
My experience as a climate expert
advising policymaking, and the role of 

IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change)

Prof. Jean-Pascal van Ypersele 
Université catholique de Louvain (UCLouvain)

Former IPCC Vice-Chair (2008-2015)
Twitter: @JPvanYpersele

Panel « Seeking Guidance from Experts », EGPA (European Group for
Public Administration) Conference « Resilience and Agility of Public 
Institutions in Times of Crises », ULB, Brussels, 9 September 2021

Thanks to the Government of Wallonia, supporting the Walloon Platform for IPCC
and to my team at the Université catholique de Louvain

http://www.plateforme-wallonne-giec.be/


@JPvanYpersele

Source: @StatisticallyCartoon



None So Deaf

http://www.kudelka.com.au/2013/09/none-so-deaf/ @JohnKudelka, in The Australian 28 September 2013

http://www.kudelka.com.au/2013/09/none-so-deaf/


Source: Wolfgang Knorr, in The Conversation (2019)



CO2 Concentration since 1850 and Global Mean Temperature in °C relative to 1850 – 1900
Graph: Ed Hawkins (Climate Lab Book) – Data: HadCRUT4 global temperature dataset

Animation available on http://openclimatedata.net/climate-spirals/concentration-temperature/

CO2 Concentration and Temperature spirals

http://openclimatedata.net/climate-spirals/concentration-temperature/
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A Progression of Understanding: Greater and Greater 
Certainty in Attribution

AR1 (1990): 
“unequivocal detection 
not likely for a decade”

AR2 (1995):  “balance 
of evidence suggests 
discernible human 
influence”

AR3 (2001):  “most of 
the warming of the 
past 50 years is likely 
(odds 2 out of 3) due 
to human activities”

AR4 (2007): “most of 
the warming is very 
likely (odds 9 out of 10) 
due to greenhouse 
gases”

IPCC

AR5 (2013) «It is extremely likely
(odds 95 out of 100) that human influence
has been the dominant cause… »

Blue: natural factors only
Red: natural + human factors



Source: @JohnfoCook



Why the IPCC ?

to provide policy-makers
with an objective source of 
information about  

• causes of climate change, 
• potential environmental 

and socio-economic 
impacts,

• possible response options 
(adaptation & mitigation). 

WMO=World Meteorological Organization
UNEP= United Nations Environment 

Programme

Established by WMO and UNEP in 1988 



http://www.motherjones.com/kevin-drum/2012/10/lying-statistics-global-warming-edition



Lying With Statistics, Global Warming Edition

http://www.motherjones.com/kevin-drum/2012/10/lying-statistics-global-warming-edition



Lying With Statistics, Global Warming Edition

http://www.motherjones.com/kevin-drum/2012/10/lying-statistics-global-warming-edition





Source: @GeoffreySupran







In the USA alone, organizations
which sow doubt about climate
change spend almost a billion 

dollars/year! (Brulle 2014, average numbers for 
2003-2010)

The European Union fares a little better, but 
many Brussels lobbyists try to dilute the EU 

environmental efforts (see the car industry…)

@JPvanYpersele



The « merchants of doubt » have 
evolved in their arguments:

- Existence of global warming
- Human responsability in the warming
- Uncertainties around the science
- More research needed before taking measures
- Cost of decarbonization
- Drawbacks from alternatives
(recent example: so-called enormous needs of cobalt for 
electric mobility reported on CNN; see critical analysis
on https://www.desmogblog.com/2018/05/02/cnn-
wrongly-blames-electric-cars-unethical-cobalt-mining)

@JPvanYpersele

https://www.desmogblog.com/2018/05/02/cnn-wrongly-blames-electric-cars-unethical-cobalt-mining
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Mandate of the IPCC

“The General Assembly […] endorses action of the 
World Meteorological Organisation and the United 

Nations Environment Programme in jointly 
establishing an Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change to provide international coordinated 
scientific assessments of the magnitude, timing and 
potential environmental and socio-economic impact of 
climate change and realistic response strategies […].”

United Nations General Assembly 
43rd session resolution, 6th December 1988
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Role of IPCC

"The IPCC does not carry out research 
nor does it monitor climate related data or 
other relevant parameters. It bases its 
assessment mainly on peer reviewed and 
published scientific/technical literature."

(source:  www.ipcc.ch)



Jean-Pascal van Ypersele 
(vanypersele@astr.ucl.ac.be)

IPCC Reports are 
policy-relevant,

NOT
policy-prescriptive
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The IPCC assessments have influenced global 
action on an unprecedented scale

1. The First Assessment Report (FAR, 1990) had a major impact in 
defining the content of the UNFCCC
2. The Second Assessment Report (SAR, 1996) was largely 
influential in defining the provisions of the Kyoto Protocol
3. The Third Assessment Report (TAR, 2001) focused attention on the 
impacts of climate change and the need for adaptation
4. The Fourth Assessment Report (AR4, 2007) informed the decision 
on the ultimate objective (2°C) and is creating a strong basis for a 
post Kyoto Protocol agreement
5. The Fifth Assessment Report (AR5, 2013-14) has informed the  
review of the 2°C objective, and the preparation of the Paris 2015 
agreement
6. The Sixth Assessment Report (AR6, 2021-22) is informing the 
update of the Paris Agreement commitments



Agarwal et al., 1999



IPCC AR5 Synthesis Report

Humanity still has the choice

With substantial 
mitigation

Without additional
mitigation

Change in average surface temperature (1986–2005 to 2081–2100)
AR5 WGI SPM
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Conclusions (1)

! Interdisciplinarity matters
! Scientists need to learn about 

policymaking and communication
! Knowledge about the climate problem

and its solutions is more than enough to 
lead to the urgent action needed

! IPCC has an essential role to inform
citizens and policymakers



Jean-Pascal van Ypersele 
(vanyp@climate.be)

Conclusions (2)

! Science and knowledge are not 
sufficient, as social & political forces 
work sometimes against the 
recommendations based on science 

! Climate confusers efforts, including
those funded by fossil fuel lobbies, are 
slowing things down 

! Yes, we can!



Pour en savoir plus:

Lisez mon livre, où 
j’aborde tous ces sujets

Publié chez De Boeck 
supérieur

Préface:Yann Arthus-
Bertrand

Postface: Brice Lalonde



Om meer te weten:

Bij EPO (2018)

Voorwoord:
Jill Peeters
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climate”, National Geographic Society.
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Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change“, 
Cambridge University Press



Disponible gratuitement, 6X/an: www.plateforme-wallonne-giec.be

Ecrit pour les 
jeunes (et moins 
jeunes), avec des 
liens vers des 
ressources utiles 

http://www.plateforme-wallonne-giec.be/Lettre
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To go further :
! www.climate.be/vanyp : my slides (under

« conferences)
! www.ipcc.ch : IPCC
! www.realclimate.org : answers to the merchants of 

doubt arguments
! www.skepticalscience.com : same
! www.desmogblog.com: analysis of contrarians

strategies
! www.plateforme-wallonne-giec.be : IPCC-related in 

French, Newsletter, free subscription

! Twitter: @JPvanYpersele & @IPCC_CH

http://www.climate.be/vanyp
http://www.ipcc.ch/
http://www.skepticalscience.com/
http://www.desmogblog.com/
http://www.plateforme-wallonne-giec.be/

