Cases for Teaching Responsible Communication of Science

Extreme weather, extreme communication? Actual
communication choices & outcomes
This case is based on the drafting of the Iowa Climate Statement: The Drought of 2012 (see last
page for a complete copy). The drafters made the following choices, with the following results:
Issue 1: Who signs?
"Scientists;" option (b). Most of the 100+ signers from colleges and universities across Iowa
were indeed scientists. However, an invitation to sign was circulated to a listserv including all
the affiliates of the sponsoring organization, and an English professor had already put her name
forward before the organizers realized their mistake. So the statement went out with diverse
signers. The Heartland Institute—a leading organization of climate skeptics—was happy to point
out this problem in their review of the statement:
The authors of the alarmist letter attempt to add authority to their position by pointing out
that 138 scientists signed the letter. However,… most of the scientists signing the alarmist
letter are scientists in fields that have nothing to do with atmospheric science and
climatology. For example, signatories include professors/researchers in radiation oncology,
genetics, English culture, anthropology, immunology, epidemiology, civil engineering and
human nutrition. None of these fields has any close relationship with atmospheric physics,
and few if any of these professors have professional expertise on how, why, and to what
extent global warming may be impacting precipitation and drought.
Issue 2: The purpose of the statement?
The stated purpose of the statement was different from the three options offered in the case pack:
"for citizens of Iowa to understand [the drought's] implications," option (d). As explained by one
of the drafters, the emphasis was on helping citizens see the big picture, integrating their
personal knowledge of the current drought with their abstract knowledge of climate change. This
is notably different from option (a) in the case, which focused on disseminating information
about climate change that citizens allegedly didn't know. The actual language of the Iowa
Climate Statement showed much more respect for citizens' intellectual capacities.
The Iowa Climate Statement was picked up by major news outlets in Iowa, and gained some
national attention as well, particularly in the climate blogosphere.
Leading members of the drafting team had a strong commitment to creating a dialogue between
scientists and citizens across the state, i.e., option (c). They have continued with a variety of
communication efforts, including annual statements directed at the Iowa public: in 2013 focused
on climate change and agriculture; in 2014 on climate change and health.
Issue 3: Include a disclaimer?
The statement included a disclaimer: option (c), drought "is consistent with an observed warmer
climate, although science cannot say with certainty that the drought was caused directly by
human activities." Despite this, one press organization still reported on the statement under the
headline, "Iowa scientists: Climate change caused the drought."
© 2015 Teaching Responsible Communication of Science Project, Ames, IA. This material is based upon work
supported by the National Science Foundation under Grant Number 1237495. Any opinions, findings, and
conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the
views of the National Science Foundation.

Extreme Weather: Outcome p..2
The American Meteorological Society published a special journal supplement analyzing the
extreme weather events of 2012. The report on the drought in the Central US was based on
multiple runs of an ensemble of regional climate models, comparing the frequency of extreme
drought assuming pre-industrial levels of CO2 with the frequency given the real levels that are a
result of human activity. The study found no statistically significant differences between the two
conditions, noting that "the implication is that human alteration of the atmospheric composition
may have had little effect on the frequency of low-precipitation periods" in the Midwest (Rupp,
Mote, Massey, Otto & Allen (2013), Human influence on the Probability of Low Precipitation in
the Central United States in 2012, Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society, 94 (9), S2–
S6).
Issue 4: Call to action?
The drafters settled on the compromise option, calling for largely vague and noncontroversial
actions: "lead innovation in reducing greenhouse gas emissions, improve resilience in agriculture
and communities, and move towards greater energy efficiency and increased use of renewable
energy."

Extreme Weather: Outcome p..3

