











OPINION

radar screen of the world, there are many NGOs
and other groups, even groups of scientists
and institutions, that provide climate-change
information in various forms and quality,
often lacking comprehensiveness and proper
recognition of uncertainties. There is a strong
pressure to provide ‘just-in-time’ scientific
updates for policy-makers and stakeholders,
aswas the case in the preparations for the 2009
climate-change conference in Copenhagen.
The IPCC must not yield to this pressure.

In this field of different and divergent forces,
confusion may arise. An honest broker therefore
is an asset. From my perspective, the IPCC has
fulfilled this role with remarkable rigour and
integrity. This role is now at risk, as the stakes are
higher than ever before. The requirement that
assessments are policy relevant but never policy
prescriptive, as formulated in the Principles Gov-
erning IPCC Work, is of paramount importance.
Our task is to inform the policy-makers and the
public strictly in a ‘what if’ mode. Any other
approach must be left to NGOs, negotiators or
individuals. Only with strict adherence to pro-
cedures and to scientific rigour at all stages will
the IPCC continue to provide the best and most
robust information that is needed so much.

Produce more
reports faster

Jeff Price

Lead author (AR3, AR4), director,
climate-change adaptation, WWF
United States

The IPCC is accepting nominations (until
12 March 2010) from governments and
participating organizations for authors for its
Fifth Assessment Report. One recommenda-
tion for the IPCC that could be implemented
immediately is in how its coordinating lead
authors and review editors are selected.
Currently, authors are selected to represent
“a range of views, expertise, gender and geo-
graphical representation”. However, given the
importance placed on these assessments, the
most senior positions should be filled by the
nominees most expert in their field, regardless
of balance. These authors should be the most
knowledgeable nominee about the range of
topics in their chapter, best able to cooperatively
work with a team of international scholars.
Preferably, they should have previously been
involved in an IPCC assessment and be famil-
iar with IPCC standards and methodologies.
Geographic and gender balance should then

be used in selection of lead authors. The level
of work required in preparing an assessment
is large. Increasing the number of lead authors
would provide better balance and give more sci-
entists the ability to participate in the process.
A new class of short, rapidly prepared, peer-
reviewed reports is also needed. At present,
publication options include supplemental
material (no peer review required), techni-
cal papers (based on existing assessments) or
assessments and special reports that undergo
two reviews (expert and government/expert,
usually taking more than two years to com-
plete). For topics of emerging importance or
uncertainty, we need reports based on expert
meetings and literature synthesis that undergo
only asingle round of extensive peer review
with review-editor oversight before publica-
tion. The IPCC should also expand the number
of specialist task forces, task groups and hold
more expert meetings to provide additional
scientific review and oversight for the broad-
ening array of models (including model
comparisons and validation) and methodolo-
gies used in emissions reporting, estimating
and monitoring impacts, and in developing
assessments and adaptation plans.

Finally, the current period between assess-
ments is too long. One option would be for
the IPCC, or another body, to produce an
annual review, assessment and synthesis of
the literature for policy-makers (for example,
three annual review volumes with a synthesis
chapter in each volume) prepared by experts
in the field. Although the editors of the vol-
umes should ideally be drawn from past IPCC
authors and editors, the review articles could
be submitted by any author, as they would for
a journal, with appropriate peer review and
assessment for publication.

JohnR. Christy
Lead author (AR3), University of
Alabama in Huntsville, USA

Since 1992 | have served as an IPCC contributor
and in 2001, as a lead author. My experience
has left me of the firm conviction that the IPCC
should be removed from UN oversight.

The IPCC selects lead authors from the pool
of those nominated by individual governments.
Over time, many governments nominated only
authors who were aligned with stated policy.
Indeed, the selections for the IPCC Fourth
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Assessment Report represented a disturbing
homogeneity of thought regarding humans
and climate.

Selected lead authors have the last word in
the review cycle and so control the message,
often ignoring or marginalizing dissenting
comments. ‘Consensus’ and manufactured-
confidence ensued. The recent leaking of
e-mails from the Climatic Research Unit at
the University of East Anglia in Norwich, UK,
put on display the unsavoury cycle of mar-
ginalizing different viewpoints. Now several
errors of overstatement, such as that of the
melting rate of the Himalayan glaciers, have
been exposed.

Unfortunately, prestigious media, including
Nature, became cheerleaders for these official
reports, followed then by governments trying
to enact policies that drastically reduced emis-
sions to ‘stop global warming’ while increasing
energy costs.

I recommended last year that the next IPCC
report invites published authors to write about
the evidence for low climate sensitivity and
other issues. The IPCC then would be a true
reflection of the heterogeneity of scientific
views, an ‘honest broker’, rather than an echo
chamber. My recommendation assumed a
business-as-usual IPCC process.

However, voluminous printed reports, issued
every six years by government-nominated
authors, cannot accommodate the rapid and
chaotic development of scientific information
today. An idea we pitched a few years ago that
is now worth reviving was to establish a living,
‘Wikipedia-IPCC'. Groups of four to eight lead
authors, chosen by learned societies, would
serve in rotating, overlapping three-year terms
to manage sections organized by science and
policy questions (similar to the Fourth Assess-
ment Report). The authors would strike a
balance between the free-for-all of true science
and the need for summary statements.

Controversies would be refereed by the lead
authors, but with input from all sides in the
text, with links to original documents and data.
The result would be more useful than occa-
sional big books and would be a more honest
representation of what our fledgling science
can offer. Defining and following rules for this
idea would be agonizing, but would provide
greater openness.

The truth, and this is frustrating for policy-
makers, is that scientists’ ignorance of the
climate system is enormous. There is still
much messy, contentious, snail-paced and
now, hopefully, transparentworktodo.  m

See also Perspectives, page 747.
Have your say on the future of the IPCC at
go.nature.com/orzWau.



