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A New Agenda on Climate Change 
Facing up to Stealth Denial and Winding Down on Fossil Fuels 

(A December 2013 report by Jonathan Rowson – published by the RSA) 
 

Some Notes (version 2, amended to take account of new data)  

1. (Page 3 – Executive Summary) ‘This report makes a case for how Britain 
can take a leading role in addressing the global climate problem  …’ 
 
The concept that Britain could take ‘a leading role’ does not survive 
scrutiny: see Notes 3, 11 and 12 and, in particular, the concluding 
Comments. Therefore the Report has failed to substantiate its case.   

2. (Page 3 – Executive Summary) ‘Our data indicates that about two thirds of 
the population intellectually accept the reality of anthropogenic climate 
change, but “deny” some or all of the commensurate feelings, 
responsibility and agency that are necessary to deal with it.’ 
 
Unfortunately, these data cannot be verified as they’re not published with 
the Report. However, a recent Ipsos MORI survey found that most (72%) 
of the UK population doesn’t think that climate change is entirely or mainly 
caused by human activity.1  That majority can hardly be said to ‘accept a 
‘reality’ (human causation) it doesn’t think exists and thus ‘deny’ the 
‘commensurate feelings’ etc. associated with it. Moreover, an earlier Ipsos 
MORI survey found that only 20% of respondents were certain about what 
the effects of climate change will be, whereas 59% were uncertain – again, 
hardly an acceptance of ‘a significant and ongoing threat to the stability of 
the human habitat’. 1 (See Note 4).  
 

Therefore the concept of ‘stealth denial’ would appear to be largely 
baseless and a key argument of the Report (that it’s stealth denial that’s 
preventing climate change action) unpersuasive. 

3. (Page 3 – Executive Summary) ‘Britain showed global leadership with the 
Climate Change Act in 2008 …’ 
 

Maybe – but that was over five years ago and no other country has come 
close to following suit. Britain has been described as ‘the solitary lemming’. 
Sad, really. (And see Notes 11 and 12 and the concluding Comments.) 

4. (Page 4 – Executive Summary) ‘The overwhelming scientific consensus 
that anthropogenic climate change is real and poses a significant and 
ongoing threat to the stability of the human habitat is now well 
established...’ 
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The Report doesn’t attempt to substantiate this claim. That’s not 
surprising as there’s no evidence supporting it.2  
 

The problem is that, to establish an accurate picture of scientists’ views, 
would require something not so far attempted: a worldwide, properly 
constructed and correctly implemented opinion survey of a representative 
sample of experts in (a) attribution (temperature change to human activity 
and climate change to temperature change) and (b) consequential 
environmental change. That would be extraordinarily difficult: consider, for 
example, the problems of translation. Such evidence as there is suggests 
that it’s likely that most relevant scientists believe (a) that mankind has 
made a contribution to global warming (although even that cannot be 
affirmed categorically – see Endnote 23 and item 3.5 of the paper cited 
above)2 – and (b) that such contribution has, to some undefined extent, 
affected the climate or is likely to affect the climate. The extent of the latter 
and the likelihood of any long-term threat would seem to be uncertain.  
 

As the above is the most that can safely be claimed about a consensus, 
the purported ‘climate challenge’ cannot be taken as ‘a given’ as claimed 
by the Report: where, after all, is the challenge implied by a probable 
understanding that mankind has contributed to global warming and that 
that may have affected the climate in some way? So a key aspect of the 
Report would seem to be unsupported; or, at least, not supported by a 
consensus. That doesn’t mean, of course, that it’s unsupported by 
science. But to be able to claim such support would require reference to a 
properly peer-reviewed, empirically based scientific paper or, almost 
certainly, papers. And that’s something the Report doesn’t attempt. But it 
would be the correct approach: science is not determined by counting 
heads. Here’s a comment by Thomas Huxley (‘Darwin’s Bulldog’):  

‘In science, as in art, and, as I believe, in every other sphere of 
human activity, there may be wisdom in a multitude of counsellors, 
but it is only in one or two of them.’3 

5. (Page 5 & 6 – Executive Summary, Overview of argument) 
 

The Report’s arguments for behavioural change are undermined by their 
being predicated by a claim (‘about two thirds of the population 
intellectually accept the reality of anthropogenic climate change’) shown 
to be incorrect by a recent survey (Note 2) and by an assumption 
(‘overwhelming scientific consensus …’) unsupported by evidence (Note 
4). And it may be noted that the proposed need to ‘Consistently refocus 
the debate away from the existence of the problem towards competing 
ideas about solutions’ would hardly be very helpful when, as noted, 72 
percent of the population doesn’t think that climate change is entirely or 
even mainly caused by human activity.  
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(Personally, I’d welcome a change from fruitless bickering about the 
science to a greater focus on the realities of national and especially 
international policy: see the concluding Comments: RG) 

6. (Page 6 – Executive Summary, ‘Survey findings on climate denial’) 
 

It’s impossible to comment usefully on this section because, contrary to 
good academic practice, the Report doesn’t publish the survey’s detailed 
findings. However, a recent survey (see Note 2) is at odds with the 
Report’s claimed but unsubstantiated categorisation of the ‘unmoved’ at 
63.9 percent.1 It seems that most people in this group do not ‘accept the 
reality of man-made climate change’; therefore the claimed sub-
categories of ‘denial’ would seem to be meaningless. 
 

In any case, the Report’s constant use of the words ‘denier’, ‘denial’ etc. is 
regrettable. The term is probably justified to describe someone who 
refuses to accept an established but uncomfortable truth, such the death 
of a spouse. Therefore, as there’s no sound evidence supporting the 
Report’s understanding of climate change (the claimed ‘overwhelming 
scientific consensus’ – see Note 4), its use is hardly useful in respect of 
someone who doesn’t accept that understanding or (see Note 2) doesn’t 
think that climate change is entirely or mainly caused by human activity, 
On page 37 for example the Report describes the Global Warming Policy 
Foundation (GWPF) as propounding ‘denialism’ – however it doesn’t 
substantiate that serious allegation by providing any reference to a 
scientific fact that the GWPF is supposed to have denied. (And see Note 
14.) 
 

The GWPF allegation would appear to be an example of a proponent of 
the dangerous man-made global warming hypothesis using the term to 
imply that someone who disagrees is a heretic to be shunned and their 
views ignored. It’s an ugly usage – especially in view of its overtones, and 
sometimes more than overtones,4 that dissenting views can be compared 
with Holocaust denial. So it’s disappointing to find it used throughout a 
report published by the widely respected RSA.  

7. (Pages 9 and 10 – Executive Summary, ‘…from a global perspective, 
there are competing commitments that militate against all of these 
behaviour change goals.’ ‘Given that the global problem appears “super-
wicked” and the UK’s emissions are only between 1.5 per cent and 3 per 
cent of the global total (depending on how they are measured) it is 
important to face up to the understandable question of whether what 
happens in the UK really matters at all.’) 
 

This important issue is discussed at Note 11. And see in particular the 
concluding Comments. 
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8. (Page 9 – Executive Summary, ‘…the transition to cleaner energy faces 
significant practical challenges relating to fuel bills …’) 
 

Concern about energy affordability was by far the greatest concern of 
respondents to the survey referred to above1 – far greater than ‘tackling 
climate change’. (See Q8 of the survey.) 

9. (Pages 11 and 12 – Introduction, ‘… failure to look more deeply at the 
democratic, geological and macroeconomic sources of the problem is 
what prevents the world as a whole from changing behaviour with the 
requisite speed, scale and skill.’ ‘… the behaviour of consumers and 
citizens serves to perpetuate the economic and political basis of the 
energy production and consumption that drives climate change.’ ‘ … while 
governments, businesses and civil society need to act at scale and with 
speed, the extent to which they do so depends upon citizens around the 
world jointly becoming clearer, more emphatic and more reciprocally 
reinforcing about the kind of action they want to see from policymakers...’) 
 

These (and other similar) observations are basic to the Report’s main 
argument; but they’re not a useful analysis of why the world is failing to 
keep fossil fuels in the ground or cut greenhouse gas emissions. For a 
review of this important question, see the concluding Comments.  

10. (Page 22 – Conclusions, ‘To reduce emissions at a speed that is likely to 
keep us within the 2 degree target, we may have to question the growth 
imperative and rethink the structure and purpose of the economy. In light 
of current public attitudes, that seems politically infeasible, but at the very 
least we need to stop taking economic decisions as if they were not also 
decisions about climate change …’) 
 

Despite the apocalyptic possibilities reviewed in earlier pages of the 
Report and the claimed ‘need to take a radical position’ (page 18), the 
economies overwhelmingly responsible for CO2 emissions (see the 
concluding Comments) are most unlikely to be interested in questioning 
growth or in rethinking ‘the structure and purpose of the economy’. Nor 
are they likely to be keen on regarding economic decisions as decisions 
about climate change or on changing their citizens’ behaviour along the 
lines indicated in pages 26 and 27 of the Report.  

11. (Page 30 – ‘The belief that it doesn’t really matter what we do in Britain.’) 
 

Of the six reasons suggested here for inadequate public pressure, this is 
the most important: if it’s true that it doesn’t really matter what we do, the 
other five are irrelevant. And it’s important because the rationale for the 
Report (to make ‘a case for how Britain can take a leading role in 
addressing the global climate problem’ (page 3)) depends on whether or 
not it does matter. The facts indicate that it doesn’t. 
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According to the most recent figures,5 Britain’s share of global emissions 
in 2012 was 1.3%, not ‘1.5 to 3 per cent’ as stated in the Report. So, to 
consider the issue at the simplest level, whatever we do – even a 100% 
cut – would make no significant difference. (China, incidentally, was 
responsible for 27% having increased its emissions by 14% since 2010.) 
So, is there really any point in the UK taking action to reduce its 
emissions? 
 

The Report offers ‘four main responses’ to this:  
 

(1) The first (it’s ‘incumbent on us to do what we can, and hope that 
others feel a similar and commensurate obligation’ is correctly rejected by 
the Report as ‘too worthy to be credible’. (2) The second suggests that an 
import duty based on ‘embodied carbon’ would incentivise exporters (to 
the UK) to ‘reduce the carbon intensity of their production’. But, as the EU 
found regarding airline emissions,6 that would risk damaging retaliation. In 
any case, the UK is not a large enough market to make any significant 
difference. (3) The third is about Britain’s ‘soft power’ – described as its 
‘strong persuasive influence on what happens abroad, especially in those 
countries in the EU and the commonwealth who are also trying to reduce 
emissions’. But that would seem to be little different from response (1) 
(the ‘good example’ response) already rejected. Moreover, it would seem 
to be another aspect of the sad ‘solitary lemming’ referred to at Note 3. 
John Ashton’s claim that the UK’s Climate Change Act ‘has been one of 
the main stimuli for climate legislation around the world” is surely 
baseless: no other country has introduced climate legislation remotely like 
the UK’s. (4) Described as the most significant, this response suggests 
that ‘Signalling serious efforts to decarbonise could potentially have a very 
significant financial impact on the value’ of fossil fuel investments in the 
ground in other countries – thus making it less likely they would be 
extracted. But we could hardly have issued a more serious signal than we 
did in enacting the Climate Change Act in 2008. And did that significantly 
impact the value of fossil fuel investments? I think not.  
 

In other words, none of these ‘responses’ comes to anything very much – 
and the Report’s claim that, taken together, they amount to ‘a strong 
inductive rationale’ underpinning the UK’s acting to reduce its emissions is 
therefore unpersuasive. So such action would indeed appear to be futile, 
thus undermining the concept of Britain taking a leading role re climate 
change: the basic rationale of the Report. (See Notes 1 and 12.)  

12. (Page 34 – Conclusions, ‘There is a strong case for Britain to take 
international leadership on climate change and good reason to think that 
such action could make a meaningful contribution to the global problem. 
 
 

The analysis at Note 11 and, in particular, the concluding Comments 
show there is no sound basis for this conclusion.  
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In any case, there’s something embarrassingly arrogant about the 
concept of Britain taking a lead: it smacks of an outdated, neocolonial 
view of the world that’s likely, if anything, to be counterproductive in the 
21st century.  

13. (Page 36 – The spectrum of denial, ‘The very notion of denial, in which we 
somehow simultaneously know something and yet choose not to face up 
to that knowledge …’) 
 

This definition highlights precisely why the Report’s constant use of the 
word ‘denial’ (etc.) is inappropriate (see Note 6) and the concept of stealth 
denial therefore meaningless. The Report is based on the unsupported 
assumption (see Note 4) that there is an ‘overwhelming scientific 
consensus’ that climate change poses an ‘ongoing threat to the stability of 
the human habitat”. So how can people be expected to ‘know something’ 
when that something is no more than a supposition? And why should 
such people be expected ‘to face up’ to a supposition – or implicitly be 
criticised for failing to do so? To describe such people as being in denial 
defies logic. In any case, as discussed at Note 2, most people (72%) don’t 
even accept that climate change is entirely or mainly caused by human 
activity. How can they be said to ‘know something’ they don’t accept? 

14. (Page 38 – The spectrum of denial, ‘While a simple survey question 
cannot provide empirical evidence for the impact of denialism on more 
subtle forms of denial, we tried to explore it …’) 
 

The Report’s survey ‘tried to explore it’ by juxtaposing the alleged findings 
of an unreferenced study with bizarre comments by ‘a prominent 
politician’. It doesn’t cite the source of the data quoted in the study, but it 
seems unlikely they are useful: for example, how many of the papers 
mentioned were written by experts in how and to what extent temperature 
change may be attributed to human action? And how many of these were 
concerned specifically with how increasing temperature affects the 
climate? The ‘prominent politician’, unnamed in the Report, is U.S. 
Congressman Paul Broun, a Republican who also has bizarre views about 
evolution – hardly ‘prominent’ from a UK perspective. In contrast, here’s a 
statement from a genuinely prominent UK politician: ‘Given the 
greenhouse effect, it can also be said to be settled science that the 
marked, and largely man-made, increase in carbon dioxide concentrations 
in the atmosphere has contributed to the modest 20th century warming of 
the planet.’ The responses the Report’s survey puts into respondents’ 
mouths would make little sense in this context. As this section of the 
survey is essentially misdirection, it would probably have been better not 
to have included it at all. (The ‘prominent UK politician’ incidentally is 
Nigel Lawson,7 chair of the Global Warming Policy Foundation, described 
on page 37 of the Report, without any supporting evidence, as ‘seeking to 
misdirect people’s attention from the truth’.)   
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15. (Page 40 – ‘… rebound effects – which are a large part of the reason that 
global emissions are going up… ’) 
 

This is a most important and valid observation, although its corollary, ‘in 
spite of significant efforts to bring them down’, is almost certainly 
inaccurate in a global context: see the concluding Comments.  
 

China provides what is probably the most important example. Last 
November, the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) 
published the “Emissions Gap Report 2013”.8 It painted a sombre picture 
of the global emissions reduction campaign – as it said, ‘the current pace 
of action is simply insufficient’. Yet a careful analysis of the report 
indicates that matters are probably worse than it indicates. For example, it 
claims that China ‘appears’ to be ‘on track’ to meet its ‘pledges’ (vaguely 
defined). That sounds encouraging. But these pledges are for a reduction 
in CO2 ‘intensity’, not in emissions. There’s a big difference: with a 
growing economy, a reduction in intensity (i.e. emissions in relation to 
GDP) still allows emissions to rise if GDP rises.9 And, of course, China’s 
GDP is – by Western standards – rising substantially. It can be 
demonstrated that by 2012 China had already reduced its intensity by 
41% over 2005,10 its pledged target for 2020.11 No wonder it can make 
confident promises now. Therefore, if its GDP continues to rise at about 
7% pa,12 its emissions, already 27% of the global total and more than 
current US and EU emissions combined,5 could nearly double by 2020 
and still be within the pledged target. 
 

The above is an excellent example of Anthony Giddens’ quoted comment 
(Page 40). Therefore an emphasis on rebounds is by no means 
‘misplaced’ (Page 45 – ‘Conclusions’). 

16. These Notes will not deal with Pages 45 – 59 of the Report (essentially 
the eight suggestions about what might be done ‘to overcome climate 
stealth denial in the UK’), mainly because the ‘stealth denial’ hypothesis 
and the proposition that changing the behaviour of British people will 
somehow ‘contribute in terms of leadership, social and financial 
innovation and soft-power to keep fossil fuels from being extracted’ are 
adequately dealt with elsewhere, especially at Notes 2, 11 and 12 and the 
concluding Comments.  
 

One observation, however: in view of the commonly claimed extreme 
urgency of this matter, it would be interesting to know how long the RSA 
Social Brain Centre expects this process of UK citizens’ behaviour change 
leading to a new phase of British leadership might take. After all, a critical 
UN climate conference (UNFCCC COP 21) is to take place in Paris in 
December 2015, with nations being urged to declare their emission 
reduction plans in the first half of that year.13 Is it expected that Britain will 
be able to deploy a new global influence well before then? It seems 
unlikely. 
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17. The proposals for ‘Media Communication’, ‘Civic Communication’ and 
‘International Reinforcement’ might be an opportunity for discussion of the 
matters outlined in these Notes: especially as it’s stated that the Report’s 
suggestions ‘should be viewed as provocations … designed to provoke 
debate’ (Page 58/59). In particular, the Report’s message that there’s a 
need to debate ‘how we should act’ would benefit from being seen in a 
global context. The following Comments are intended to be a contribution 
to that. 

 
 
 
 
 
Comments 
 
Global greenhouse gas emissions are growing and will continue to grow. This 
stems partly, arguably mainly, from events in the 1970s. The then 
overwhelmingly powerful West, to accommodate ‘Third World’ aspiration for 
economic growth and escape from poverty, developed the concept of 
‘sustainable development’,14 effectively exempting it from environmental 
constraint. This was formalised at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 when, under 
the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, it was agreed that the 
world be divided into two blocs: Annex I countries (essentially the developed 
economies) and Non-Annex I countries (essentially the least developed world, 
OPEC members and the developing and fastest growing economies). Under 
Kyoto (1997), the former were committed to stabilising greenhouse gas 
emissions. The latter were not. Yet, over the years Non-Annex I countries, 
which include major economies such as China, India, South Korea, Brazil, 
South Africa, Saudi Arabia and Iran, have become increasingly powerful (in 
2012 responsible for 67% of global CO2 emissions)5. Nonetheless, they have 
resolutely refused to change the Annex I / Non-Annex I categorisation. 
 
At the UN ‘make or break’ climate conference in Copenhagen in 2009,15 these 
countries led by China humiliatingly defeated the West. The EU was not even 
involved in the final negotiations between the US and the so-called BASIC 
countries16 17: 
 

‘There was a clear victor. Equally clearly, there was a side that lost more 
comprehensively than at any international conference in modern history 
where the outcome had not been decided beforehand by force of 
arms.’18 
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The victors have been in the driving seat ever since. They were adamant at 
the Warsaw climate conference last November that they would not accept 
binding commitments to reduce emissions. So, as Canada, Russia, Japan 
and probably Australia are moving away from commitment, countries 
responsible for nearly 75% of global CO2 emissions 5 are unlikely to agree to 
reduce their emissions. And, as the US, responsible for about 14% of 
emissions, will not agree to unilateral reduction, essentially only the EU, 
responsible for little more than 10%, is left. The Copenhagen victors, who 
obviously know all this, are thus given the perfect excuse for continuing 
business as usual – and for blaming the West. China’s current demand that 
‘developed’ (i.e. Annex I) countries must immediately commit ‘without any 
conditionality’ to reduce emissions by at least 40% on 1990 levels by 2020,19 
whereas ‘developing’ (i.e. Non-Annex I) countries need do no more than 
implement their ‘already communicated … nationally appropriate mitigation 
action’ – which, as noted, involves no reduction commitment. All this,20 made 
worse by a demand for ‘100 billion US Dollars per year by 2020 … for 
developed country Parties’, is wholly unacceptable to the West: an impasse 
confirmed at UN-sponsored negotiations in Bonn this month.21 In any case, 
the concept of the vast worldwide regulatory and social engineering project 
that would be necessary to make a global deal possible has always been 
hopelessly fanciful.  
 
Thus ambition for a binding, global emission reduction deal in Paris in 2015, 
the next ‘make or break’ climate conference,22 will not be fulfilled. CO2 
emissions will continue their inexorable rise. And the EU, whatever reductions 
it promises, cannot reverse that. Assertions that it, or even more so Britain 
(1.3% of emissions), should exercise ‘leadership’ are embarrassingly out of 
touch with global reality.  
 
None of this is made any easier by China’s view of the science: unlike the 
West, where it is widely accepted that man-made CO2 emissions contribute to 
temperature increases (Note 4), there is no such acceptance in China,23 nor 
perhaps in some other key countries:  see item 3.5 of the paper cited above.2 
Yet another obstacle is the understandable ambition of Non-Annex I countries 
to improve the condition of their very poor, especially when, according to 
recent research,24 ‘… increases in carbon emissions and economic 
development is widely recognized as a pathway to improving human well-
being.’ The best example is again China: because of affordable, reliable 
electric power derived from inexpensive fossil fuels, mainly coal, it has lifted 
about 600 million people out of poverty in the last 30 years.25 It’s hardly 
surprising other developing economies want to follow that example. They’re 
hardly likely to be interested in ‘keeping fossil fuels in the ground’ – a major 
plank of the Report’s case.  
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Given this background, the only rational approach for the West is to stop 
bickering about the science and, as Professor Mike Hulme has proposed,26 
focus on politics and policies. The object should be to determine our (the 
West’s) optimum course in a world where we are rapidly losing influence, 
where emissions will rise and where our trying to prevent that from happening 
is pointless. Far better that Britain should face up to the reality that there’s no 
longer much point in emission mitigation and, instead, take account of what’s 
actually happening in the world by an overall strengthening of its economy, 
energy supply and infrastructure and the prioritisation of long-term adaptation 
to whatever climate change may occur.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Robin Guenier – 19 March 2014 
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