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The organisation of denial: Conservative think tanks and

environmental scepticism

Peter J. Jacquesa*, Riley E. Dunlapb and Mark Freemanc

aDepartment of Political Science, University of Central Florida, Orlando, USA;
bDepartment of Sociology, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, USA; cDepartment of
Political Science, University of Central Florida, Orlando, USA

Environmental scepticism denies the seriousness of environmental pro-
blems, and self-professed ‘sceptics’ claim to be unbiased analysts combating
‘junk science’. This study quantitatively analyses 141 English-language
environmentally sceptical books published between 1972 and 2005. We find
that over 92 per cent of these books, most published in the US since 1992,
are linked to conservative think tanks (CTTs). Further, we analyse CTTs
involved with environmental issues and find that 90 per cent of them
espouse environmental scepticism. We conclude that scepticism is a tactic
of an elite-driven counter-movement designed to combat environmental-
ism, and that the successful use of this tactic has contributed to the
weakening of US commitment to environmental protection.

‘The days when the United States was an environmental pioneer . . . are a
distant memory’ (Dryzek et al. 2003, p. 174). After a burst of legislation in the
1960s and 1970s, US environmental protective policy efforts have been in
decline (Vig and Faure 2004). The 1992 ‘Earth Summit’ in Rio, in particular,
marked an important turning point. The US conservative movement began to
see global environmentalism as a threat to US national sovereignty and
economic power, and became aggressively anti-environmental. Further, ‘these
anti-environmental interpretations . . . were endorsed, albeit obliquely, by the
[George H.W.] Bush administration as it felt the mounting pressures of the
1992 presidential primaries’ (Luke 2000, p. 54).

The elder Bush did not win the 1992 election, but the 1994 Republican
takeover of the United States House of Representatives stimulated the
continuing US ‘retreat from international environmental agreements’
(Sussman 2004, p. 358) during the 1992–2000 Clinton administration. In
addition, the George W. Bush administration – aided by a Republican
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Congress until 2006 – has taken opposition to environmental protection to
unprecedented levels (Cohen 2004; Devine 2004; Kennedy 2004; Pope and
Rauber 2004). Vig and Faure (2004, p. 1) suggest that the recent US resistance
to environmental protection is a serious concern for transatlantic relations:

the United States and the European Union (EU) are following divergent paths in
one of the most critical areas of contemporary policy and governance – protection
of the natural environment. Particularly in the past decade, the United States has
more often than not appeared reluctant to support new national and international
initiatives to regulate human impacts on the environment. While the US led the
world in establishing environmental policies and institutions for this purpose in
the 1970s and 1980s, in the 1990s it appeared to become a laggard in international
environmental politics.

While most visible in the case of climate change policy, US divergence from the
EU in environmental matters is wide-ranging (Vig and Faure 2004).

Van Putten (2005, p. 468) has captured the enigma of US backtracking on
environmental policy-making:

The most perplexing feature of current federal environmental policy is that public
attitudes, compelling science, and pragmatic solutions matter so little. Poll after
poll demonstrates that the American people embrace environmental values and
support stronger environmental protections. The mobilization of competent
scientific expertise to speak with overwhelming consistency about environmental
threats, such as global warming and biodiversity loss, is extraordinary and
unprecedented. . . . Yet the prospects for US government leadership on these and
other environmental issues is grim. Gridlock appears to be the likely scenario,
with the rollback of current environmental policies at least as plausible. How can
this be?

In response, pluralist theory would suggest that environmental interest groups
must have lost power compared to other interest groups. However, Bosso
(2005) has shown that mature US environmental organisations have continued
to grow in both memberships and revenues.1 By these accounts, environmental
groups should have at least maintained their relative influence over time as
advocacy groups. Nonetheless, US commitments to domestic and international
environmental protection have declined at the same time environmental
organisations have prospered, indicating the limited utility of the pluralist
explanation.

The decline of US environmental leadership undoubtedly has several
sources, such as the inverse relationship between the US interest in fostering
the globalisation of free markets and its commitment to environmental
protection (Conca 2001). Further, Dunlap et al. (2001) show that US
conservative elites have become increasingly opposed to environmental
protection policies. Pro-environment voting by Republicans in Congress has
been declining consistently since 1990, creating a huge and growing gap
between congressional Republicans and Democrats that greatly exceeds
partisan differences in support for environmental protection among the
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general public. Finally, the public salience of environmental issues declined
dramatically after 9/11, allowing the George W. Bush administration freedom
to roll back environmental protection without generating a backlash
comparable to that encountered by the Reagan administration (Brechin and
Freeman 2004; Dunlap 2006).

We argue that interwoven with and complementing the above factors is an
even more crucial issue: the growing power of the US conservative movement
since the 1970s and its increasing opposition to environmentalism, environ-
mental science and environmental policy-making. Conservative opposition
began in earnest in the early 1990s, when environmentalism clearly became a
global phenomenon as symbolised by the 1992 UN Conference on Environ-
ment and Development in Rio. Conservative think tanks (hereafter CTTs) –
the key organisational component of the conservative movement – and their
backers launched a full-scale counter-movement in response to the perceived
success of the environmental movement and its supporters (Austin 2002). We
suggest that this counter-movement has been central to the reversal of US
support for environmental protection, both domestically and internationally.
Its major tactic has been disputing the seriousness of environmental problems
and undermining environmental science by promoting what we term
‘environmental scepticism’.

After discussing the counter-movement concept, we will explicate our
notion of environmental scepticism, and then highlight the significance of CTTs
in US politics in general and their impact on environmental policy in particular.
Then we will turn to our primary contribution, an empirical examination of the
links between CTTs and environmental scepticism – first by analysing the links
between think tanks and books espousing scepticism, and next by examining
the websites of think tanks interested in environmental issues for evidence of
scepticism. (The relevant data are found in Appendices 1 and 2.) We will argue
that environmental sceptics are not, as they portray themselves, independent
and objective analysts. Rather, they are predominately agents of CTTs, and
their success in promoting scepticism about environmental problems stems
from their affiliation with these politically powerful institutions.

The conservative counter-movement

While it has a long history, the US conservative movement was energised by
mobilising against the gains of the progressive movements of the 1960s and
1970s such as the civil rights, anti-war, consumer rights, women’s rights and
environmental movements and the growth of the ‘welfare state’. From the
1970s onward, American conservatism has been both a general social
movement and the source of several counter-movements aimed at combating
various progressive causes (Stefancic and Delgado 1996). As Lo (1982, p. 128)
puts it, ‘The new right is a general social movement whose leaders link single-
issue campaigns with consistent conservative ideology – free markets, anti-
communism, and social conservatism’.

Environmental Politics 351
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Lo (1982, p. 118) argues that ‘a counter-movement may be defined as a
movement mobilised against another movement’, and Meyer and Staggenborg
(1996, p. 1631) describe a counter-movement as ‘a movement that makes
contrary claims simultaneously to those of the original movement’ it is
designed to oppose. While some counter-movements emerge and evolve in
opposition to a specific movement (Zald and Useem 1987), as has the ‘pro-life
movement’, the US conservative movement has been a generalised source of
opposition to a range of progressive causes and ‘liberal’ social policies (social
welfare, consumer rights, affirmative action etc.).

In their effort to account for the emergence of counter-movements, Meyer
and Staggenborg (1996, p. 1635) highlight the importance of three conditions:
‘[F]irst, the [original] movement shows signs of success; second, the interests of
some population are threatened by movement goals; and third, political allies
are available to aid oppositional mobilization.’ These conditions suggest why
the conservative movement launched a major counter-movement against the
environmental movement in the 1990s. First, environmentalism evolved into a
strong global movement in the 1990s, highlighted by the 1992 Earth Summit in
Rio. Second, the spread of global capitalism via market economies, the
privatisation of common property and free trade was jeopardised by this global
movement (Conca 2001). This threat, combined with the fall of the Soviet
Union, prompted the conservative movement to substitute the ‘green scare’ for
the ‘red scare’ (Buell 2003). Third, the growing power of the conservative
movement and especially the Republican takeover of Congress in 1994
provided important ‘allies’ for anti-environmental activists (McCright and
Dunlap 2003).

Meyer and Staggenborg (1996, p. 1639) provide additional insight into the
emergence of conservative opposition to environmentalism when they suggest
that ‘The likelihood that opposition to a movement will take the form of a
sustained counter-movement is directly related to the opposition’s ability to
portray the conflict as one that entails larger value cleavages in society’. As
environmentalists began to argue that global problems such as loss of
biodiversity and climate change indicated that the lifestyles and industrial
practices of modern societies were not sustainable, conservative spokespersons
responded that environmentalism was a growing threat to social and economic
progress and the ‘American way of life’ (e.g., Ray and Guzzo 1993).

The perceived threat to American values and interests posed by
environmentalism helped justify the creation of a sustained anti-environmental
counter-movement, institutionalised in a network of influential CTTs funded
by wealthy conservative foundations and corporations (Austin 2002). While
these CTTs sometimes joined corporate America in directly lobbying against
environmental policies, their primary tactic in combating environmentalism
has been to challenge the need for protective environmental policy by
questioning the seriousness of environmental problems and the validity of
environmental science. In espousing what we term environmental scepticism,
CTTs are promoting counter-claims that directly challenge the claims of the

352 P.J. Jacques et al.
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environmental community – environmentalists, environmental scientists and
environmentally friendly policy-makers – concerning the problematic state of
environmental quality and consequent need for ameliorative action (McCright
and Dunlap. 2000).

The conservative movement’s growing use of environmental scepticism to
combat environmentalism is understandable for two reasons. First, after the
Reagan administration’s efforts to weaken environmental regulations in the
early 1980s provoked a significant backlash from the general public and
environmental organisations (Kraft and Vig 1984; Dunlap 1995), conservatives
learned that it was safer to question the seriousness of environmental problems
and portray environmentalists as ‘radicals’ who distort evidence and
exaggerate problems (Buell 2003). Second, several analysts have noted that
counter-movements tend to adopt similar tactics to those of the movements
they are opposing (Lo 1982, p. 119; Zald and Useem 1987, p. 259; Meyer and
Staggenborg 1996, p. 1650). Since environmentalism is unique among social
movements in its heavy reliance on scientific evidence to support its claims
(Yearley 2005, ch. 8), it is not surprising that CTTs would launch a direct
assault on environmental science by promoting environmental scepticism in
their efforts to oppose the environmental movement (Austin 2002; Ehrlich and
Ehrlich 1996, p. 17).

Environmental scepticism

Environmental scepticism encompasses several themes, but denial of the
authenticity of environmental problems, particularly problems such as
biodiversity loss or climate change that threaten ecological sustainability, is
its defining feature (Jacques 2006).

The first and most fundamental theme of environmental scepticism is a
rejection of scientific literature on environmental problems, e.g. on global
warming, stratospheric ozone depletion, natural resource exhaustion and
biodiversity loss. Sceptics allege that environmental science has become
corrupted by political agendas that lead it to unintentionally or maliciously
fabricate or grossly exaggerate these global problems. For example, Patrick
Michaels, senior fellow in environmental studies at the Cato Institute, in the
foreword to Meltdown (Michaels 2004, p. 5), writes: ‘Global warming is an
exaggerated issue, predictably blown out of proportion by the political and
professional climate in which it evolved. . . . [T]his book chants a litany of
questionable science, over-stated science, poorly reported science, and
unwarranted statements by scientists themselves, all on the subject of climate
change.’ Michaels is directly contesting climate change science and the
acceptance of global warming as problematic.

A second theme of environmental scepticism follows from the rejection of
environmental science: the prioritisation of economic, social and environ-
mental problems. Since sceptics see few, if any, environmental problems as
serious, they view most environmental protection efforts as illegitimate. Bjørn
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Lomborg (2001) is the best-known example of a dismissive sceptic who first
denies the seriousness of environmental problems, then challenges their priority
for public action. After arguing that the ‘litany’ of global environmental
concerns is based on myths and exaggerations, he warns: ‘When we are told
that something is a problem we need to ask how important it is in relation to
other problems. We are forced to constantly prioritize our resources, and there
will always be good projects we have to reject’ (p. 9). While Lomborg’s major
impact has been in his native Denmark, he has been welcomed and promoted
by North American conservatives (CEI 2001; Jamison 2004).

A third theme of anti-regulation and anti-corporate liability follows from
the low priority sceptics assign to environmental problems and protection. This
fits nicely with the goals of the conservative movement to reduce government
regulation and corporate liability in environmental matters (Mooney 2005a).
While anti-regulation and anti-liability do not define scepticism, they result
directly from the first and second themes. In their content analysis of 1995–
2000 online news media using the term ‘junk science’, Herrick and Jamieson
(2001, p. 14) report that ‘The most striking finding of our content analysis is
that an overwhelming majority (84%) of the articles contained an anti-
regulatory message or admonition, asserting that a particular policy or
regulatory perspective or program should be reversed or opposed because it is
based on junk science’. Thus scepticism is focused on potential threats to
capitalist accumulation, including scientific support for the precautionary
principle.2

A fourth and final theme is the claim that environmentalism and
environmental protection threaten the progress and development embedded
in Western modernity. Sceptics see a ‘fantastic story of mankind’ where ‘In the
course of the last 40 years, everyone – in the developed as well as the
developing world – has become more than three times richer’ (Lomborg 2001,
p. 328). Consequently, sceptics strive to defend modernity from environmen-
talists, who are portrayed as waging a ‘war against progress’ (Meyer 1979).
Defending ‘progress’ implies a commitment to the current international
distribution of wealth and power centred in the global North (Jacques 2006), as
well as the possessive individualism characterising capitalist societies (Jacques
2008).

In summary, environmental scepticism consists of four key themes. First,
environmental scepticism is defined by its denial of the seriousness of
environmental problems and dismissal of scientific evidence documenting
these problems. This primary theme sets environmental scepticism apart from
earlier environmental opposition movements like the US ‘wise use movement’
and ‘sage brush rebellion’ (Switzer 1997). Second, environmental scepticism
draws upon the first theme to question the importance of environmentally
protective policies. Third, environmental scepticism endorses an anti-regula-
tory/anti-corporate liability position that flows from the first two claims.
Lastly, environmental sceptics often cast environmental protection as
threatening Western progress.

354 P.J. Jacques et al.
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CTTs are non-profit, public policy research and advocacy organisations that
promote core conservative ideals such as ‘free enterprise’, ‘private property
rights’, ‘limited government’ and ‘national defense’ (Schumaker et al. 1997).
Unlike traditional think tanks that aimed to provide reasonably ‘objective’
policy analyses, CTTs are ‘advocacy’ organisations that unabashedly promote
conservative goals (Weaver 1988; Fischer 1991). Launched in the 1970s in
reaction to social activism and an expanding federal government, CTTs were
an institutional answer from American business leaders who during this time
‘voiced fears of ‘‘creeping socialism’’’ (Austin 2002, p. 79). The strategy was to
create an activist counter-intelligentsia to conduct an effective ‘war of ideas’
against proponents of government programmes designed to ameliorate
presumed social problems such as poverty (Blumenthal 1986; Fischer 1991).
As Allen (1992, p. 90) puts it, CTTs ‘are professional social movement
organisations that have been sponsored by economic elites as a means of
influencing public opinion and the agendas of political elites’.

What began as an effort by conservatives to counteract the liberal
underpinnings of governmental programmes and the progressive social
movements of the 1960s and 1970s has been an enormous success, as CTTs
have become exceptionally influential in US politics (Blumenthal 1986; Allen
1992; Stefancic and Delgado 1996; Callahan 1999; Krehely et al. 2004). Weaver
(1988) suggests that think tanks have flourished in the US because of its
relatively weak political parties, the ‘permeability’ of its bureaucratic elites and
the division of power between the congressional and administrative branches,
while Gellner (1995) argues that think tanks have become ‘party-like
institutions’ that promote policy issues and provide personnel for govern-
mental positions.

The central tactic employed by CTTs in the war of ideas is the production
of an endless flow of printed material ranging from books to editorials
designed for public consumption to policy briefs aimed at policy-makers and
journalists, combined with frequent appearances by spokespersons on TV and
radio. More than 15 years ago, Allen (1992, p. 104) observed that:

Over the past two decades, the volume of studies and analyses produced by
the major conservative policy-research institutions is staggering. Judging from the
content of political debate in recent years, there can be little doubt that the
cumulative effects of all these books, periodicals, and articles has been to alter
significantly both public opinion and the agendas of political elites.

Various analysts have documented the roles of CTTs in promoting crucial
conservative policy goals such as supply-side economics, the Strategic Defense
Initiative (‘Star Wars’), limits on social welfare and opposition to affirmative
action (see e.g., Blumenthal 1986; Stefancic and Delgado 1996; Callahan 1999).
Clearly, CTTs have played a major role in moving US politics rightward, both
in terms of domestic and foreign policy (Covington 1997; Austin 2002;

Environmental Politics 355
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Krehely et al. 2004). In the process they have become a vital component of the
Republican Party’s success since the Reagan era, overwhelming in numbers
and influence the small number of liberal think tanks inclined to support the
Democrats (Allen 1992, p. 105).

A key to the success of CTTs has been their ability to establish themselves
as a true ‘counter-intelligentsia’ that has achieved equal legitimacy with
mainstream science and academia – both of which have been effectively
labelled as ‘leftist’ in order to legitimise CTT’s as providing ‘balance’ (Austin
2002). Beder (2001, p. 129) highlights this, noting that even though ‘think tanks
have more in common with interest groups or pressure groups than academic
institutions’, their representatives ‘are treated by the media as independent
experts and . . . are often preferred to representatives from universities and
interest groups as a source of expert opinion’. This has been a particularly
notable accomplishment in the realm of scientific and environmental issues
because CTTs are populated primarily by economists, policy analysts and legal
scholars rather than natural scientists (Fischer 1991); the George C. Marshall
Institute is an exception (Lahsen 2005).

The lack of in-house scientific expertise helps explain why CTTs have been
quick to form relationships with the small number of academic scientists who
support their views, as in the case of ‘climate sceptics’ (Lahsen 2005; McCright
and Dunlap 2003). Doing so helps shield the fact that the sceptical position is
strongly aligned with conservatism and the economic interests it represents
(Austin 2002; Mooney 2005b), thus hiding from the public the underlying
source of what appears on the surface to be another ‘policy debate’ among
equally qualified experts (Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1996; Lahsen 2005).

As elite social movement organisations that – with the support of
conservative foundations and corporations – provide leadership for the
conservative movement (Allen 1992; Covington 1997), it is not surprising
that CTTs have been in the forefront of the anti-environmental counter-
movement. Their efforts are particularly apparent in the area of climate
change. For example, Meyer and Staggenborg (1996, p. 1634) note that
counter-movements can ‘draw media attention that activates balancing norms
in mainstream media’, or the pressure on journalists to present both sides of an
issue. As a result of their ready access to media (Dolny 2003), CTTs were able
to create a situation in which major media outlets portrayed climate science as
an evenly divided debate between sceptics and non-sceptics (Boykoff and
Boykoff 2004) employing what McCright and Dunlap (2003, p. 366) term the
‘duelling scientists’ version of the balancing norm. The result is that US media
have given disproportionate attention to the views of a small number of global
warming sceptics (Antilla 2005; Boykoff 2007), and as a consequence have been
significantly more likely than media in other industrial nations to portray
global warming as a controversial issue characterised by scientific uncertainty
(Dispensa and Brulle 2003; Gelbspan 2004; Grundmann 2007).

As is true of the movements they are opposing, counter-movements seek to
influence state structures, capacity and policy (Meyer and Staggenborg 1996)

356 P.J. Jacques et al.
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and, in the case of environmental issues in general and climate change in
particular, CTTs have clearly been successful in affecting the US government
(Armitage 2005).3 In the sympathetic George W. Bush administration,
individuals affiliated with CTTs have been appointed to key governmental
positions, most notably Gale Norton as Secretary of the Interior (Nerenberg
2001). In the area of climate change, the Competitive Enterprise Institute sued
the federal government twice to suppress the release of the US National
Assessment of Climate Change, a comprehensive report begun under the
Clinton Administration (Mooney 2007), while the Bush Administration’s
rhetoric and policy on climate change have consistently echoed the sceptical
themes promoted by CTTs (McCright and Dunlap 2003, p. 370; Armitage
2005). Similarly, representatives of CTTs and the sceptical scientists they
promote have achieved virtual parity with mainstream scientists representing
the IPCC in testifying at Congressional hearings on climate change (McCright
and Dunlap 2003).

Austin (2002) documents the important role of CTTs in leading the
anti-environmental counter-movement, and then highlights their tactic of
promoting environmental scepticism when he argues that they manufacture
anti-environmental propaganda to counter the claims of mainstream science
regarding environmental problems. Austin and Phoenix (2005) subsequently
argue that the George W. Bush administration’s resistance to environmental
protection indicates the success of this anti-environmental counter-movement
(Devine 2004; Kennedy 2004; Pope and Rauber 2004).

Thus, existing literature suggests that the conservative movement,
especially via CTTs, has organised a counter-movement to oppose the
environmental movement and its supporters. A crucial tactic of CTTs is
promoting environmental scepticism to counter scientific claims concerning
environmental degradation, and thus the need for ameliorative action.
McCright and Dunlap (2000; 2003) document the role of CTTs in
contesting climate change, and this paper broadens their focus by examining
the efforts of CTTs to challenge the seriousness of environmental problems in
general.

Methods

We address two important questions: to what degree is environmental
scepticism linked to think tanks within the conservative movement? and how
pervasive is support for environmental scepticism in CTTs interested in
environmental policy? To answer these questions we conduct two com-
plementary empirical analyses: first, an analysis of the English-language
literature espousing environmental scepticism based on our dataset of
sceptical books published between 1972 and 2005; and, second, an
analysis of generalised support for environmental scepticism by CTTs with
an expressed interest in environmental issues, conducted via searches of their
websites.

Environmental Politics 357
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The first dataset is a list of the 141 English-language books published between
1972 (we found no earlier examples) and 2005 and assigned an International
Standard Book Number (ISBN)4 that we identified as espousing environmental
scepticism. Books were included if they expressed environmental scepticism by
denying or downplaying the seriousness of problems such as climate change;
stratospheric ozone depletion; biodiversity loss; resource shortages; chemicals
and other pollutants in the air, water or soil; threats of trace chemical exposure
to human health and the potential risks of genetic modification. Books were
not included simply because their authors argued against environmental
values. Thus, although Ron Arnold is an environmental sceptic, his At the Eye
of the Storm (1982) does not focus on questioning environmental problems and
therefore was not included.

We then searched for evidence of relationships between these 141 books
and CTTs to examine support for scepticism by the conservative movement.
Relationships were established in one of two ways: the author was affiliated
with a CTT and/or the book was published by a CTT press. In both cases the
information is found publicly and not inferred. Our focus on links between
sceptics and CTTs underestimates the conservative ideological underpinnings
of environmental scepticism. For example, despite having no discernible ties to
a CTT, O’Leary (2003) reflects a strong conservative ideology.

We also noted the country of origin of each book, documented through the
lead author’s apparent place of residence. This information is inferred from the
author’s biographical notes.

Our list of sceptical books (reported in Appendix 1) is undoubtedly not
exhaustive. Sceptical volumes are easy to overlook, particularly since some are
issued by obscure presses, go out of print quickly or have limited circulation
intended for a narrow audience. We searched for books via online bookstores,
bibliographies of sceptical books and books analysing anti-environmentalism
(Rowell 1996; Switzer 1997). We also searched bibliographies of online
sceptical articles and looked for reviews of sceptical books. We believe our
compilation includes the vast majority of English-language books espousing
environmental scepticism.

Selecting conservative think tanks and environmental policy

The second part of our analysis examines CTT positions on environmental
issues. In order to systematically select CTTs, we used the Heritage
Foundation’s website. Arguably the pre-eminent CTT (Allen 1992), the
Heritage Foundation is committed to fostering the conservative cause. One
way Heritage does this is via the Internet, where it posts lists of conservative
policy experts and 561 organisations (www.policyexperts.org). The inclusion of
a think tank on the Heritage Foundation’s website establishes its conservative
credentials and provides face validity for our study population. Content

358 P.J. Jacques et al.
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validity of the database is indicated by the fact that all of the organisations
identified by McCright and Dunlap (2000; 2003) were found on the Heritage
list.

It is possible to locate both think tanks and individual policy experts on the
Heritage Foundation’s website by searching either by ‘expert’ or by ‘issue’. We
searched the ‘organisations’ category by ‘policy issue’ which searches all
organisations in the database, including international think tanks. We searched
for organisations listing an interest in ‘environment’, ‘environmental policy’,
‘global warming’ and/or ‘climate change’. These searches were conducted in
summer 2005, and produced a list of 60 think tanks. We then visited their
websites between June and December 2005. At each we determined whether or
not the organisation is indeed conservative according to the definition of
Schumaker et al. (1997) and that it has at least some interest in environmental
issues, or else it was dropped from the list.

Two organisations, the Constitutional Coalition and the Center for Policy
and Legal Studies, did not have websites and had to be deleted. Of the
remaining 58, only one – the Kansas Policy Research Institute – failed to
express a conservative orientation. The KPRI appears to be an academic think
tank with a plurality of ideological views, and it was therefore dropped.
Finally, we found no evidence of interest in environmental issues on the
websites of seven organisations, including four separately listed chapters of the
Black Alliance for Educational Options and the F.A. Hayek Foundation in
Bratislava, so they were also deleted from the list.

The remaining set of 50 think tanks, their national origin and whether or
not they espouse environmental scepticism are shown in Appendix 2. The eight
in bold have a specific interest in ‘global warming’ or ‘climate change’
according to their listing in the Heritage Foundation database.

Our population of 50 conservative think tanks interested in environmental
issues includes only six outside the US, and no doubt the list is skewed toward
Heritage’s interest in the US. Nonetheless, the bulk of think tanks are, in fact,
thought to be in the US (Abelson 2000). Also, some think tanks that would
seem obvious, such as the Cato Institute, are not on the list because they were
not coded by the key words used in our search of the database. However, for
reproducibility of the study, we have limited our study to those CTTs produced
by our search of the Heritage website using the key words noted above.

We then searched the websites of these 50 CTTs for evidence of support for
environmental scepticism. We did this in one of two ways. If the website had an
internal search, we used it to search for ‘environment’, ‘climate change’, ‘global
warming’ and ‘junk science’. Junk science was searched because it is a strong
cue for scepticism (Herrick and Jamison. 2001). If there was no internal search
capability at the website, we searched the organisation’s publications, position
papers, press releases and other web pages manually.

If any of the organisation’s publications or web material was found to
support environmental scepticism, it was coded as sceptical. If no evidence of
scepticism was found on the website, the organisation was coded as not
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sceptical. It is possible that we missed sceptical material for a few of the
organisations we coded as ‘not sceptical’, thus generating false negative results;
however, this is preferable to generating false positive results by erroneously
assuming that these think tanks promoted environmental scepticism.

Findings

Books promoting environmental scepticism

Appendix 1 and Table 1 show that, of the 141 books which promote environ-
mental scepticism, 130 (92.2 per cent) have a clear link to one or more CTTs –
either via author affiliation (62 books) or because the book was published by a
CTT (five books) or both (63 books). Furthermore, most of the remaining 11
books clearly reflect a conservative ideology, but are not connected to a CTT
and are not coded as such here. Indeed, it appears that only one of the 141
books was written by a current self-professed liberal – Greg Easterbrook
(1995).5

It is therefore evident that advocates of environmental scepticism are
overwhelmingly conservative, and in a vast majority of cases their books are
directly linked to one or more CTTs – whether in the US or abroad. The
relationship between sceptic books and CTTs is especially pronounced for
books written by non-US authors, as 29 of 31 are linked to CTTs. The fact that
many of these books are linked to CTTs in the US suggests that the spread of
scepticism internationally has been stimulated or at least assisted by these
powerful agents of American conservatism. Of course, our focus on English-
language books likely resulted in our missing sceptical volumes published in
other languages that are not linked to US-based CTTs. Nonetheless, our

Table 1. Think tank affiliations of environmentally sceptical books.

Country

Books with
Conservative think
tank associations

No conservative
think tank
associations

Total
books

USA 101 9 110
UK 19 1 20
Australia 2 0 2
Canada 1 1 2
Denmark 1 0 1
France 1 0 1
Germany 1 0 1
Netherlands 1 0 1
New Zealand 1 0 1
South Africa 1 0 1
Sweden 1 0 1

Totals 130 11 141
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results imply that CTTs in the US have helped diffuse environmental scepticism
internationally.6

The timing of sceptical books follows a noticeable trend, as illustrated in
Table 2. There is a consistent increase in sceptical literature over time, starting
with only six books in the 1970s and 14 in the 1980s. All save two of these 20
are by US authors. The 1990s saw a five-fold increase in sceptical literature
over the preceding decade. Further, judging by the number of books published
in its first six years, the current decade is on track to surpass the 1990s (see
Table 2).

Four of the 11 volumes with no apparent links to CTTs were published in
the 1970s, a decade in which only six sceptical books were published. The
conservative movement had not yet adopted environmental scepticism.
However, Julian Simon’s The Ultimate Resource (1981) became a model (see
Dryzek 1997) for cornucopian conservative environmental scepticism, and all
14 of the sceptical books published in the 1980s were linked to CTTs. The
conservative movement had clearly come to realise the potential of environ-
mental scepticism, but environmental issues probably had lower salience than
anti-Communism as the ‘Cold War’ still preoccupied conservatives (Buell 2003,
p. 22).

As noted earlier, President Reagan’s call for weaker environmental
regulation spawned a backlash from the general public and environmental
organisations in the early 1980s (Dunlap 1995; Kraft and Vig 1984).
Consequently, anti-environmentalists learned that it was safer to question
the seriousness of environmental problems and portray environmentalists (and
environmental scientists) as ‘radicals’ who distort evidence in order to
exaggerate problems (Buell 2003).

The conservative movement and its corporate sponsors had previously
learned that industry scientists lack the credibility of government and
university scientists in debates on issues such as pesticides and cigarette

Table 2. Trends in publication of environmentally sceptical books: 1970–2005.

Country 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000–2005

USA 5 13 56 36
UK 1 0 13 6
Australia 0 1 0 1
Canada 0 0 1 1
Denmark 0 0 0 1
France 0 0 0 1
Germany 0 0 1 0
Netherlands 0 0 0 1
New Zealand 0 0 0 1
South Africa 0 0 0 1
Sweden 0 0 1 0

Totals 6 14 72 49
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smoking, so providing political insulation for industry has become an essential
role for CTTs (Austin 2002). On climate change, several think tanks have
performed this function for companies such as ExxonMobil (Gelbspan 2004;
Mooney 2005a; Mooney 2005b). However, the strategy has shifted from
defence of single companies or industries (such as tobacco or pesticides) to
using sceptics to challenge environmental science in general (Buell 2003;
Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1998). A major tactic is to ‘manufacture uncertainty’,
raising questions about the scientific basis for environmental problems and
thereby undermining support for government regulations (Michaels and
Monforton 2005).

Another key factor fuelling the growth of a fully-fledged anti-environ-
mental counter-movement supported by the conservative movement was the
dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. The decline of the USSR made anti-
Communism – foundational to US conservatism – increasingly irrelevant
(Buell 2003, p. 22) just as environmentalism was emerging as a global force.
Meyer and Staggenborg (1996) point out that ‘critical events’ can shape the
structure of political opportunity for movements and counter-movements
because they ‘focus attention on issues and provide an impetus for social
movement mobilization’. The 1992 Rio Earth Summit was a watershed for
popular global environmental concern and thus a critical event. It highlighted
growing scientific evidence of global environmental degradation and built upon
widespread citizen concern (Dunlap et al. 1993) to stimulate efforts to
implement a raft of international environmental agreements. Rio reflected a
heightened sense of urgency for environmental protection that was seen as a
threat by conservative elites, stimulating them to replace anti-communism with
anti-environmentalism (Luke 2000).

As reflected in an interview with sceptic Dixie Lee Ray by the Acton
Institute (1992), the Earth Summit provided an opportunity to switch
conservative attention from the ‘Red Scare’ to the emerging ‘Green Scare’:

R&L: With the world-wide decline of socialism, many individuals think that the
environmental movement may be the next great threat to freedom. Do you agree?

Ray: Yes, I do, and I’ll tell you why. It became evident to me when I attended the
worldwide Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro last June. The International Socialist
Party, which is intent upon continuing to press countries into socialism, is now
headed up by people within the United Nations. They are the ones in the UN
environmental program, and they were the ones sponsoring the so-called Earth
Summit that was attended by 178 nations.

R&L: Did you have a specific purpose in attending the Earth Summit?

Ray: I was sent there by the Free Congress Committee, headed by Paul Weyrich.
Fred Smith and I were sent down as observers, with reporters’ credentials, so we
could witness the events. One of the main organisers of the program,
Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland of Norway was the assistant executive
for the conference. She is also the vice-president of the World Socialist Party.
When she was questioned by Brazilian reporters after her talk and asked if what
they were proposing didn’t have a peculiar resemblance to the agenda of the
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World Socialist Party she said, ‘Well, of course.’ That was reported in Brazil but
not picked up by the American press.

R&L: Did you see a big influence by the radical environmentalists there?

Ray: Oh yes. No question about that, the radicals are in charge. One of the
proposals that did indeed pass as part of Agenda 21 proposes that there be world
government under the UN, that essentially all nations give up their sovereignty,
and that the nations will be, as they said quite openly, frightened or coerced into
doing that by threats of environmental damage.

Ray, a powerful conservative elite member in her own right as former director
of the US Atomic Energy Commission and governor of the State of
Washington, was not an isolated observer. She describes her support from
and affiliation with powerful think tank elites in Paul Weyrich and Fred Smith.
Weyrich served as the founding president of the Heritage Foundation in 1973–
4 among other key positions, and Fred Smith is the founder and head of the
Competitive Enterprise Institute (CEI). Rio, therefore, very likely explains why
81 per cent of the sceptical books have been published since 1992.

Also, it is clear that the bulk of English-language environmental scepticism
is produced in the US (110 volumes being authored or edited by Americans).
As shown in Table 1, 20 books have been written by 11 authors from the UK,
but only a trivial number come from other countries. Environmental
scepticism, although it is diffusing abroad, thus appears to be primarily a US
phenomenon. However, almost none of the books was published by authors
outside the affluent industrialised world, indicating that scepticism is distinct to
the affluent global North. Scepticism may be Northern because the con-
servative counter-movement sees itself as defending Northern lifestyles and
Northern-dominated economic systems and Northern privileged identity
(Jacques 2006; 2008).

Environmental scepticism and conservative think tank websites

We now turn to our analysis of the CTT website data. We find a similar pattern
in the websites as in the books. A vast majority of the CTTs interested in
environmental issues express support for environmental scepticism, as shown
in Appendix 2. Out of the 50 think tanks examined, 45 (90 per cent) support
scepticism on their websites and in their publications. Further, consistent with
McCright and Dunlap’s (2000; 2003) findings, all eight think tanks (highlighted
in bold) that have global warming/climate change as a principal interest
espouse scepticism and are based in the US.

Only five of the think tanks we studied are not disseminating environmen-
tally sceptical positions. Interestingly, a few of the non-sceptical think tanks
advocate conservative but pro-environment attitudes. For example, Environ-
mental Probe, based in Canada, is a staunch supporter of free-market options,
but favours environmental regulations when markets cannot provide ade-
quate environmental protection. Nonetheless, our basic finding is that an
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overwhelming majority of CTTs with an avowed interest in environmental
issues support environmental scepticism as part of their broader anti-
environmental positions. For example, the American Policy Center derides
environmental initiatives on several levels, such as the comments made in John
Meredith’s (undated, online) article, ‘Al Gore – You Can’t Hide – We Charge
You with Genocide’: ‘Vice President Al Gore wants to be God. Apparently, he
will stop at nothing to advance his global warming agenda even though
scientists in ever-increasing numbers are rejecting the unproven theory. One of
the ways he intends to do it is by killing innocent Third World babies.’ Another
example is the CEI joining with other conservative groups and several
conservative lawmakers to sue the Clinton administration over the use of
purported ‘junk science’ in a national assessment of global warming impacts
(Mooney 2007).

Of course, environmental scepticism encompasses much more than global
warming. For example, ‘junk science’ is a favourite topic at the American
Council on Science and Health, co-founded by sceptic Elizabeth Whelen who is
one of the very few women authors found in the list of books. On the ACSH
website Dunn (2004) criticises EPA-funded research used to justify reductions
in air pollution published in the New England Journal of Medicine:

The New England Journal of Medicine now vacillates, becoming a propaganda rag
on political issues but a scientific paragon when there are no political agendas to
consider – lurching from outrageous dust and air pollution junk science to
multivariate regression analysis of alternative causes of cerebral edema in
diabetics with ketoacidosis. Which will it be?

Summary

Our analyses of the sceptical literature and CTTs indicate an unambiguous
linkage between the two. Over 92 per cent of environmentally sceptical books
are linked to conservative think tanks, and 90 per cent of conservative think
tanks interested in environmental issues espouse scepticism. Environmental
scepticism began in the US, is strongest in the US, and exploded after the end
of the Cold War and the emergence of global environmental concern
stimulated by the 1992 Earth Summit.

Environmental scepticism is an elite-driven reaction to global environment-
alism, organised by core actors within the conservative movement. Promoting
scepticism is a key tactic of the anti-environmental counter-movement
coordinated by CTTs, designed specifically to undermine the environmental
movement’s efforts to legitimise its claims via science. Thus, the notion that
environmental sceptics are unbiased analysts exposing the myths and scare
tactics employed by those they label as practitioners of ‘junk science’ lacks
credibility. Similarly, the self-portrayal of sceptics as marginalised ‘Davids’
battling the powerful ‘Goliath’ of environmentalists and environmental
scientists is a charade, as sceptics are supported by politically powerful CTTs
funded by wealthy foundations and corporations.
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Given the success of CTTs in promoting environmental scepticism,
particularly obvious in the case of climate change (Antilla 2005; Boykoff and
Boykoff 2004; McCright and Dunlap 2003; Mooney 2007), it seems reasonable
to conclude that the CTT-based countermovement has contributed to the
decline of US support for environmental protection in recent decades. The
ability of CTTs to influence environmental policy replicates their accomplish-
ments in other policy domains (Covington 1997; Callahan 1999; Krehely et al.
2004; Stefancic and Delgado 1996), and thus should come as no surprise.
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Notes

1. Despite the flourishing of organised environmentalism, a purported ‘death of
environmentalism’ has been debated in recent years due to the failure of
environmentalists to stem the anti-environmental orientation of the federal
government – particularly on climate change (Dunlap 2006).

2. Michaels and Monforton (2005) give a history of ‘junk science’ in their explication
of ‘manufacturing uncertainty’, a tactic that makes heavy use of environmental
scepticism. Also see Freudenburg, Gramling and Davidson’s (2008) analysis of
‘scientific certainty argumentation methods’ or ‘SCAMs’.

3. It is admittedly difficult to disentangle the impact on US climate change policy of
CTTs from that of the fossil fuel industry, as Exxon Mobil and other corporations
have sought to undermine climate science via lobbying and participation in the
Global Climate Coalition (GCC) as well as by directly funding CTTs and sceptical
scientists. However, analysts such as Layzer (2007, p. 112) note that well after
several oil companies stopped challenging climate science and withdrew from the
GCC, CTTs not only continued their opposition but decried the ‘fracturing’ of the
business community’s opposition to climate science and policy. Similarly,
comparative US-Canadian and US-German analyses of climate politics and policy
also point to the unique role of climate sceptics and their CTT sponsors in helping
account for the recalcitrant position of the US (Grundmann 2007; Harrison 2007).
Such evidence suggests that CTT opposition to climate and other environmental
policies has a firm ideological base that transcends the obvious desire for corporate
funding.

4. ISBNs are used to define and control for what is considered a book. Bidinotto’s
Greeen Machine (1993); Kwong’s Protecting the Environment: Old Rhetoric, New
Imperatives (1990) and S. Fred Singer’s The Greenhouse Debate Continued: An
Analysis and Critique of the IPCC Climate Assessment (1992) are examples of
sceptical publications that might be considered books, and are tied to CTTs, but
have no ISBN and are thus not included. This contributes to our underestimating
the number of sceptical publications affiliated with CTTs.

5. Lomborg (2001, p. xix) writes: ‘I’m an old left-wing Greenpeace member . . .’ (our
emphasis). His use of past tense, in combination with Jamison’s (2004) description,
leads us to assume Lomborg may have been liberal but has since changed his
orientation.

6. The role of US CTTs and American sceptics in assisting the spread of scepticism
internationally is readily apparent in the realm of climate change. The ‘Leipzig
Declaration on Global Climate Change’, a European manifesto denying the
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seriousness of global warming, ‘emerged from a November 1995 conference,
‘‘The Greenhouse Controversy’’, cosponsored by S. Fred Singer’s Science and
Environmental Policy Project and the European Academy of Environmental Affairs
in Leipzig, Germany’ (SourceWatch 2008). Singer is a leading US climate sceptic
and his SEPP is a major promoter of environmental scepticism (McCright and
Dunlap 2003). In addition, several prominent US climate sceptics besides Singer
signed the Leipzig Declaration, including Robert Balling, Hugh Ellsaesser, David
Legates, Richard Lindzen, Patrick Michaels and Frederick Seitz.
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Appendix 2. Conservative think tanks interested in environmental issues
1
.

Conservative think tank
National
location

Environmental
scepticism
espoused

Environmental Probe Canada No
Rio Grande Foundation USA No
Center for Public Justice USA No
Texas Conservative Coalition USA No
American Association of Small Property Owners USA No
American Policy Center USA Yes
Fraser Institute Canada Yes
Institute for Contemporary Studies2 USA Yes
National Legal Center for the Public Interest USA Yes
Weidenbaum Center USA Yes

American Council on Science and Health USA Yes
Foundation for Research on Economics and the
Environment

USA Yes

Reason Foundation USA Yes
Pacific Research Institute for Public Policy USA Yes
Project 21 USA Yes
National Center for Policy Analysis USA Yes
Capital Research Center USA Yes
Competitive Enterprise Institute USA Yes

FreedomWorks Foundation USA Yes
George C. Marshall Institute USA Yes

Heartland Institute USA Yes
Junkscience.com

3
USA Yes

American Policy Center USA Yes
South Carolina Policy Council USA Yes
The Independent Institute USA Yes
National Wilderness Institute USA Yes
Acton Institute for the Study of Religion
and Liberty

USA Yes

Discovery Institute USA Yes
The Philanthropy Roundtable USA Yes
Ethan Allen Institute USA Yes
The Centre for the New Europe Belgium Yes
The Greening Earth Society

4
USA Yes

Statistical Assessment Service USA Yes
The Eudoxa Think Tank Sweden Yes
Alliance for America USA Yes
Alliance for America Foundation USA Yes
Frontiers of Freedom USA Yes
Frontiers of Freedom Institute USA Yes
The Molinari Economic Institute France Yes
Washington Policy Center USA Yes
Small Business and Entrepreneuership Council
Foundation

USA Yes

Small Business and Entrepreneurship Council USA Yes
International Policy Network UK Yes

(continued)
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Appendix 2. (Continued ).

Conservative think tank
National
location

Environmental
scepticism
espoused

Mountain States Legal Foundation USA Yes
PERC – Property and Environment Research Center USA Yes
The Science and Environmental Policy Project USA Yes

Institute for Study of Economics and the Environment USA Yes

Institute for Research on the Economics of Taxation USA Yes
The Centre for the New Europe USA Yes
Committee for a Constructive Tomorrow (CFACT) USA Yes

Notes:

1. The eight think tanks shown in bold have a specific interest in ‘global warming’ or ‘climate
change’ as indicated by their listing in the Heritage Foundation’s database.

2. Coded sceptical for the publication of Singer (1992), which has no apparent ISBN and is
therefore not listed in Appendix 1.

3. The status of JunkScience.com as a non-profit think tank is unclear, so here we follow the
Heritage Foundations categorization of ‘policy expert organization’ that implies it is a think tank.

4. The Greening Earth Society website notes that it ‘expired’ February 2007, but may continue at a
later date.
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