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Fears rise over US climate report
EPA officials are consulting global-warming sceptics as they weigh up a technical review.

B Y  J E F F  T O L L E F S O N

A sweeping US government report on the 
state of climate-change science is near-
ing the finish line, but researchers who 

wrote it aren’t ready to relax just yet. Federal 
scientists have twice reviewed the roughly 600-
page document — which examines everything 
from shifting weather patterns to rising sea 
levels — as have the US National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. Just one 
hurdle remains, but it may be the highest: final 
sign-off by top officials in President Donald 
Trump’s administration, many of whom are 
sceptical of climate science.

Although there have not yet been any signs 
of trouble, researchers are keeping a close eye 
on how the White House and federal agencies 
handle the science report — a technical prelude 
to the fourth National Climate Assessment, a 
legally mandated analysis of the causes and 
impacts of global warming that is due in 2018. 

Many climate scientists are particularly 
uneasy about the potential for interference 
by the US Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), one of 13 agencies that must approve 
the science report before its expected release 
in November. EPA administrator Scott Pruitt, 
who rejects well-established climate science, has 
raised the possibility of organizing an adversar-
ial ‘red team–blue team’ review of such research. 

And he has help from the Heartland Institute, 
a think tank in Chicago, Illinois, that promotes 
scepticism about climate change. 

“We can’t allow science to be held hostage,” 
says Donald Wuebbles, a climate scientist at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
and co-chair of the report. “I’m hopeful it 
won’t get to that, because it would look really 

bad for the administration to fight this.”
It wouldn’t be the first time that a Republican 

president had sought to stymie the United 
States’ national climate-assessment process. 
The administration of George W. Bush came 
under fire for ignoring the first National 
Climate Assessment, which was released by 
then-President Bill Clinton in 2000. After 

The country has focused its science efforts 
on areas that could improve daily life for its 
citizens, such as energy development. “The 
country was dependent on oil in Iraq, and then 
natural gas from Egypt,” says Khaled Toukan, 
chairman of the Jordan Atomic Energy Com-
mission. “The problem with these sole sources 
is that we were subjected to political changes, 
like the US invasion of Iraq and the overthrow 
of the Egyptian government.” Now, he says, Jor-
dan is looking to exploit its uranium resources 
to include nuclear power, and it is exploring the 
potential of solar and wind energy.

The Jordanian government is also looking 
for ways to cope with one of the lowest levels 
of water availability in the world — a problem 
that has intensified with the recent influx of an 
estimated 1.3 million Syrian refugees. Some 
help could come from a partnership that the 
Royal Scientific Society announced in Febru-
ary with the University of California, Berkeley, 
to build a reticular-chemistry foundry. Reticu-
lar chemistry involves making porous crystals. 

It was pioneered by Jordanian chemist Omar 
Yaghi, who heads the Berkeley Global Science 
Institute and has developed materials that can 
harvest water from the atmosphere. 

Still, Jordan faces a long climb to fulfil its sci-
entific ambitions. The country spent just over 
0.4% of its gross domestic product (GDP) on 
research and development in 2011, the latest 
year for which figures are available. That beats 
its wealthy neighbour Saudi Arabia (0.07% of 
GDP), but Jordan lags behind some nearby 
countries, such as Turkey. And although Jor-
dan nearly doubled its yearly output of scien-
tific publications between 2005 and 2014, from 
641 to 1,093, the overall number remains small.

To help build research capacity, the govern-
ment set up the Jordanian Scientific Research 
Support Fund in 2005. The fund was initially 
supported by a law that required all compa-
nies in Jordan to pay 1% of their profits into 
the fund. By 2012, when that statute was over-
turned, the fund had acquired US$85 million. It 
is now kept afloat by Jordan’s universities, which 

must spend 3% of their annual budgets on 
research or contributions to the fund. Between 
2008 and 2016, the foundation gave a total of 
$35 million to 325 projects, mainly in the medi-
cal, pharmaceutical and agricultural sciences. 

Abeer Al Bawab, a chemist who in March 
became minister of higher education and direc-
tor of the fund, is thinking deeply about how to 
monitor its success. “The oldest university in 
the country is only 55 years old, and the sup-
port fund has just been around for ten years,” 
she notes. Because Jordan is still building its 
culture of science, Al Bawab says that metrics 
such as the rate of scientific publications are 
not by themselves the best indicators of pro-
gress. She hopes to quantify the intersections 
between academic research, science policy and 
the private sector. 

In the meantime, El Hassan hopes that the 
World Science Forum will help to raise the pro-
file of science in the eyes of the Jordanian pub-
lic. “A generation of analytical thinkers and risk 
takers,” she says, “is something I’d like to see.” ■

As temperatures soar, researchers worry that science could be “held hostage” by a sceptical White House.

R
A

LP
H

 F
R

ES
O

/G
ET

TY

N
EI

L 
B

R
A

N
D

VO
LD

 F
O

R
 N

AT
U

R
E

3  A U G U S T  2 0 1 7  |  V O L  5 4 8  |  N A T U R E  |  1 5

IN FOCUS NEWS

©
 
2017

 
Macmillan

 
Publishers

 
Limited,

 
part

 
of

 
Springer

 
Nature.

 
All

 
rights

 
reserved. ©

 
2017

 
Macmillan

 
Publishers

 
Limited,

 
part

 
of

 
Springer

 
Nature.

 
All

 
rights

 
reserved.



the Bush administration subsequently 
missed the legal deadline in 2004 to complete 
a second assessment, environmentalists sued 
the government in federal court to compel the 
report’s release — and won.

The message of the latest science report — 
that human-caused global warming poses 
urgent problems for the United States — isn’t 
likely to sit well with the White House. The 
Trump administration has sought to repeal 
environmental regulations and cut climate 
research. Energy secretary Rick Perry has 
joined Pruitt in questioning climate science. 
And Pruitt’s chief of staff, Ryan Jackson, once 
worked for Senator James Inhofe (Republican, 
Oklahoma), a prominent climate sceptic. 

“This is going to be the first big test in the 
climate arena,” says Tammy Dickinson, who 
led the energy and environment division at the 
White House Office of Science and Technol-
ogy Policy (OSTP) under president Barack 
Obama. One major issue, she adds, is that 
Trump has yet to fill many positions at the 
OSTP — which has coordinated work on the 
last three government climate assessments — 
or high-level science posts at federal agencies 
that work on climate change.

At the EPA, rank-and-file staff say that they 
haven’t been told who will sign off on the science 

report, or how the OSTP will manage the final 
review process. Agency scientists told Nature 
that climate change has become taboo in their 
discussions with EPA leadership. The fact that 
agency leaders have consulted with climate 
sceptics has only added to the confusion. 

One EPA official, who asked for anonymity 
because of career 
concerns, provided 
Nature with two lists 
circulating among 
Pruitt’s team that 
seem to have been 
compiled by the Heartland Institute. One list, 
labelled “climate scientists”, contains the names 
of more than 140 people, including many 
climate sceptics; the second names several 
dozen climate economists. 

The Heartland Institute would not comment 
on the documents, but a spokesman confirmed 
that Heartland has provided the EPA with 
names of people for a climate science ‘red team’. 
Many agency researchers assume that Pruitt 
will use the lists to assemble that team, but some 
fear that it could be used to identify candidates 
for empty slots on the EPA’s Board of Scien-
tific Counselors, which advises the agency’s 
research arm. An EPA spokeswoman declined 
to comment on the lists or the science report.  

For the anonymous official, the question now 
is whether the adversarial approach embodied 
by the ‘red team’ idea will drive the Trump 
administration to delay the science report. 
“They are aware of the report,” the official says. 
“We don’t know what they are going to do.” Then 
there is the broader national climate assessment, 
which will delve into questions that have pro-
found implications for government policy, such 
as how coastal communities should respond to 
rising seas. That document is expected to go out 
to federal agencies this month. 

Pruitt will have to be careful how he 
handles both documents, says Kyla Bennett, a 
former EPA ecologist who now works for the 
watchdog group Public Employees for Envi-
ronmental Responsibility in North Easton, 
Massachusetts. The EPA could ignore the 
climate report’s findings while implementing 
policies that affect the oil, gas and coal indus-
tries, which Trump has vowed to protect and 
promote. But if the administration pushes 
regulations that ignore mainstream climate 
science, Bennett says, it is likely to face lawsuits 
from environmental and science groups.

“The EPA is supposed to be using the best 
science out there,” she says. “They can’t just sud-
denly say the Earth is flat, CO2 is not a pollutant 
and coal is the best thing for the world.” ■

B Y  D A L M E E T  S I N G H  C H A W L A

Science is in the throes of a reproducibility 
crisis, and researchers, funders and pub-
lishers are increasingly worried that the 

scholarly literature is littered with un reliable 
results. Now, a group of 72 prominent 
researchers is targeting what they say is one 
cause of the problem: weak statistical standards 
of evidence for claiming new discoveries.

In many disciplines, the significance of 
findings is judged by P values. They are used 
to test (and dismiss) a ‘null hypothesis’, which 

generally posits that the effect being tested for 
doesn’t exist. The smaller the P value that is 
found for a set of results, the less likely it is that 
the results are purely due to chance. Results 
are deemed ‘statistically significant’ when this 
value is below 0.05.

But many scientists worry that this threshold 
has caused too many false positives to appear 
in the literature, a problem exacerbated by a 
practice called P hacking, in which researchers 
gather data without first creating a hypothesis 
to test, and then look for patterns in the results 
that can be reported as statistically significant.

So, in a provocative manuscript posted 
on the PsyArXiv preprint server on 22 July, 
researchers argue that P-value thresholds 
should be lowered to 0.005 for the social 
and biomedical sciences (D. Benjamin et al. 
Preprint at PsyArXiv http://osf.io/preprints/
psyarxiv/mky9j; 2017). The final paper is set 
to be published in Nature Human Behaviour.

“Researchers just don’t realize how weak 
the evidence is when the P value is 0.05,” says 
Daniel Benjamin, one of the paper’s co-lead 
authors and an economist at the University of 
Southern California in Los Angeles. He thinks 

R E P R O D U C I B I L I T Y

P-value shake-up proposed
Big names in statistics recommend tightening threshold for significance in biomedical science.

“It would look 
really bad for the 
administration 
to fight this.”
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July’s sharpest 
science shots 
— as selected 
by Nature’s 
photo team  
go.nature.
com/2vdlt0g

T O P  N E W S

● Why astronomers reluctantly 
announced a possible exomoon 
discovery  go.nature.com/2tueikq
● Landslide triggered rare Greenland 
mega-tsunami  go.nature.com/2hjtsce
● Clues emerge in mystery of 
flickering quasars  go.nature.com/2tutf t t
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The first flower; 
gene editing 
human embryos; 
and the quest for 
antimatter  
nature.com/nature/
podcastN
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