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“Should one just stay silent, maintaining 
a dignified academic distance, but also 
maintaining irrelevance?”

Roger Pielke Jr 

Executive summary
Climate change, we're told, threatens the ‘viability of our societies‘. In August 2021, United Nations 
Secretary-General António Guterres declared the alarm bells ‘deafening‘.  If this is even remotely 
the case, humanity is in urgent need of clear thinking. 

But the climate movement rejects clear thinking. It has little interest in sorting facts from fic-
tion, in ensuring its efforts are based on evidence rather than dogma. The hostility and venom di-
rected at Roger Pielke Jr, a natural disasters expert who wholeheartedly supports decarbonisation 
of the global economy, demonstrates this beyond doubt.

Stray but a little from the dominant climate narrative, and activists will fantasise about your vi-
olent death. They will dismiss your peer-reviewed publications as marginal, accuse you of spread-
ing disinformation, and successfully campaign to get you fired from part-time jobs. They will pub-
lish false allegations about you on the White House website, target journalists who quote you in 
news stories, and subject you to punitive, intrusive, and extensive financial investigation. 

In recent years, Roger Pielke Jr has further discovered that academic freedom is an empty slo-
gan at the University of Colorado (Boulder), his primary employer. Rather than defending its most 
senior environmental studies professor, his own department is now determinedly harassing and 
humiliating him. 
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The Hounding of Roger Pielke Jr
Four days after Christmas 2009, an alternative newspaper in north-
ern New York state published an article purporting to identify the 
‘15 Most Heinous Climate Criminals…bastards responsible for 
subverting public understanding of climate change’.1 Eschewing 
goodwill toward men, author and climate activist Michael Roddy2 
declared these individuals liars corrupted by corporate interests. 
Their climate stance would, he said, result in human casualties 
dwarfing those inflicted by history’s worst mass murderers.

In addition to defaming these people, the article assigned 
them lurid punishments.3 Roger Pielke Jr, then a mild-mannered 
41-year-old environmental studies professor at the University of 
Colorado Boulder, received a death sentence. The article describes 
him wandering in the wilderness, lost and starving, before ‘hyenas 
laugh and rip him to shreds’.

Readers were told Pielke routinely expresses the kinds of 
concerns that dominate climate sceptic blogs. But that has never 
been the case. His 2010 book, The Climate Fix, says he grew up as 
‘the son of a world-famous atmospheric scientist’, Roger Pielke Sr. 
Having gained a ‘pretty in-depth understanding of the atmos-
pheric sciences’ around the dinner table, he says he has ‘never 
questioned the climatic importance of human emissions of car-
bon dioxide’, and fully supports a dramatic ‘decarbonization of the 
global economy’.4 The Climate Fix calls for a modest carbon tax to 
fund the development of innovative energy technologies. Moreo-
ver, Pielke leans left politically. In 2018, he told an audience he has 
never once voted for a Republican presidential candidate.5 Yet he 
has endured more than a decade of harassment and persecution 
from US Democratic Party operatives, green campaigners, jour-
nalists, and academic colleagues. His crime? Championing clear 
thinking and honest scholarship.

While acquiring an undergraduate degree in mathematics 
in the late 1980s, Pielke landed a part-time job with the National 
Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR), then home to prominent 
climate scientists such as Steven Schneider and Kevin Trenberth. 
At that moment in history, international concern about global 
warming was gathering steam, and atmospheric scientists were 
gaining political influence.

Pielke had intended to return to the physical sciences after 
completing a Masters in Public Policy. But during a stint as an in-
tern with the Science Committee of the US House of Representa-
tives, he realised how profoundly politicians and scientists mis-
understand each other’s roles and constraints. Fascinated by the 
intersection of these disparate worlds, and hoping to improve dia-
logue between them, by 1994 he’d earned a PhD in science policy.

The next dozen years were hectic. Pielke worked with NCAR, 
Columbia University, Arizona State, and the University of Illi-
nois. He was awarded Germany’s Eduard Brückner Outstanding 
Achievement Prize, and chaired an American Meteorological Soci-
ety committee for three years. Numerous other entities welcomed 
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his input in an advisory capacity, from the National Science Foun-
dation to the World Meteorological Organization.6 By 2001, Pielke 
had won tenure in the environmental studies program at the Uni-
versity of Colorado Boulder (CU), and was quickly promoted to full 
professor in 2004. He was tasked with developing graduate level 
courses that later attracted keen students and earned internation-
al acclaim.

In what he semi-humorously refers to as the ‘apex of my ca-
reer’, in early 2006 he delivered the prestigious Roger Revelle an-
nual lecture, a gala event sponsored by the US National Academy 
of Sciences and hosted by the Smithsonian Institute in the nation’s 
capital.7 Declaring fealty to the climate cause, Pielke told his audi-
ence ‘human influence on the climate system has been well es-
tablished’. Reducing global carbon dioxide emissions is, he said, 
‘essential’.

But he also delivered some unpalatable truths. Global warm-
ing isn’t making natural disasters worse, he insisted. These are 
separate problems, with different solutions. Pielke acknowledged 
that the cost of replacing damaged property in the wake of natural 
disasters was rising. But that’s because more people now live near 
coastlines vulnerable to hurricanes and flooding, and because 
everything costs more than it used to.8 When growing popula-
tions, inflation, and increasing GDP are taken into account, rising 
disaster costs are fully explained. There’s no global warming signal 
to be found.

Pielke cited data from the Red Cross, the insurance industry, 
a Brussels research center, the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC), and papers published by other academ-
ics. He and his research colleagues weren’t alone in their conclu-
sions. As he would say many times over the years, there’s ‘a broad 
consensus in the scientific literature’ that evidence for ‘increasing 
frequency or intensity of disasters from human (or natural) climate 
change is incredibly weak’.9

On that Washington DC evening, he boldly declared that us-
ing natural disasters to justify climate action ‘is both scientifically 
and morally insupportable’. His speech called out prominent in-
dividuals, including some scientists, for hyping the climate cause 
in this manner. Doing so, he said, detracts from ‘serious efforts to 
prepare for disasters’. 

Because upgrading building codes, improving drainage, and 
strengthening evacuation capacity all save lives, Pielke said such 
measures should be funded.10 But curbing carbon dioxide would 
provide no discernable benefit to impoverished populations the 
next time a hurricane hit. In his words, ‘Prescribing emissions re-
ductions to forestall the future effects of disasters is like telling 
someone who is sedentary, obese, and alcoholic that the best way 
to improve his health is to wear a seat belt’.

Evidence-based decision-making requires careful examina-
tion of the available data, followed by truthful reporting of the re-
sults. But by 2006, the drama associated with natural disasters had 
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become a key component of climate change messaging. Activists, 
both naïve and sophisticated, proved incapable of incorporating 
Pielke’s moderately unorthodox findings into their worldview. 
Nine weeks after he delivered the Revelle lecture, Al Gore’s best-
selling book, An Inconvenient Truth: The Planetary Emergency of 
Global Warming and What We Can Do About It, was released, along 
with the associated Oscar-winning documentary film. A young 
readers’ edition declares, in the introduction: ‘the Earth’s climate 
is changing…Because of it, we are witnessing such awful results 
as Hurricane Katrina…that leave so many people homeless and 
cities devastated’.11

When Gore was awarded half of the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize 
the following year, he used his Nobel lecture to link human 
greenhouse gas emissions to massive droughts, unprecedented 
wildfires, stronger storms, extensive flooding, and extreme tem-
peratures. His speech encouraged all of humanity to believe that 
emissions reduction was a sensible way to prevent disaster-relat-
ed deaths.12

Since Gore was a career politician affiliated with the US Dem-
ocratic Party, it isn’t surprising that partisans of that party adopted 
his version of reality. Over the years, a disproportionate share of 
the attacks against Pielke came from the Center for American Pro-
gress (CAP). This Washington think tank claims to be non-partisan, 
but is actually a Democratic Party powerhouse. Its founder, John 
Podesta, was President Bill Clinton’s chief of staff, oversaw climate 
change and energy policy during President Barack Obama’s ten-
ure, and then ran Hilary Clinton’s failed 2016 election campaign.13

CAP launched Climate Progress, a now-defunct but highly in-
fluential blog, in August 2006.14 In its earliest years, it was written 
almost exclusively by Joseph Romm, who’d pursued a policy career 
after earning a physics oceanography  doctorate in 1987. When Bill 
Clinton became president in 1993, the 33-year-old Romm landed 
a job with the US Department of Energy. For five years, he helped 
its Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy disperse an 
annual budget of $1 billion to third parties developing non-tradi-
tional energy technologies.15

Hell and High Water, Romm’s first book about global warm-
ing, hit bookstores a few months after the launch of the Climate 
Progress blog. In the introduction, he confidently declared: ‘The 
science is crystal clear: We humans are the primary cause of global 
warming…’16 But a major IPCC report released shortly afterwards 
disagreed. In the judgment of those experts, ‘Most of the observed 
increase in global average temperatures since the mid-20th cen-
tury is very likely due’ to human-generated greenhouse gases (ital-
ics added).17 Had crystal clear science existed, the IPCC would have 
pointed to it.

From the first days of the blog, Romm insisted climate change 
was making natural disasters worse. The previous year’s Hurricane 
Katrina was, he said, merely a preview of ‘what is to come for this 
country from global warming’.18 (In the decade that followed, hur-
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ricane frequency dropped to historic lows.)19 Romm said US wild-
fires had been enhanced by global warming, and that the 21st 
century would be one of drought.20 The blog predictably painted 
Republican politicians as buffoons, and Democratic politicians as 
well informed. According to Romm, anyone who considered Al 
Gore a climate hypocrite was relying on ‘inaccurate information’, 
and should instead read a statement crafted by Gore’s commu-
nications director.21

On a range of climate issues, (emissions tar-
gets, carbon taxes, technological challenges), 
Romm ferociously denounced peo-
ple whose opinions conflict with 
his own, dubbing them ‘global 
warming Deniers and Delay-
ers’.22 He routinely declared al-
ternative views ‘debunked’, when 
they’d merely been disputed. Want-
ing to talk about bias and groupthink 
was, in his estimation, ‘a wholly unjus-
tified smear on climate scientists’.23

None of the above prevented Time 
magazine from describing Romm as a ‘one-
man anti-disinformation clearinghouse’ who 
was challenging bad science and delivering 
the straight goods.24 Nor did it prevent two New 
York Times columnists from dispensing praise that 
was then prominently displayed along the blog’s 
right margin. Paul Krugman declared: ‘I trust Joe 
Romm on climate’.25 Thomas Friedman called it ‘the in-
dispensable blog’.26

In late 2007, Romm told his readers they shouldn’t 
bother reading a book he himself ‘won’t waste time read-
ing’, since that book had been endorsed by Pielke.27 By 2008, 
Pielke was a frequent Romm target. A slide constructed by 
Pielke indicates that Climate Progress mentioned him in 161 blog 
posts over eight years. ‘To illustrate how…absolutely unhinged 
their campaign was against me’, he says, ‘CAP wrote less than 200 
articles over the same time period about George W. Bush, president 
of the United States’ (original italics).28

On various occasions, Romm called Pielke a ‘head cheerleader’ 
for climate chaos,29 a climate change ‘denier’,30 ‘the uber-denier’, 
and a spreader of disinformation.31 He declared that ‘every single 
thing Roger Pielke Jr. writes is a joke’.32 In one instance, he called 
him ‘the most debunked person in the science blogosphere…He’s 
like a clock that knows what time it is and then shows the wrong 
time just to get attention’.33 In another: ‘Pielke has one primary mis-
sion in his professional career…and that is to shout down any talk 
of a link between climate change and extreme weather’.34

This sustained assault on Pielke’s good name was amplified by 
Romm’s habit of attacking journalists who gave Pielke a platform. 
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During 2009, a year in which Pielke’s slide says Climate Progress 
mentioned him once a week on average, Romm claimed he nor-
mally ignored Pielke ‘until his misinformation has been picked 
up by some credulous journalists uninterested in preserving his 
or her reputation’.35 A day earlier, the headline of another Romm 
post had alleged that Pielke’s father, the career research scientist, 
‘doesn’t understand the science of global warming – or just choos-
es to willfully misrepresent it’. Above the international symbol for 

dangerous radioactivity, Romm wrote: ‘And again, let me end 
with the warning sign that should flash in every journalist’s 

mind when they read or hear a statement by anyone named 
“Roger Pielke“’.36

As the Climate Progress blog grew to encompass 
other writers, six more people joined the Pielke-bash-

ing brigade. Some of them ‘moved on to new venues, 
including The Guardian, Vox and ClimateTruth.org’, 

says Pielke, ‘where they continued their campaign 
focused on creating an evil, cartoon version of me 

and my research’.37

Paige St. John is a Pulitzer Prize-winning 
journalist with the Los Angeles Times. After in-

terviewing Pielke in 2015, she experienced 
a direct backlash. ‘You should come with 

a warning label’, she ruefully observed 
in an email afterward. ‘Quoting Roger 

Pielke will bring a hail storm down 
on your work from the London 

Guardian, Mother Jones and Me-
dia Matters’.38

Pielke’s travails tell us the 
climate movement has lit-

tle room for people who 
are sticklers about facts 

versus fiction. His 2007 
book, The Honest Bro-

ker: Making Sense of 
Science in Policy and 
Politics, explains that 

an honest broker 
presents the full picture, 

the pros and cons of a range 
of possible options, so that politi-

cians and members of the public can 
make fully informed choices. This is distinct 

from experts who, under the guise of providing neu-
tral ‘scientific advice,’ promote the course of action they 

personally support while ignoring or dismissing alternative 
perspectives.

Honest brokers are often scarce on the ground. Pielke tells us 
about scientists who, after publishing climate research in promi-
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nent journals, later admitted their primary purpose had been to 
influence political debate. After it became known Pielke was one 
of ten people invited to brief senators, congressional staffers, and 
a cabinet secretary, he says, ‘several colleagues contacted me to 
suggest that I should downplay a core finding of my research’. 
Honesty wasn’t necessarily the best policy, he was advised, since it 
might lead to the ‘wrong’ political decisions. Pielke also recalls be-
ing asked by the editor of a leading scientific journal ‘to dampen 
the message of an article of mine…for fear that it would be seized 
upon’ by people supporting policies with which the editor appar-
ently disagreed.39

Pielke has testified on numerous occasions before legislative 
bodies. In 2013, he appeared before a US Senate committee on 
the environment. Explaining that he had, during the previous 20 
years, ‘collaborated with researchers around the world to publish 
dozens of peer-reviewed papers…related to extreme events’, his 
ten-page written statement restated his longstanding position: ‘It 
is misleading, and just plain incorrect, to…associate the increas-
ing costs of disasters with the emission of greenhouse gases’.40

Pielke was careful to say that a ‘considerable body of research’ 
expects extreme events to become more intense and more fre-
quent in the future. (Such research rests on computer model-
ling, whose long-term accuracy remains unknown.) Pielke further 
stated that none of his remarks mean that ‘human-caused climate 
change is not real or of concern’. This was just another occasion in 
which he valiantly attempted to educate politicians about what 
we know versus what we think might happen some day.

When testifying before the same committee months later, 
John Holdren, a physics PhD serving as President Obama’s science 
advisor, was asked about Pielke’s remarks. He dismissed them as 
being ‘not representative of mainstream views on this topic in the 
climate-science community’. The implication was that the interna-
tionally recognized historical datasets and IPCC reports cited by 
Pielke were somehow marginal. Pielke disputed this in an email 
to Holdren, who responded by authoring a six-page response to 
Pielke’s position on droughts.41 That response was posted on the 
White House website.

On page one, Holdren admits making comments to journal-
ists ‘linking recent severe droughts in the American West to global 
climate change’. On page two, he appears to contradict himself: 
‘I have always been careful to note that, scientifically, we cannot 
say that climate change caused a particular drought, but only that 
it is expected to increase the frequency, intensity, and duration of 
drought in some regions – and that such changes are being ob-
served’ (underscore in the original, italics added).

Holdren accused Pielke of leaving out a ‘crucial adjacent sen-
tence’ in his written statement. In fact, Pielke had included it in a 
footnote. This false allegation was never retracted. It remained on 
the White House website for nearly three years, until a new presi-
dent was sworn in.42 Pielke had quoted a 2008 US government re-
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port that said ‘droughts have, for the most part, become shorter, 
less frequent and cover a smaller portion of the US over the last 
century’ (italics added).43 Immediately following this, the report 
acknowledged exceptions in the ‘US Southwest and parts of the 
interior of the West’. Pielke duly reported these exceptions in foot-
note #21, in the section in which he discussed drought in detail.44

If one goes to the trouble of unearthing the full paragraph in 
the government report from which these sentences were plucked, 
the message is unambiguous. Despite an apparent rising trend in 
some parts of the US:

•	 The ‘most widespread and severe’ droughts occurred in the 
1930s and 1950s.
•	 There’s no clear severity trend in one direction or another, 
when averaged across the entire US.
•	 US droughts ‘have, for the most part’, become shorter, less 
frequent and smaller since 1925.
•	 Whether one examines drought only in the US or in North 
America as a whole, ‘no overall trend’ is found.

Rather than identifying flaws in Pielke’s data-heavy analy-
sis, Holdren merely showed him to be out of step with climate 
groupthink. Citing projected increases in drought, ways in which 
climate change can affect droughts, what climate researchers ex-
pect to happen, and what they think may ‘already be happening’, 
Holdren’s six pages splendidly demonstrate the degree to which 
people with PhDs have come to think their own beliefs about the 
future outrank actual evidence. From animal entrails to computer 
modelling, priesthoods have long claimed unique insight.45

Joe Romm’s commentary on this occasion was illuminating. 
As if political connections and remarkable scientific acumen are 
one and the same, he absurdly called political appointee Holdren 
‘the nation’s top scientist’. Romm didn’t tell his readers Holdren had 
falsely accused Pielke of suppressing a relevant caveat. Instead, he 
excoriated Pielke for ‘burying’ in a footnote the sentence Holdren 
had claimed wasn’t there at all. The message could not have been 
plainer: whatever had actually happened, Pielke would always be 
wrong, his critics would always be right. Romm gloated that Piel-
ke had been ‘schooled.’ In his words: ‘It should be obvious that if 
you’ve garnered a 6-page debunking by the nation’s top scientist, 
then you’ve moved into the elite ranks of climate confusionists’.46

Any academic whose research findings conflict with the dom-
inant, mainstream narrative must choose between keeping quiet 
and going public. In his book, The Rightful Place of Science: Disas-
ters and Climate Change, Pielke says, ‘at some point in my career 
I decided on topics where I have expertise, I have an obligation 
to participate in public debates’. He felt a need to set the record 
straight, he says, after noticing that the White House website was 
telling people floods and droughts had become more common:

Actually, the scientific assessment which the White House pro-
duced and then relied on to make these claims says that they 
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have not…for me such misrepresentations have gone too far in 
an area where I have some considerable expertise…

This stance has ultimately led me to being systematically at-
tacked any time I make a public statement about climate 
change, in effect railroading me out of the climate debate as an 
unwelcome voice.47

In early 2014, Pielke became a writer for FiveThirtyEight.com, 
an online publication specializing in data-driven journalism, led 
by Nate Silver. It was mutually agreed that Pielke’s first article 
should discuss natural disasters, including the fact that recently-
published IPCC reports reflected Pielke’s perspective on these 
matters.

Entitled ‘Disasters cost more than ever – but not because of 
climate change’, it appeared eight years almost to the day after 
Pielke delivered the 2006 Revelle lecture at the Smithsonian. There 
was nothing groundbreaking about it.48 Yet a firestorm ensued. In 
Pielke’s words:

The online magazine Salon explained that I was ‘the target of a 
furious campaign of criticism’…

Slate called for me to be fired and labeled me a ‘climate change 
denialist.’ Paul Krugman…labeled me a ‘known irresponsible 
skeptic.’ The American Geophysical Union, one of the nation’s 
leading scientific associations, published a blog post recom-
mending that Nate Silver should ‘find an expert on the subject 
who has many published papers in the top scientific journals 
(and there are plenty out there), but instead he chose Roger 
Pielke.’ 

These critics were creating their own reality in order to engage 
in outright character assassination.49

The outrage mob won. Soon afterwards, Pielke and 
FiveThirtyEight parted ways. He reports that ‘a few of my 
pieces on sports’ were published there before Silver ‘re-
fused to publish anything further’.50 A third-party website, 

ForecastTheFacts.org – which later changed its name to 
ClimateTruth.org and then to OilChangeUSA.org – used 
this as an opportunity to fundraise. It ran an ad, pro-
claiming: ‘Thanks to our efforts, climate confusionist 
Roger Pielke, Jr. has stepped down from his role at 

FiveThirtyEight! Help us win more victories for climate 
truth by pitching in $10 today’.51

When Wikileaks made public thousands of emails connected 
to Hilary Clinton’s presidential campaign in late 2016, a 2014 mes-
sage addressed to billionaire climate activist Tom Steyer surfaced.52 
Authored by an employee of the Center for American Progress, 
the email took credit for getting Pielke fired. Falsely claiming that 
‘Pielke basically has made a career of “accepting” climate change 
but disputing that we can really do anything about it or that it 
has much of an impact’, the email says ‘ClimateProgress published 
a comprehensive debunk, with quotes from many prominent cli-
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mate scientists’ within hours of Pielke’s first FiveThirtyEight article.
Climate Progress’ 900-word response included negative com-

ments by four people, none of whom have apparent expertise in 
the kind of analysis Pielke performs.53 Michael Mann, Kevin Tren-
berth, and Jennifer Francis are atmospheric scientists, while John 
Abraham is a professor of thermal science in St Thomas Univer-
sity’s school of engineering54 – the Climate Progress article says he’s 
‘famous for his formation of the Climate Science Rapid Response 
Team’, an organisation that steers journalists toward a narrow 
range of climate perspectives.55 Four professors from other disci-
plines. Making comments of questionable merit. About an envi-
ronmental studies professor’s area of specialty. This was Climate 
Progress’ idea of a comprehensive debunking.56 

The email to Steyer continued: ‘I think it’s fair to say that, 
without Climate Progress, Pielke would still be writing on climate 
change for 538. He would be providing important cover for climate 
deniers backed by Silver’s very respected brand. But because of 
our work, he is not…Thanks for your support of this work’ (italics 
added).57 

In early 2015, the Senate testimony Holdren had disputed 
became an excuse to subject Pielke to a punitive investigation. 
Raúl Grijalva, a Democratic congressman from Arizona, targeted 
seven academics who’d previously made remarks to US legislative 
committees that climate advocates apparently deemed inconven-
ient.58 Grijalva cited a New York Times hit piece alleging improper 
disclosure of research funding on the part of astrophysicist and cli-
mate skeptic Willie Soon.59 After observing that Exxon Mobil ‘may 
have provided false or misleading information’, to a committee, 
Grijalva declared: ‘If true, these may not be isolated incidents’.

Pure speculation. Wholly unsupported conjecture. On that 
basis, Grijalva wrote letters to the presidents of the universities 
in which the seven academics were employed, demanding com-
prehensive records extending back eight years. One of those 
letters was sent to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. It 
concerned the esteemed meteorologist Richard Lindzen who’d 
retired two years earlier. Another, addressed to the University of 
Colorado, declared that John Holdren ‘has highlighted what he 
believes were serious misstatements by Prof. Pielke of the scien-
tific consensus on climate change’.60

Grijalva demanded CU provide Pielke’s ‘total annual compen-
sation’ between 2007 and 2015, all drafts of  ‘Prof. Pielke’s testimony 
before any government body or agency’, emails Pielke wrote while 
composing his testimony, plus a long list of detailed financial in-
formation concerning research grants, consulting fees, speaking 
fees, ‘promotional considerations’, and travel expenses, together 
with all emails connected to any funding source.

Keith Seitter, executive director of the American Meterologi-
cal Society, immediately protested. ‘Publicly singling out specific 
researchers based on perspectives they have expressed and im-
plying a failure to appropriately disclose funding sources – and 
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thereby questioning their scientific integrity – sends a chilling 
message to all academic researchers’, he said in a letter to Grijalva 
that he also copied to the seven university presidents.61

In a blog post titled ‘I am Under “Investigation“‘, Pielke de-
clared ‘Congressman Grijalva doesn’t have any evidence of any 
wrongdoing on my part, either ethical or legal, because there is 
none. He simply disagrees with the substance of my testimony’. 
In Pielke’s view, this was a witch-hunt ‘designed to intimidate’ him. 
‘I  have no funding, declared or undeclared, with any fossil fuel 
company or interest. I never have. Representative Grijalva knows 
this too, because when I have testified before the US Congress, I 
have disclosed my funding and possible conflicts of interest’.62

Pielke then dropped a minor bombshell: He had, he said, ‘al-
ready shifted all of my academic work away from climate issues. I 
am simply not initiating any new research or papers on the topic’.

In 2018, Pielke delivered his first public talk on climate since 
the launch of Grijalva’s 2015 fishing expedition. He’d gone, he said, 
from two or three speaking invitations per month to one in three 
years. In his words: ‘Delegitimization works’.63

Today, Pielke describes the investigation as career-altering. 
Responding to it consumed hundreds of hours of his time and in-
volved considerable stress. Support from campus authorities was, 
he says, non-existent. The only people who assisted him were 
university lawyers. Rather than standing by him, he says 
the environmental studies department did the 
opposite. ‘I felt strong pressure to leave my 
department and institute’.

Following the Wikileaks revela-
tion, CU’s Board of Regents voted 9–0 
to reaffirm its commitment to aca-
demic freedom at a meeting held in 
Denver.64 The final wording of the reso-
lution didn’t mention Pielke by name, but 
was widely understood to be an expres-
sion of staunch support, for which he says he 
remains ‘eternally grateful’. But that support 
failed to infuse the Boulder campus, less than 
an hour’s drive away.

All four academic programs Pielke developed 
and led on campus over two decades have now 
been shut down.65 While taking a break from climate-
related topics, he spent 2016–19 developing a Sports 
Governance Center. He says this was ‘abruptly terminat-
ed’ by campus officials, and that extensive documents in 
his possession prove this to be the case. Andrew Sorensen, 
a spokesperson for CU, contacted for comment as part of the 
research for this paper, insists ‘Prof. Pielke voluntarily decided 
to close the Sports Governance Center’. The Science and Technol-
ogy Policy Research Center, he adds, ‘was closed after Professor 
Pielke voluntarily moved on’.



11

Upon his return to the environmental studies department in 
August 2019, Pielke’s employment situation deteriorated sharply. 
As the department’s first full professor, he is its most senior aca-
demic. Nevertheless, he was assigned a windowless, 98-square-
foot office, reminiscent of the fictional Harry Potter’s cupboard 
under the stairs. It came with no computer, no telephone line, and 
no Ethernet connection (Wi-Fi was available).

Spokesperson Sorensen says Pielke’s office ‘is in a more re-
cently renovated building than many offices across campus’, and 
that ‘there are about 10 offices in the immediate vicinity roughly 
the same size’. But an internal document ranking the square foot-
age of office space for all 19 environmental studies faculty mem-
bers, requested and received by Pielke in 2020, clearly indicates 
that the department’s three other full professors each occupied 
offices slightly larger than 200 square feet. Near the bottom of 

the list, six people worked in less than 150 square feet, one of 
whom had 132. (Pielke says some of these are faculty mem-

bers’ secondary offices, the primary ones being elsewhere on 
the large campus.) No one but Pielke had been squeezed 

into less than 100 square feet.66

Pielke says he spent two years asking for an office 
telephone, and that a line was finally installed during 

the summer of 2021. But around that time, his desk 
was pushed onto its side to make room for a deliv-

ery of filing cabinets and file boxes. These didn’t 
belong to Pielke; they are apparently associated 

with one of the academic programs he used 
to lead, and should rightly be in storage. In-

stead, they have now rendered his office 
unusable.67

When asked, spokesperson So-
rensen responded: ‘We don’t have 

knowledge on phone/ethernet is-
sues. However, our Office of In-

formation Technology would be 
happy to assist should Profes-

sor Pielke have issues in the 
future’. Concerning the filing 

cabinets, Sorensen says 
‘Unwanted furniture can 

be removed via a simple 
request to our Facilities 

Management team’.
The implica-

tion is that these 
bizarre circum-

stances are 
Pielke’s fault. If 
this celebrated 

academic had 
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only murmured the proper incantations while standing on one 
foot during a solar eclipse, all would be well. Pielke says most of 
the rest of the department is fully aware that his office is unusable. 
It’s a running joke, he says, amongst the faculty.

This phenomenon has a name. It’s called ‘academic mobbing’. 
As Eve Seguin, a professor at the Université du Québec à Montréal 
explains, this is a collective form of bullying, a ‘concerted process 
to get rid of an employee’. It includes public humiliation, ‘tamper-
ing with their workstation’, and false accusations, an onslaught 
that eventually poisons the entire faculty:

Mobbed professors expect their employers to protect and de-
fend them, and experience cognitive dissonance when…no 
such help is forthcoming. In fact, university administrations and 
human resources departments are involved in most mobbing 
campaigns, either actively or passively, by failing to take correc-
tive action. An estimated 12 percent of mobbed professors end 
up committing suicide.68

In a response to questions about Pielke’s situation, spokes-
person Sorensen, and Candace Smith, the associate vice chancel-
lor of strategic media relations at CU Boulder, expressed neither 
concern nor sympathy. After consulting others on campus, neither 
expressed consternation that a senior professor at their institution 
is being treated in this manner. There was no announcement that 
immediate steps had been taken to remove the unwanted filing 
cabinets, and to ensure that Pielke has a desk, a computer, and a 
proper Internet connection.

Instead, the spokespeople smoothly insist ‘CU Boulder is 
committed to the principles of both academic freedom and free 
expression. If any faculty member feels that their…opportunity 
to engage in scholarship has been compromised…there are av-
enues of redress available through the university’s faculty griev-
ance process’.69

Pielke’s position is that ‘My issues are well known among 
administrators’. He says that after he complained repeatedly 
about his situation, in 2020 he found himself falsely accused by 
his department chair of improperly securing a COVID-19 relat-
ed research grant, was investigated for months, and then found 
guilty by that same department chair. Only after he appealed to a 
grievance committee external to his department, he says, was the 
matter dropped due to an obvious lack of evidence.70 University 
spokespeople declined to comment on this matter, citing priva-
cy concerns. Nor did they respond when asked what institutional 
policies are in place to address academic mobbing.

During the time this report was being researched and writ-
ten, Pielke turned 53. Also around that time students, faculty, and 
staff on his campus were encouraged to register for a Zoom-based 
panel discussion about academics coping with backlash. An inter-
nal announcement explained:

Sometimes being a public scholar can be risky, especially if the 
scholarship is considered to be ‘controversial’ or ‘political.’ Facul-
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ty can face backlash against themselves and their work…

Campus leaders are keen to support our faculty personally and pro-
fessionally and uphold the tenets of academic freedom. (italics 
added)71

It isn’t Pielke’s imagination that he’s now treated like a non-
entity on the campus that has been his academic home since he 
was recruited back in 2001. Despite enduring more than a decade 
of severe backlash, he wasn’t invited to participate in that pan-
el discussion. He heard about it by accident. One of the people 
who did participate was CU spokesperson Candace Smith.72 When 
asked by the GWPF how many faculty members other than Pielke 
have been investigated by a member of Congress, she declined to 
answer.

Every page of the CU Boulder website bears an inspirational 
slogan along its bottom margin. In a stout, substantial font the 
campus community is urged to ‘Be Boulder’. Don’t be timid, it im-
plies. Step forward and speak your truth.

But no one really means it. The story of Roger Pielke Jr makes 
this clear.
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of both academic freedom and free expression. If any faculty member feels that their scholarship 
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