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Certainty, uncertainty, and precaution

• Hockeystick Headlines
• Uncertainty in many guises
• Precaution in the face of uncertainty
• A personal perspective
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Sources of uncertainty:
• Lack of information
• Misinformation

– Biases, data errors
• Lack of knowledge: Processes, Feedbacks
• Lack of judgment
• Inherent unpredictability of complex systems

Ref: IPCC: http://www.ipcc.ch/activity/uncertaintyguidancenote.pdf

e.g. methane
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Lack of data – spatial 
bias/incomplete coverage

Ref: IPCC: http://www.ipcc.ch/activity/uncertaintyguidancenote.pdf
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Ref: IPCC: http://www.ipcc.ch/activity/uncertaintyguidancenote.pdf

• The unknown
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IPCC TAR WGII 2.6

Ref: IPCC: http://www.ipcc.ch/activity/uncertaintyguidancenote.pdf
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IPCC TAR WGII 2.6

Fundamental uncertainty

• Quantum mechanics
• Chaos
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