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CLIMATE: Finger-pointing persists over White House's handling of 2000 report  

Andrew Freedman and Lauren Morello, Greenwire reporters 

The Clinton administration released a landmark report six years ago that painted a stark picture of the 
potential consequences of global warming. 

The 2000 National Assessment of the Potential Consequences of Climate Variability and Change predicted 
a doubling or tripling of heat-related deaths, increased floods and droughts and the swamping of coastlines 
by rising seas and more intense storms. "Long-term observations confirm that our climate is now changing 
at a rapid rate," the report warned. "The science indicates that the warming in the 21st century will be 
significantly larger." 

But the Bush administration has decided against writing another sweeping climate impact assessment in 
favor of 21 staggered, narrowly defined reports, and it has allegedly taken steps to limit the government's 
discussion and use of the 2000 assessment. 

The White House's handling of the report has disappointed many climate scientists. It has also drawn the 
attention of lawmakers from both parties who suggest the administration's apparent reluctance to issue a 
second national assessment constitutes a violation of federal law. 

Among lawmakers pressing for a new assessment: Sens. John Kerry (D-Mass.) and John McCain (R-Ariz.). 
They maintain the White House must produce a climate report every four years to comply with the Global 
Change Research Act of 1990 (GCRA). 

The administration's decision to prepare a series of separate climate change assessments does not satisfy 
GCRA's assessment provision, Kerry said last month in a letter to the U.S. Climate Change Science 
Program (CCSP) -- the program charged with steering nearly $2 billion in federal climate research scattered 
over 13 agencies. 

"The 21 shorter reports cannot substitute for the single, coherent synthesis required by the GCRA to enable 
Congress and federal agencies to make informed, effective decisions," Kerry wrote. 

Backing up the lawmakers' position is a report they requested last year from the Government 
Accountability Office. Producing 21 separate reports with no attempt to synthesize them into an overall 
summary may make it difficult for Congress and others to use the information in decisionmaking, 
concluded GAO. The oversight agency also said the administration was overdue in releasing a follow-up to 
the 2000 assessment. 

But a spokesman for the climate program, Kent Laborde, defended the staggered approach of producing a 
series of reports. Such an approach allows researchers to incorporate results from each report into 
subsequent work, he said. 

"When you address something as large as global climate change, you're doing the topic and the complexity 
of it a disservice by compressing it into one summary," Laborde said. 

The administration's effort to play down the report dismayed a former Clinton and Bush administration 
official who oversaw the assessment's preparation. "It was the first serious attempt to understand what 
people in regions care about and how climate change may affect those things," said Rosina Bierbaum, dean 
of the University of Michigan's School of Natural Resources and Environment and acting director of the 
White House Office of Science and Technology Policy during the transition to the Bush presidency. 
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The report made climate change more "real" for people, Bierbaum said. "The more real climate change 
feels, the more you need to act to address it." 

And that was the reaction to the administration's inclusion in 2002 of a chapter from the national 
assessment in its Climate Action Report to the United Nations. At issue was the report's predicted dire 
climate consequences and the administration's decision to pull out of the Kyoto Protocol. 

Critics accused the administration of having a "do-nothing" policy in the face of impending significant 
consequences. 

The administration has not submitted a similar chapter on climate change impacts referencing the national 
assessment since, and the most recent report is running well behind schedule. 

Weighing regional effects 

Mike MacCracken, a former director of the U.S. Global Climate Change Research Program, said the Bush 
administration's current round of climate assessments suffers not because it will produce 21 reports but 
because it does not serve regional needs. 

The 2000 assessment included a "score" of reports that formed the basis of a summary intended for use by 
Congress and the public, said MacCracken, now a science adviser to the nonprofit Climate Institute. 

What that assessment did do -- and the current plan does not -- is serve regional needs, MacCracken said. 
That is a key consideration because the effects of warming will be felt first at the local level, he said. "They 
really have done nothing in terms of focusing intently on particular regions of the U.S." 

The 2000 national assessment process relied on regional stakeholders, such as water managers, farmers and 
local government officials, to help shape the report to meet their information needs, MacCracken said. In 
contrast, CCSP is relying on small teams of experts to prepare reports with an open review process. 

"Essentially, the CCSP is quite a top-down process," he said. "It seems to me that the CCSP effort is, given 
its design, pretty much going back to the type of approach being used 15 years ago," before the national 
assessment. MacCracken's views have been supported by National Academy of Sciences review panels that 
have lauded the national assessment for its stakeholder involvement and regional focus. 

In addition, MacCracken faulted CCSP for not planning a summary document for policymakers. "Not 
having an integrated report for national decisionmakers is, it seems to me, a real problem," he said. 

William C. Clark, a professor at Harvard's Kennedy School of Government, said the national assessment 
process was important because it engaged scientists and regional stakeholders in a dialogue to produce 
science that would be useful to policymakers. 

"What it in fact did was finally, in my view, start in the United States that essential process of engaging 
regional and local groups," Clark said. "We need to get assessments of the climate issue tuned to the needs 
of those regions. That should be something that the U.S. federal government takes the lead in doing." 

Moreover, he said, the administration is "disenfranchising states and local businesses from any meaningful 
participation in the assessments," which he called "anti-Republican." 

Politics? 



Underlying the issue is the strong reaction the 2000 assessment inspired from groups with drastically 
different opinions on global warming. 

The Competitive Enterprise Institute pounced on the report immediately after publication, calling it "junk 
science," and later filed suit questioning the quality of data included in the 2000 analysis. Meanwhile, a 
longtime federal climate official quit his post in March 2005, accusing the Bush administration of 
suppressing the 2000 National Assessment for political reasons. Rick Piltz, the official, called it "the central 
climate science scandal of the Bush administration." 

By painting a striking picture of climate-induced calamities, Piltz said the report helped build the case for 
limiting greenhouse gas emissions, and therefore led the White House -- which opposed mandatory 
emissions caps -- to distance itself from the report and avoid preparing a new integrated assessment of 
climate impacts. 

As evidence, Piltz pointed to CCSP's lengthy strategic plan, the guiding document for federal climate 
research prepared in 2002. The plan contained barely any references to the assessment, despite strongly 
worded advice to include it by an National Research Council panel, he said. The NRC panel found the 
assessment's overview and foundation reports "are important contributions to understanding the possible 
consequences of climate variability and change." 

Piltz said the administration's strategy of de-emphasizing the assessment emerged as he was preparing the 
climate program's fiscal 2002 report to Congress. He said former White House Council on Environmental 
Quality chief of staff Phil Cooney instructed him to delete all references to the assessment. Cooney 
resigned from his CEQ post last year after press reports revealed his editing of climate science reports to 
emphasize uncertainties. 

Piltz said the message to steer clear of the national assessment was delivered implicitly, and eventually 
resulted in self-censorship by bureaucrats who wanted to avoid upsetting their politically appointed 
superiors. "It was systematic, but it's not like they had to do a lot of heavy-handed overt censorship," he 
said. 

But CEI and others maintain the report should have been deep-sixed. They have argued that the report's 
reliance on uncertain climate computer models rendered its conclusions useless and argued that it was not 
subject to certain laws governing the convening and conduct of advisory panels. CEI filed multiple lawsuits 
between 2000 and 2003. 

"We thought it was very important to base public policy on accurate information," CEI's Myron Ebell said 
in an interview. 

In 2003, the administration and CEI reached an agreement under which the group dropped their remaining 
legal challenge in exchange for a disclaimer on the report's Web site saying the assessment does not subject 
to Information Quality Act guidelines. Ebell said his group's goal was to ensure the report would not be 
used in future federal policymaking. 

"To the degree that it has vanished, we have succeeded," Ebell said. 

Piltz said the administration used the CEI lawsuit as "cover" for its treatment of the report. To which, Ebell 
countered, the former climate official is "still bitter" over how events unfolded. 

Freedman is an independent journalist based in Chicago. 
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