Dutch KNMI involved in Climategate too

Many scientists and journalists must have been searching the thousands of hacked emails from the Climate Research Unit for their own names, curiously or rather anxiously. Many of the debates in the emails are related to the so-called Hockey Stick-graph, so there was a reasonable chance that Natuurwetenschap & Techniek (NWT) – which in February 2005 was the first media outlet to present the Hockey Stick criticism by Canadians Stephen McIntyre and Ross McKitrick – would be mentioned.

After a quick search it turns out that the NWT Hockey stick-article is referred to as ‘that Dutch magazine’. It refers to an email by Phil Jones to Michael Mann on February 10, 2005, about two weeks after the article had appeared in NWT. Both Mann and Jones must have read the paper because at the end of January the Canadian newspaper the National Post posted a translation of the piece and Ross McKitrick also posted a translation on his website.

Jones writes in his email - amongst others - this: “KNMI are doing the same re Rob van Dorland and that Dutch magazine [NWT, red.]. The chief scientist at KNMI has got involved as Rob didn’t say the things attributed to him.”

Jones suggests with “the same” quite inconspicuously to provide a background story on the KNMI-website (which KNMI actually did at the time). The second line is more spicy, because it suggests that KNMI’s Rob van Dorland would have been incorrectly cited in my story in NWT. This is what Van Dorland said at the time in NWT: “For now, I will consider it an isolated incident, but it is strange that the climate reconstruction of Mann has passed both peer review rounds of the IPCC without anyone ever really having checked it. I think this issue will be on the agenda of the next IPCC meeting in Beijing  coming May.”

 

Always a Hockey Stick
 

In all honesty, I thought that Van Dorland’s reaction was quite orderly at the time, a bit flavorless even considering the criticism on the Hockey Stick-graph outlined by McIntyre and McKitrick, a graph that displays the Northern Hemisphere temperature for the last 1000 years. In summary, they showed in their scientific paper in Geophysical Research Letters that the statistical method that Michael Mann had used would ALWAYS results in a Hockey Stick, even if you would start with random noise or stock market time series. The method would always select time series that – in case of random noise - by accident would show a twentieth century rise, and subsequently would give them more ‘weight’ than other signals, et voila, we have a Hockey Stick.

However, the email by Jones to Mann reveals that they did not appreciate Van Dorland’s remark. Mann, Jones or other members of the ‘Hockey Team’ (the nickname of the scientists involved in constructing these type of temperature reconstructions) must have confronted him about his remark. Van Dorland, who at that moment was a lead author of chapter 2 of the fourth IPCC-report must have felt the pressure mounting, as after the publication of the article in NWT at the end of January 2005 he suddenly distanced himself from his remark in NWT, stating the he had been incorrectly quoted. His position within IPCC was apparently so important for him that it was worth a small lie.

Back to Monday January 10, 2005, when I received the following email by Rob van Dorland in response to the draft of the article that I had mailed him. Van Dorland wrote: “Dear Marcel, you have done some thorough research! I have read the paper with great interest. I have made some remarks (in red) regarding quotes and IPCC. I will discuss this with you tomorrow. Best regards, Rob.

He was clearly positive about the article, but wanted to respond to its contents only after having read the scientific paper by McIntyre and McKitrick (MM). So I send him the paper by MM that Monday and we talked on the phone on Tuesday. It was from that phone call that the remark was quoted from which he distanced himself later on. My impression was that he never told his colleagues that we actually had that phone conversation.

“Gotten into trouble”

I later learned from an employee of VROM (Dutch Ministry for Health and the Environment) that Van Dorland was trumpeting around that I had incorrectly quoted him, and as a consequence the entire article was labeled ‘unrealiable’ within climate circles, even though the quote was in fact not connected to the detailed criticism by McIntyre and McKitrick. Last year I interviewed Van Dorland for my book about a totally different topic (the greenhouse effect) and we looked back at the Hockey stick-affair. Van Dorland then hinted at having gotten into trouble internationally because of his remark. Thanks to the email by Jones to Mann it now suddenly all makes sense.

I have never before revisited this affair and as I have let the case rest. Later in 2005 I received the “Glazen Griffioen” (Annual Dutch award for a popular science article) , which we as the NWT editorial board considered as a crown on all our research effort we had put into our story. However, because of the leaked emails the case was put back in the spotlights. NWT asked me this week to write a piece about the link between ‘climategate’ and ‘that Dutch magazine’. Next, Simon Roozendaal of Elsevier magazine (the largest weekly news magazine in The Netherlands) picked it up.

I asked Van Dorland this week by email and phone for a response, but he was furious and did not want to respond. Hans von Storch, who is also mentioned in the email by Jones did want to respond however. About the quote on Van Dorland he said: "This email is a smoking gun. It's obvious they put him under pressure."

Not on the agenda
The relevant quote in NWT about von Storch is the following: After studying McIntyre’s finding at our [NWT’s] request, Von Storch agrees that “simulations with red noise do lead to Hockey Sticks. McIntyre and McKitrick’s criticism on the Hockey Stick from 1998 is entirely valid on this particular point.”

Jones writes in reponse to this to Mann: “Hans von Storch will likely regret some of the words he's said.” Von Storch said on the phone that he was not pressured at the time. “They probably knew that with me there is not much that could be achieved.”

Although this whole affair is a storm in a team cup compared to all the other issues that have appeared from the hacked emails – like the unwillingness to provide data, even if they should be released under the British Freedom of Information Act, disregarding criticism from within the research community, sometimes the omission of disconcerting results and trying to influence the peer review process – it proves that also Dutch IPCC contributors are not immune for the pressure sometimes put on them by influential IPCC authors. Hence, it is rather disappointing that Van Dorland did not want to respond. The CRU hack clearly shows that the IPCC is by far not as transparent and open as the public and politicians have been thinking. So the time is ripe for opening up and make a clean sweep. We thereby invite Van Dorland to respond on this blog.

Did this topic appear on the IPCC agenda, as Van Dorland noted in NWT? Not really, because Jones writes to Mann: “IPCC won’t be discussing this in Beijing in May – except as part of Chapter 6.”

