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The Scientist as Policy Advocate

by Jessica Tsai

ebruary 16, 2005 was a day hailed by environmentalists and climate change dissenters alike: the Kyoto

Protocol—first drafted in 1997—finally entered into force, nine months after its ratification by Russia.
An agreement between over 140 countries, the Kyoto Protocol is an attempt to reduce emissions of carbon
dioxide and five other greenhouse gases worldwide. Notably absent from the list of participating nations,
however, is the United States of America. Its continuing absence from the climate change negotiation table
is one of several issues that has encouraged scientists who study the environment to move beyond their
laboratories and into the sphere of public advocacy. In the public sphere, it seems, scientists armed with
the cold, hard objectivity of their discipline should hold a dominating presence in the dialogue of national
policy. This is, however, not the case. The common impression of scientists in the media is partly tainted
by sell-outs paid to present scientific “truths” to support an agenda. Further, the participation of scientists
in policy discussions can often backfire, suggesting that not only scientists but even scientific theories are
biased and perhaps tainted by ulterior motives. Given this state of affairs, how do scientists maintain their
role as objective intellectuals while simultaneously providing policy recommendations? Two Stanford
professors involved in environmental science offer their insights regarding this controversial matter.

Climatologist Stephen H. Schneider, a professor in the
Department of Biological Sciences who is involved in several
environmental policy organizations, spends much of his time
giving advice on climate change policy. He notes: “The two
kickers for me are the following: Are we benefiting and the
weak losing? And: could we be triggering irreversabilities?”
Further, he explains that scientists, by deciding what to
study and what to explain, unavoidably insert their opinion
into their advice. “This is a high priority category for me
to suggest action [through] advocacy. I'm advocating
an action. By the very selection of the information we
[scientists] select we are not objective. Scientists make
value judgments when they decide what to discuss.” The
importance of deciding “what to discuss” becomes apparent
when you consider that highly sought after scientists, such
as Professor Schneider, are forced to severely abridge their
media interview responses to 20-second sound bites or five
minute Congressional statements. However, according to
Schneider, there is room in these discussions for opinions
by making a distinction between what is and what is not a
value judgment. Schneider believes that scientists should
explicitly state whether or not a statement is an opinion.
This stated recognition of opinion allows the scientist to
emphasize his or her expertise while also acknowledging
that the view expressed may not be shared by all.

Professor Schneider also distinguishes scientists
from pure advocates: “The problem is there are people
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who are nothing but advocates. They will impute to you
their own behavior.” Of course, the other extreme is the
scientist who avoids making policy recommendations
altogether. Finding an effective balance between science
and advocacy has become vital for today’s scientists,
especially with the increasingly interdisciplinary nature of
science. Researchers are no longer involved purely in data
collection. Rather, if they hope to have their research affect
the public, they need to combine science with politically
and economically feasible solutions. The question remains,
however, whether or not there is an inherent obligation
for the scientist to divulge this information to the public at
large when it could be potentially misjudged as simply an
opinion. Rob Dunbar, Stanford Professor of Geological and
Environmental Sciences and Director of the Earth Systems
Program, cites the example that in courts of law, expert
witnesses are often hired to give their testimonies, which
often extend beyond fact. Dunbar agrees with Schneider
that if a scientist is to render an opinion, it should be clearly
stated as such. He explains, “State your priors, what’s your
background, lay it out on the table. Based on all this [say]
‘T'm going to render an opinion now and this is how it is.’
As long as you are straightforward about these things, it
does protect you in an important way.” Using qualifying
statements is an essential technique for scientists, especially
when asked to provide statements in the public arena.

Professor Dunbar further explains that scientists have



some degree of responsibility to educate the public on policy
issues: “We have retreated into a situation where scientists
arein the ivory tower, slaving away, producing great volumes
of work that are undigestible or unreadable to the average
person. In areas where there are extremely important
questions that society needs to respond to, scientists have to
step up to the plate. These global change and environmental
issues are just right up there. We have an obligation to spend
a certain percentage of our time on outreach, participatingin
the decision making process.” In the areas of climate change
and global warming, Professor Dunbar notes, this obligation
to participate in the decision making process becomes a
responsibility of the scientist to the community at large
(and even the world). The consequences of environmental
issues such as global
warming will be
both  considerable
and widespread, and
proposed solutions
must be multilateral.

Yet Professor
Dunbar believes
that the burden of
keeping opinion from
e 6 ¢ o o o
scientific  evidence
cannot be absolute,
since opinions and
preconceptions often
guide the direction of
scientific inquiry. He
provides a pertinent

example: “I think
it’s incorrect to think
that we shouldn’t

use our opinions, as long as our opinions are based on
broader understanding. Here’s one example: How much
is CO2 responsible for [global] warming? We’ve known for
a hundred years [that] CO2 in a little beaker or a little flask
will absorb more heat than oxygen and nitrogen together
without the CO2. So we have this simple physics-based
understanding of this one small phenomenon...it seems to
me that at the very minimum, our starting point should be
that we should expect that the larger atmosphere should
act similarly unless proven to be otherwise. That’s a really
important distinction because it shifts the burden not to
us to prove that [greenhouse gases] are having an impact
but to others as to why they are not having an impact.”

The Future
The Kyoto Protocol represents a victory for scientists
in support of policy change regarding the consequences of
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global warming. Though there is currently much debate
regarding the actual impact of the protocol in significantly
decreasing greenhouse gas emissions, it is nonetheless
a long-awaited recognition of human impacts on the
environment and an attempt to mitigate the consequences
of our actions. The involvement of the international
community highlights climate change as a global issue
where pollution has become a shared burden on all.

In re-evaluating the Kyoto Protocol, attention has been
directed towards developing nations. Industrializing
nations are not forced into binding commitments; rather,
incentives are being offered to the developing world to
avoid pollution altogether. This provision of the Protocol is
highly controversial, especially in light of China and India’s
relatively  explosive
development, and
provides yet another
opportunity for
scientists to play
essential roles in
policy-making in the
near future, not only
by providing trends
and interpretations
. of scientific evidence

but also by working
with  experts in
myriad fields to fully
comprehend the
broad implications
of policy making.

To prepare
scientists for public
advocacy roles,
Stanford University
will soon implement the Leopold Fellows Program to teach
academic scientists how to deal with media and advocacy.
The fellows learn how to be effective communicators
and influence policy; yet, they also learn not to overstep
certain barriers and boundaries. It is this sort of training
that will become increasingly crucial for scientists and, in
light of the Kyoto Protocol, especially those who realize
that environmental issues demand new legislation. The
emergence of the program signifies the belief that scientists
have an obligation to devote time to informing the public.
Hopefully, with time, scientists will realize the persuasive
power of sincere advocacy through objective science. S

Jessica Tsai is a freshman planning to major in either Biological
Sciences or Earth Systems. She enjoys eating Pop-Tarts, building
cyclohexane models, and visiting Monterey.

Volume III 17



