
American University Washington College of Law American University Washington College of Law 

Digital Commons @ American University Washington College of Digital Commons @ American University Washington College of 

Law Law 

PEEL Alumni Scholarship Program on Environmental and Energy Law 

Winter 2008 

Cool It: The Skeptical Environmentalist’s Guide to Global Warming Cool It: The Skeptical Environmentalist’s Guide to Global Warming 

by Bjørn Lomborg by Bjørn Lomborg 

Mary J. Bortscheller 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/peel_alumni 

https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/
https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/
https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/peel_alumni
https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/peel
https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/peel_alumni?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu%2Fpeel_alumni%2F129&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


Sustainable Development Law & Policy
Volume 8
Issue 2 Winter 2008: Climate Law Reporter 2008 Article 23

Cool It: The Skeptical Environmentalist’s Guide to
Global Warming by Bjørn Lomborg
Mary J. Bortscheller

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/sdlp

Part of the Environmental Law Commons, and the International Law Commons

This Book Review is brought to you for free and open access by the Washington College of Law Journals & Law Reviews at Digital Commons @
American University Washington College of Law. It has been accepted for inclusion in Sustainable Development Law & Policy by an authorized
administrator of Digital Commons @ American University Washington College of Law. For more information, please contact
fbrown@wcl.american.edu.

Recommended Citation
Bortscheller, Mary J. "Cool It: The Skeptical Environmentalist’s Guide to Global Warming by Bjørn Lomborg."Sustainable
Development Law & Policy, Winter 2008, 77-78.

http://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/sdlp?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu%2Fsdlp%2Fvol8%2Fiss2%2F23&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/sdlp/vol8?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu%2Fsdlp%2Fvol8%2Fiss2%2F23&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/sdlp/vol8/iss2?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu%2Fsdlp%2Fvol8%2Fiss2%2F23&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/sdlp/vol8/iss2/23?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu%2Fsdlp%2Fvol8%2Fiss2%2F23&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/sdlp?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu%2Fsdlp%2Fvol8%2Fiss2%2F23&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/599?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu%2Fsdlp%2Fvol8%2Fiss2%2F23&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/609?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu%2Fsdlp%2Fvol8%2Fiss2%2F23&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:fbrown@wcl.american.edu


77 Sustainable Development Law & Policy

While opponents of an HCFC phase-out point to the relative 
absence of energy efficient and cost-effective replacements, a 
key lesson of the Montreal Protocol is that the knowledge that a 
market is in decline will often provide the creative stimulus and 
financial resources needed to develop alternatives. No alterna-
tives to CFCs existed when the Montreal Protocol’s ban on CFCs 
was first proposed, but when faced with a phase-out, chemical 
producers, notably DuPont, quickly developed alternatives and 
committed themselves to new production strategies. The book 
goes on to suggest that this realization is the missing element at 
the Kyoto Protocol. If energy producers were assured of immi-

nent changes, technological innovation would be the only means 
of survival, and society could finally expect the advances for 
which it has been waiting.

The authors of this book present a valuable and policy-
oriented approach to understanding environmental protocols. 
They celebrate the success of the Montreal Protocol while at the 
same time seeking to translate that success into further environ-
mental victories. Their message is that as we turn to face the 
problems of today, insight and lessons from the past are perhaps 
our best hope.

Bjørn Lomborg, a professor at the Copenhagen Business 
School, is a self-described “skeptical environmentalist.”1 
The Skeptical Environmentalist is also the title of his 

2001 book, a controversial volume proposing that, far from 
deteriorating, the state of the environment is actually improv-
ing.  The book set off a wave of criticism in Lomborg’s native 
Denmark, including allegations that his arguments were “scien-
tifically dishonest.”2 These allegations were later proved false 
by the Danish Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation.3 
The firestorm surrounding The Skeptical Environmentalist has 
not deterred the writer from continuing his pursuit of provocative 
arguments in the environmental debate in his latest book, Cool 
It: The Skeptical Environmentalist’s Guide to Global Warming. 

Lomborg sets an ambitious agenda from the start of Cool 
It, which seeks to reframe the international debate about the 
challenges and solutions presented by climate change. In a vol-
ume dedicated “to future generations,” Lomborg acknowledges 
the existence of global warming and its significant impact on 
humanity. Simultaneously, however, he asserts that the current 
societal debate is getting it all wrong by designing costly and 
inefficient solutions to a problem that is overblown. 

In recent years, the causes and effects of global warming 
have received increasing attention in the media. Most predictions 
have been dire. Lomborg attempts to persuade his readers that 
the media and many, if not most, environmental activists focus 
on data that is wrong or taken out of context. His central exam-
ple for this point is the emphasis on rising global temperatures 
and the deaths that will be caused by extreme heat waves similar 
to what Europe experienced in the summer of 2003. Lomborg 
maintains that while a warmer Earth will provoke more deathly 
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heat waves, it will also prevent hundreds of thousands of deaths 
caused by extremely cold temperatures. 

He returns to this point several times to illustrate what he 
emphasizes is the mistaken focus of the environmental debate. 
The comparative reduction in overall deaths caused by weather 
is a central factor in Lomborg’s overall cost-benefit analysis of 
global warming solutions. Under his analysis, most of the pro-
posed solutions to global warming that involve carbon-emission 
reduction are, economically-speaking, a “bad deal,” producing 
benefits that are not worth the effort.  

Lomborg is particularly critical of the Kyoto Protocol and 
similar international efforts calling for high taxes on carbon 
emissions. He stresses that the Protocol is too costly for the ben-
efits it would confer. According to Lomborg’s assessment, if 
implemented to the fullness of its provisions, the Kyoto Protocol 
would only yield a global temperature reduction of 0.3 degrees 
Fahrenheit by 2100. In Lomborg’s view, the billions of dollars 
spent implementing the Kyoto Protocol could be better spent 
elsewhere, combating disease, malnutrition and other global 
maladies. Lomborg also defends the United States’ reluctance 
to ratify the Protocol, because the United States would get the 
worst deal by spending the most money on implementation for 
the least return or benefit. 

Rather than follow a Kyoto Protocol-style model, Lomborg 
advocates a global carbon tax model that balances the cost of 
the tax with the tangible environmental benefits derived from 
the carbon emission cuts. A model of this type would avoid a 
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situation illustrated by the law of diminishing returns, where the 
more carbon emissions are cut, the fewer the “social benefits” to 
humans. Lomborg quotes economists who believe “going much 
beyond the small optimal initiative is economically unjustified.”

Lomborg urges the international community to consider the 
range of issues facing the world today, from epidemic diseases 
like HIV/AIDS and malaria to malnutrition and trade barriers. 
As a founding member of the Copenhagen Consensus, a con-
ference of economists whose stated goal is to “provoke inter-
national debate about prioritization,” Lomborg tries to steer the 
focus away from global warming to problems that have more 
feasible solutions. While recognizing that climate change and 
its attendant consequences are real, Lomborg and the members 
of the Copenhagen Consensus rank it low on the list of interna-
tional priorities. In a list of seventeen of the “world’s greatest 
challenges,” climate change comes in dead last behind solu-
tions to problems such as disease, malnutrition, migration, and 
corruption.4 

A prominent figure in Cool It is former Vice President Al 
Gore, whom Lomborg repeatedly cites as having misled the 
debate over global warming. Responding to the popular acclaim 
for the 2006 documentary An Inconvenient Truth, Lomborg won-
ders how the film and Mr. Gore, by showing the chain reaction 
of global warming, melting ice caps and rising sea levels, “can 
say something so dramatically removed from the best science.” 
Lomborg cites Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change data 
to refute the documentary’s images of coastal cities inundated 

by rising sea levels. According to Lomborg, the IPCC’s data 
indicates that as the Earth’s temperature increases, “Antarctica 
will not noticeably start melting” but there will be more precipi-
tation and “Antarctica will actually…[accumulate] ice, reducing 
sea levels by two inches.” 

Whether Bjørn Lomborg’s Cool It will succeed in changing 
the tenor and framework of the climate change debate remains to 
be seen. What is not in doubt, however, is that Lomborg’s ideas 
are provocative and his goals ambitious. Cool It is a challenging 
and interesting read for anyone concerned with global warming, 
whatever your reading of the current crisis may be.  

Endnotes: Cool It
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