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SAN FRANCISCO -- A fault line developed in the climate science community last week, as 
outspoken climate scientist Naomi Oreskes called James Hansen, the former NASA scientist and 
climate change activist, a "climate denier." 

At the epicenter of the disagreement is energy policy. Some activists and scientists, like Oreskes, 
believe that renewable energy could be the panacea for the climate problem. Activists widely 
promoted the message of 100 percent renewables this month at the climate summit in Paris, 
where nations adopted a new climate accord. The view is also held by policymakers in places 
like California, which has a renewable energy portfolio standard that requires utilities to sell 50 
percent renewable energy by 2030. San Diego last week announced that it would move to 100 
percent renewables by 2035. 

Renewable energy includes wind, solar, hydro and biomass but excludes nuclear energy and 
power plants that use carbon capture and storage. 

Other scientists, like Hansen and Ken Caldeira, a climate scientist at Carnegie Institution for 
Science, disagree with the 100 percent renewables approach. They favor a technology-neutral 
approach, including nuclear energy, to decarbonize the planet's energy system. 

"There is a disturbing trend where energy system decisions are being made and injected into 
climate policy," Caldeira told ClimateWire. "Just because something is renewable doesn't mean 
it's good. I would much rather see a low-CO2 emissions portfolio standard." 

To counter the all-renewables focus, Caldeira, Hansen and two other scientists promoted nuclear 
energy and a carbon tax as viable approaches at the Paris climate summit, while challenging 100 
percent renewables (ClimateWire, Dec. 4). 

This scuffle among major players in climate science burst into the open last week at the world's 
largest geology gathering in San Francisco. At a panel discussion at the American Geophysical 
Union conference, Oreskes, a historian of science at Harvard University, rejected the scientists' 
call for nuclear energy. 

"There is a lot of technical, moral, legal problems with nuclear power, and you can't just make 
those go away," Oreskes told Hansen, who was also on the panel. 

The next day, in an editorial in London's Guardian, Oreskes labeled Hansen, Caldeira and their 
colleagues as "climate deniers." 

The moniker is typically reserved for people who doubt mainstream climate science, but Oreskes 
wrote that it applied equally to people who doubt 100 percent renewable energy could solve the 
climate crisis. 



"There is also a new, strange form of denial that has appeared on the landscape of late, one that 
says that renewable sources can't meet our energy needs," she wrote. 

A 'pretty heroic' solution? 

Oreskes' belief in 100 percent renewables comes from Mark Jacobson, a professor of civil and 
environmental engineering at Stanford University, whose research has found that the world could 
be powered entirely by wind, water and solar by 2050, together with grid modernization, energy 
efficiency and demand management. Jacobson, actor Mark Ruffalo and businessman Marco 
Krapels have founded the Solutions Project, which champions 100 percent renewables. 

Jacobson does not believe nuclear energy or biomass is necessary or cost-effective. 

Most energy experts disagree with this view and find that a portfolio of energy options, including 
renewable energy, nuclear energy and carbon capture and sequestration power plants, would be 
needed to decarbonize beyond 2030. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 
the United Nations' authoritative science body, does not include a 100 percent renewable 
scenario. 

The IPCC points out that ignoring any technological option, such as nuclear, would make it more 
expensive for the world to decarbonize. Steve Davis, an earth system scientist at University of 
California, Irvine, who studies energy systems, said that 100 percent renewables would require 
"pretty heroic" assumptions about the availability and cost of transmission and storage. 

"You can get to pretty high level, maybe 80 percent, but the last 20 percent becomes really costly 
unless you have some form of storage and cheap transmission to move the power around to 
where it's needed," he said. 

Still, Jacobson's study has caught on because it tells people what they would like to be true, 
Caldeira said. 

"It is like saying you can eat all you want, and you don't have to exercise and you are not going 
to get fat and you'll be healthy," he said. 

Should scientists talk about policy? 

The disagreement over energy systems brings to the fore a long-standing debate over whether 
climate scientists should talk about policy, which is not their forte. Since his retirement, Hansen 
has advocated various policies, such as a carbon price that allow all fossil fuel-free technologies 
to compete on a level playing field. 

Hansen said that climate scientists should get involved in policy by collaborating with experts in 
economics and energy systems. Scientists are trained to be objective and analyze complicated 
problems, he said. 

"When I was working for government, the high levels in NASA would say, 'Be sure when you 
talk in Washington, stick strictly to the science; don't talk about the policy.' Then who is going to 
talk about the policy?" he said. 



Oreskes said that climate scientists should not advocate specific policies. 

"We cannot judge as experts whether it is better to have a carbon tax or an emissions trading 
system," she said. "These are matters of social science and politics, about which most of us are 
quite inexpert." 

Caldeira said that Oreskes seems to be advocating 100 percent renewables and is against nuclear, 
according to her Guardian editorial. 

"For somebody that's engaged in policy advocacy to say that other people shouldn't be engaged 
in policy advocacy seems to be a little disingenuous," he said. 

He did acknowledge, however that there is a gray area if scientists get involved in energy policy 
debates. If scientists are too outspoken, it could affect the credibility of their science, he said. 

"But I think scientists are citizens, and I think we have a right and responsibilities as citizens to 
have our government do good things and not do bad things," he said.  
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