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Frank and fearless scientific debate comes
with a few too many strings attached

The dispute over a
paper critical of the
LTS raises the question
ol censorship

NICOLA BERKOVIC

SITTING in a caf¢ in the inner-
Canberra suburb of Lyneham,
CSIRO ecological economist
Clive Spash appears at a loss to
explain exactly why he provoked
the storm that erupted last week
over the censorship of science.

British-born Spash showed a
steely delermination to stare
down CSIRO management, and
on Monday he emerged victori-
ous; chief executive Megan Clark
announced that his critique of em-
issions trading could be published,
albeit with minor amendments.

Spash was also at a loss to
explain why the CSIRO took issue
with this particular paper but
allowed him Lo publish other
papers on similar topics during the
past three years.

The decision lo ban the
47-year-old’s paper from publi-
cation, afterthe process of peer re-
view, because ol “political sen-
sitivitics” has raiscd questions
about the role and internal work-
ings of the public science agency.
It also has thrown doubt on the
Rudd government’s willingness to
back its rheloric wilh aclion and
its ability to handle criticism.

After railing against political
interference in scientific research
while in opposition, Science Min-
ister Kim Carr last year an-
nounced a new CSIRO charter to
protect the right of researchers to
contribute to public debate,
declaring that “transparent public
debate, unfettered by political in-
terference but subject to peer re-
view, is something [ have advo-
caled for my entire public life™.

In a move that opposition sci-
ence spokesman Eric Abetzsaysis
further evidence that the Rudd
governmentis all spin and no sub-
stance, Carr displayed none of his
usual passion for unfeltered de-
bate when news of Spash'’s paper
broke. Instead, the minister went

inlo bat for the CSIRO, saying:
“It's not censoring itself. What
you're looking at is the legitimate
question about how long some of
these things take.”

However, the way events un-
folded suggests there was more to
it than mere delay. The decision to
stop Spash’s paper from being
published in British journal New
Political Economy was made in
July and involved executives at
the highest levels of the agency,
including head of environment
Andrew Johnson and director of
communications John Curran,
both of whom report Lo Clark.

Spash says the decision toblock
the paper, The Brave New World
of Carbon Trading, came as a sur-
prisc. He says when he submitted
it for international peer review, he
didsowilh the supporl of manage-
ment. Then, after the paper was
accepted for publication, he was
informed thal any crilique of em-
issions trading schemes breached
the new CSIRO charter, which
prevenls scienlists {rom debating
the merits of government policy.

The paper argues trading sche-
mes are an inefficient way to re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions
and that direct legislation or a car-
bon tax would be more effeclive.
While some experts familiar with
the paper say they are not con-
vinced by Spash’s arguments, they
say it furthers the debate about
how to tackle climate change.

Auslralian National University
professor John Dryzek, who is on
the editorial board of New Political
FEconomy, says question marks re-
main over whether ETS policies
are effective in lackling climate
change and the paper canvasses
some of those issues in an analyti-
cal way. “IUs a scholarly piece,
otherwise it wouldn't have been
acceptedto thejournal,” he says.

The government has denied it
had any direct hand in blocking

the paper, as it sought to push its
Carbon Pollution Reduction
Scheme through the Senate.
IHowever, the incident raises the
question of why CSIRO execu-
tives appear to be so fearful of ruf-
fling feathers on Capital Hill.

Spash says the pressure from
management to acceptits decision
was immense. Afler several visils
from senior managers, his junior
co-author decided to pull his
name [rom the paper and Spash
says he toowas heavied. Within 24
hours of the CSIRO’s decision to
block publicalion in his privale
capacity, he reccived a letter that
listed trivial instances in which he
had breached CSIRO policy, such
as an alleged failure to fill out a
leave form months earlier.

CSIRO stalf association presi-
dent Michael Borgas says the
agency’s managers try to avoid
“hand grenades” being lobbed by
scientists. He saysthisisto protect
the CSIRO’s role as a trusted ad-
viscr to government, through
which it is able to help shape pub-
lic policy, and Lo avoid hurting
those who control the agency’s
sizeable budget.

“Tlis linked in the end Lo fund-
ing, but it’s largely about manag-
ing relationships,” Borgas says.

It is perhaps understandable
that management would be over-
zealous in its efforts to manage
relationships wilh government.

The Rudd government has de-
veloped a reputation for being
sensitive Lo crilicism and has been
known to sideline industry bodics
that have spoken out against its
policics. Last week, Reserve Bank
of Australia board member War-
wick McKibbin publicly ques-
tioned whether he had been
dumped from the Prime Minis-
ler'sscience council as payback for
attacking the size of the govern-
ment’s fiscal stimulus program.

However, Greens candidale for

[ ]


Clive
Text Box

Clive
Text Box

Clive
Text Box


Higgins Clive Hamilton, who has
provided supporl to Spash during
many months of wrangling over
the paper, says he is disturbed to
find the CSIRO depriving the
Australian public of the know-
ledge it has funded. While he dis-
agrees with Spash’s views, he says
they would nevertheless help to
inform debate.

“The CSIRO has become so
cowed it now polices itself and
needs no political pressure,” he
says. He says in Spash's area of
ecological cconomics, it is imposs-
ible to undertake rescarch that
doesnot have implicationsforpol-
icy, and if the CSIRO is nol pre-
pared to publish it, it should
simply abandon work in the area.

Spash,who hasexplored the in-
terface between climate change
and economics for 20 years, was
recruiled under the CSIRO’s sci-
ence leaders program aimed at
attracting experts in their tields.
He says allthough the CSIRO has
been hiring pcople with multidis-
ciplinary backgrounds, it has not
worked oul how such research fits
within the agency's role.

“The CSIRO is tfacing a point
where the science-policy interface
is changing and [it has| to decide
how to handle that,” he says.
“We're moving out of the area of

‘The CSIRO has
become so cowed it
now polices itself
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experimental science and objec-
tivity .. . to debates about values
and the types of lechnology we
use, the types of data we put for-
ward. Climate change is an exam-
ple of where policy and science are
interacting.” As it grapples with
such issues, the CSIRO seems
benl on clamping down on scien-
tists” ability to publish work inde-
pendently. Three weeks ago, the
CSIRO began quietly rolling out a
new publications policy that limits
what scientists can say in their
personal capacity aboul issues
within their arca of expertisc.

The crackdown comes after
four eminent scienlists gave evi-
dence to a Senate inquiry into cli-
mate change in April.

It is understood their decision
togiveevidence to theinquiry that
the Rudd government's emissions
reduction targets were inadequate
to combat dangerous climate
change caused displeasure among
the execulive, which had decided
against making a submission.

There are fears the new policy
will cut off the “pressure valve’
that has allowed such scientists to
speak outindependently, andinso
doing, prevent them from putting
cutling-edge research into the
public domain.

Such a move would not be so
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worrying if the CSIRO were crr-
ing on the side of open debate
when deciding whal Lo publish on
behalf of the organisation.

The Spash case doesn't raise
confidence senior managers are
doing so.

Former CSIRO climale science
chicf Gracme Pearman says the
agency perhaps needs more time
tobed down its new charter. How-
cver, he is adamant that scientists
must be able to inform the public
of their findings, regardless of
whether they are consistent with
the government’s views.

“Il'a governmenl is so sensilive
that they can't deal with that
diversity, then there’s something
wrong,” he says.

McKibbin, who has argued for
limits to be set on the price of car-
bon permits, laments the quality
of debale over the design of the
government’'s CPRS. “The design
is so important and there are so
many ways to creale an ETS that
we do neced to think more
broadly,” he says.

It is unclear whether the inci-
dent is an aberration or otherwise.
Whatis clearis that when it comes
Lo areas such as global warming
and the means to combat it, the
public would be well served by a
more informed debale.
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A paper by CSIRO ceological cconomist Clive Spash ran into interference at the public science agency
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