Lord Lawson of Blaby, the former Chancellor of the Exchequer, told a London audience this week that he is hoping for a “revival” of climate change ‘scepticism’ among Conservative MPs, and urged the public not to worry about rising levels of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.

But the case first put forward by Lord Lawson three years ago in his book ‘An Appeal to Reason: A Cool Look at Global Warming’ continues to be based on dodgy numbers and flaky logic.

Speaking at the National Theatre as part of the programme of events accompanying its ‘Greenland’ production, Lord Lawson was scathing about “the high priests of science” whom he accused of lying about the potential impacts of rising global temperatures.

He claimed that climate scientists were unwilling to debate him, leaving him alone to perform a one-man show. And indeed the audience did not challenge Lord Lawson about the numbers that he cited with apparent authority in support his arguments.

Among his many remarkable claims was that “the extent of the health problem” in the UK that would arise from rising temperatures would be an increase in heat-related deaths of 2,000 per year, and a reduction of 20,000 in fatalities due to cold weather.

Lord Lawson plucked these figures from a 2002 report by the Department of Health, but neglected to mention that it was updated in 2008 to warn that rising temperatures would mean a one-in-four chance of a heatwave hitting south-east England between 2007 and 2017 which could kill more than 6,000 people. It also pointed out that climate change in the UK will bring additional threats to health beyond extremes of temperature through indirect sources such as increases in flooding and food poisoning.

He also suggested that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change predicts that global sea level will only rise by up to 60 centimetres in the next century. In fact, the most recent IPCC report pointed out that the possible destabilisation of the land-based ice sheets on Greenland and West Antarctica could cause much bigger increases.

However, Lord Lawson’s central argument was that the worst possible impacts of unchecked climate change “would not be disastrous” whereas the cost of reducing our reliance on fossil fuels would have grave economic consequences.

He claimed that the worst case scenario put forward by the IPCC is that global temperature could rise by 4ºC by the end of the century, and could cost up to 5 per cent of global GDP. Even if people in developing countries faced costs twice as great as the global average, he argued, they would still be 8.5 times richer than now, compared with 9.5 times richer in the absence of climate change.

However these figures are illusory and misleading. In its highest emissions scenario, the IPCC projected a 50 per cent probability that warming of more than 4ºC could occur by the end of the century, with a likely global temperature rise of between 2.4°C and 6.4°C.

Annual emissions of carbon dioxide were higher than the IPCC’s most pessimistic scenario before the global downturn, and after a small drop in 2009, seem set to resume a pathway that exceeds the ‘worst case’ projection.

The IPCC also noted that the 5 per cent cost for a warming of 4°C was “very likely” an underestimate because it excludes impacts that are difficult to quantify, such as forced migrations of populations to escape harsher climatic conditions.

The impact of even greater warming of, say, 5°C is even more difficult to comprehend, given that it would transform the Earth’s surface and take global temperatures to levels not seen on the planet for about 50 million years.

Lord Lawson’s assertion that everybody, including those in developing countries, will be many times richer by the end of the century regardless of climate change, overlooks the risk of warming of much more than 4ºC, with impacts that could fundamentally cripple economic development and growth. That would mean future generations might not be very much richer, and could be poorer.

Of course, Lord Lawson’s belief that the impacts of climate change would have bearable costs also undermines his accompanying argument that reducing greenhouse gas emissions by moving to sources of energy other than fossil fuels would be too expensive.

As he acknowledged, the IPCC estimated that reducing emissions to limit the risks of climate change would cost up to 5 per cent of GDP, no higher than the costs of climate change impacts that Lord Lawson believes would be acceptable.

Nearly 18 months ago, Lord Lawson launched his Global Warming Policy Foundation, promising “open and reasoned debate”. But his performance at the National Theatre this week amounted to little more than a display of incredible complacency about the potentially huge risks of climate change, and was anything but “an appeal to reason”.
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