CORRESPONDENCE

Economics of climate change

SIR — Further to your news report on the
economics of climate change (Nature 378,
119; 1995), I write on behalf of myself and
the undersigned*. We note that the Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) is now due to approve for publica-
tion its full Second Assessment Report
(SAR) at its plenary meeting in Rome on
11-15 December.

The assessment by Working Group
Three (WG3) of the “Social Costs” of cli-
mate change (or “damages”) will be includ-
ed in the SAR. This contains the now
notorious 15:1 mortality costing between
rich and poor people in developed and
developing countries. This largely explains
why the overall damage figures cited in the
chapter (1.5-2 per cent of gross world
product) are so low.

Both the global and the regional dam-
age figures are widely regarded as unsafe,
so much so that the Summary for Policy-
Makers (SPM) of the “Social Costs”
written by the governmental representa-
tives at the last WG3 meeting omits refer-
ence to these quantitative damage results
altogether.

In fact, rather than being a ‘summary’ of
the chapter, the SPM largely concentrates
its comments on how much higher the
damage results would have been had non-
discriminatory methods of valuation been
used. This has produced a marked incon-
sistency between the chapter and its sum-
mary, which the authors of the chapter
themselves have confirmed.

If IPCC puts its imprimatur on this
material by publishing it, this unsafe and
discriminatory data will become official
advice to the UN negotiating process for
at least the next five years. This would give
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a disastrously wrong signal at a time when
it is becoming increasingly clear that seri-
ous policy measures to arrest climate
change are now required and when the
political tensions over the “differentiated
responsibilities” in this task are increasing
as well.

Moreover, if the IPCC goes ahead and
publishes in these circumstances, it will vio-
late its own procedures. These clearly state
that approval of the SPM signifies that it is
“consistent with the factual material con-
tained in the full scientific and technical
assessment,” and this is clearly not the
case.

In these circumstances, IPCC’s reputa-
tion for procedural correctness and con-
sensus-building around scientific accuracy
will be permanently compromised. Conse-
quently we urge the rejection of the “Social
Costs” chapter in the report.

Aubrey Meyer
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Finding fault

SiIR — The intensity and duration of
ground shaking at a site depends not only
upon the magnitude of the earthquake
but also upon its distance; therefore the
statement that the Very Large Telescope
being constructed on Mount Paranal in
northern Chile was designed to withstand
earthquakes of at least magnitude 8.5 is
incomplete.

The building that will house the tele-
scope is under construction and the earth-
quake of 8-magnitude on 30 July “seems
to have caused little damage ... although
damage to the shock-absorbing columns
will require several weeks to repair”
(Nature 376, 542; 1995). A magnitude 6.5
earthquake close to the site can produce
ground shaking much more intense, but of
shorter duration, than a magnitude 8.5 at
a greater distance. The epicentre of this
earthquake was 130 km south of the site
of the telescope so it raises questions
about the seismic design of the building,
and of the telescope itself. If it has not
already done so, the European Southern
Observatory would be well-advised to
seek the advice of an expert in earth-
quake engineering and strong ground
shaking, as well as a geologist who can
identify potentially active faults in the
vicinity.
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Theism and science

SIR — I agree with Walter Gratzer’s com-
ment in his review of John Carey’s The
Faber Book of Science (Nature 378,
111-112; 1995) that theology can hardly
“be regarded as a science”, although it is
none the worse for that, as neither can
poetry or music. But Gratzer’s further
claim that “[t]he cast of mind that draws
scientists to their profession is the antithe-
sis of that which predisposes towards reli-
gion” is inaccurate. Apart from the well
documented contributions of theists to the
scientific enterprise, in particular since the
founding of the Royal Society in the sev-
enteenth century, there is clear evidence
of a contemporary ‘selection pressure’ so
that Christians tend to be more abundant
in the sciences than the arts.

This has often drawn comment here in
Cambridge, where scientists are far more
abundant in the packed central city
churches than those from the arts. A pos-
sible source of this ‘selection pressure’ is
the shared scepticism of both Christians
and scientists towards the more extreme
forms of relativism promoted by post-
modernism, and their common ‘realist’
stance which maintains that neither scien-
tific nor religious knowledge is a merely
social construct.

It would be of interest to know whether
this disparity in the representation of
Christians in the sciences rather than the
arts is a Cambridge phenomenon only, or
whether it reflects some wider trend.
Denis R. Alexander
Babraham Institute,
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Gloves off

SIR — In a recent leading article “Time to
ban British boxing” (Nature 377, 561-562;
1995), you correctly predicted the reaction
of the House of Commons to suggestions
of a ban. In particular, the arguments for a
ban on the grounds of the neurological
damage to boxers and the degrading
effect on society, were insufficient to
counter the libertarian views of the sup-
porters of boxing.

As boxing is not to be banned, perhaps
the neurological damage to boxers could
be limited by banning the use of gloves or
any other protective device and declaring
the winner to be the first to draw blood.
This would result only in relatively super-
ficial cuts and bruises instead of the pre-
sent prolonged battering of the skull, with
its consequent trauma to the brain. Pro-
moters would also benefit from the
increased audiences.
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49 Avenue du Mistral,
1200 Brussels, Belgium

433



	Economics of climate change

