mitigating emissions now



10. Scientists are raising alarm to secure more funding

Climate scientists 
are getting rich off 
federal grant 
money… of course 
they’ll keep saying 
there’s a problem!



With our degrees, we could make more money elsewhere

The truth is, climate scientists 
could make more money in other 
fields or industry (especially the 
fossil fuel industry)

Figure from Nature



Willie Soon, Ph.D.
Credentials:

• Ph.D., Aerospace Engineering, USC (1991)
• Aerospace engineer at Harvard-Smithsonian 

Center for Astrophysics
• Astronomer at Mount Wilson Observatory

Documents released under the Freedom of Information Act show that every 
grant Dr. Soon has received since 2002 has been from oil or gas interests. His 
most famous publication (Soon and Baliunas, 2003) attempted to disprove the 
Hockey Stick diagram. In response to the article being published, three of the 
editors of the publishing journal resigned in protest. 



S. Fred Singer, Ph.D.

Former space scientist. He has been on the wrong side of science for decades: 
formerly tobacco and ozone, acid rain, DDT, and asbestos, now climate. Has been 
receiving US $5,000 per month from the Heartland Institute for years. Lied to 
IRS.

Credentials:

• Ph.D., Physics, Princeton (1948)
• First director of U.S. National Weather Satellite 

Service (1962-1964)
• Former professor at the University of Virginia 

(1971-1994)



THINK – PAIR – SHARE How is the logic employed 
in these reports (and this graph) faulty?



Analyzing Climate Denialism

1. An overview of denial tactics
2. 10 popular denialist claims
3. Organized climate denial



Organized Climate Denial – it’s big and important

• The Trump Administration 
(we’ve talked enough 
about that)
• Fossil Fuel companies 

(Exxon in the lead)
• Conservative ”Think Tanks” 

– Cato Institute, Heritage 
Foundation, Heartland 
Institute

https://www.wri.org/blog/2017/03/heritage-foundation-gets-it-wrong-costs-and-benefits-climate-action

Much of the argument is grounded in 
non consensus financial models



Fossil Fuel Companies as 
climate denial “encouragers”

John Cook, Center for Climate Change Communication, George Mason University
Geoffrey Supran, Department of the History of Science, Harvard University
Stephan Lewandowsky, School of Psychological Science, University of Bristol
Naomi Oreskes, Department of the History of Science, Harvard University
Edward Maibach, Center for Climate Change Communication, George Mason University



Figure 2: Exxon 1977 internal 
memo. Fossil fuel industry 
documents show that they 
knew the basics of climate 
science in the 1950s-80s.



Figure 3: Top: Exxon 1988 
internal memo. Middle: Exxon 
1989 internal memo. Bottom: 
Exxon et al. 1998 internal 
memo. Fossil fuel industry 
documents show that they 
devised public relations 
strategies to promote doubt 
about climate science in the 
1980s-90s.



Raising doubts 
that persist today



A major source of 
institutionalized climate denial





What strikes 
you about the 
conference 
speakers?
Shorter Conference, Fake 
Sponsor, Low Attendance, and 
a Lot of Gray Haired Men
In 2008, Heartland’s climate 
conference was a three day affair. 
Over a decade later, it is down to 
a single day. In 2008, the event 
drew over 50 co-sponsors. This 
year’s (2019) conference 
pamphlet listed only 16. And as it 
turns out, one of those was fake.



Numbers on their faces represent 
peer-reviewed publications relate to 
climate science



The distortions of science continue to 
the next generation

Three lead NIPCC authors –
Craig Idso, Robert M. Carter, 
and S. Fred Singer – wrote a 
small book titled Why 
Scientists Disagree About 
Global Warming: The NIPCC 
Report on Scientific 
Consensus revealing how most 
scientists do not support the 
alarmist claims of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change. 

The Heartland Institute 
mailed some 300,000 copies 
of the second edition of this 
book to K-12 and college 
science teachers across 
America.

https://www.heartland.org/policy-documents/why-scientists-disagree-about-global-warming


Assemble people who communicate well and sow doubt 
in those citizens with little expertise in climate science



Among climate scientists, there is no doubt…among 
politicians…well not much





Final Essay
Your assignment - write an OP-ED for your hometown paper.

Focusing on the same climate system you have considered all semester, write a 400-600 
word persuasive essay. GIVE YOUR ESSAY A CATCHY TITLE!

In your OP-ED: 1) STATE the problem. 2) EXPLAIN how the system works including how it has 
changed in the past.  3) PROVIDE EVIDENCE that this problem is going to affect people now 
and in the future, and 4) most importantly, SUGGEST SOLUTIONS.

Your work needs to be well written, polished, and carefully proofread. 

The folks at the Writing Center are your friends on this one. If you want some help, please, 
consult them. Here's the website: https://www.uvm.edu/undergradwriting



The goal here to finish our time together with 
something positive and forward looking.

You all can take what you have learned and make UVM 
and our world a better place.



Thursday – we’ll spend much of 
the class on this final essay – join 
us!
• Chris will give you climate communication pointers from his 

workshop in California
• Josh Brown, UVM Environmental Writer will share his secrets on 

how to write your most persuasive essay
• We’ll get your feedback on how to make this the best climate class 

we possibly can!


