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The relation between theories, models and facts is a regular concern in economics. To what
extent can concrete facts be taken into account in abstract models? How can we validate or
implement a theory if we miss practical information or data? In environmental and energy
economics, these questions are even more decisive, because facts are multidimensional:
economic variables, social behaviours, but also biophysical dynamics, geological constraints,
climate interactions, and so on.
The question ‘what to do with facts in environmental and energy economics?’ has a long
history, because it has always been a crucial issue for economists involved in the study of
natural resources and constraints. Resources and pollution have been subjects of economic
research at least since the 19th century (Jonsson, 2013; Kula, 1998; Missemer, 2017;
Robinson, 1989; Schabas, 2005; Wolloch, 2016). On energy, the industrial revolution boosted
the reflections on coal dependency (Jevons, 1865; H. S. Jevons, 1915), later replaced by the
first analyses of the oil market (Ise, 1926; Stocking, 1925). On pollution, the classic
contributions of Pigou (1912; 1924) were the cornerstone of the theoretical proposals until the
development of the Coasean approach (Coase, 1960; see also Dales, 1968) based on property
rights and transaction costs. Concerning the relation between models and facts, the case of
exhaustible resources is particularly relevant. Until the 1920s, economists involved in
research on exhaustible resources mostly tried to propose theoretical mechanisms that took
into account some facts (physical or economic limits to ore extraction, technological inertia).
In the 1920s, a split occurred between a theoretical direction, on the road to Hotelling’s 1931
model, and an empirical direction interested in measuring the coupling between energy
consumption and economic activities (Tryon, 1927; Tryon and Eckel, 1932). These two
directions survived all along the 20th century, through other forms and on other particular
topics (e.g. controversies between models à la Hotelling and models à la Hubbert in the peak
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oil literature – see Jakobsson et al., 2014; Livernois, 2009; Slade and Thille, 2009). On
pollution, missing data obliged economists to substitute the classic pigouvian perspective, or
even some Coasean intuitions, by cost-effective second bests in the design of regulation
measures (e.g. Baumol, 1972; Baumol & Oates, 1971). This suggests that even when it is an
abstraction, a model needs facts to have an operative effect.
Beyond the resources and pollution issues, another topic deserves to be mentioned: energy
systems, in particular electricity. From the late 1940s onwards, marginal cost pricing and
other theoretical innovations found very practical applications on the electricity market. This
may highlight that some concrete objects (e.g. electricity as an homogenous good, with no
stock effect, etc.) are more adapted to theoretical abstractions than others (e.g. oil, which is
heterogeneous in its concrete forms).
Today, environmental and energy economists may still wonder ‘what to do with facts’. Past
treatments of this question had an influence on current practices. But the 21st century facts
also convey their own interrogations. Climate change is a systemic issue; measuring its
impact requires the incorporation of both economic and biophysical data. This is the role of
integrated assessment models (IAMs), which historically emerged in various communities,
some of them not strangers to the energy systems tradition. IAMs face new questions in
relation to their articulation with facts (interdisciplinary dialogue, incorporation of material
flows in economic frameworks, connection between empirical findings on climate damage
and damage functions in the models, etc.).
The international workshop that will take place at CIRED – Centre international de recherche
sur l’environnement et le développement (Paris, France) aims at discussing and confronting
various works on past and present experiences of articulation between models and facts in
environmental and energy economics. It is addressed to economists, econometricians, social
scientists, historians of economic thought, specialists in economic methodology or
epistemology, and economic or environmental historians interested in the topic. The objective
of the workshop is to foster the dialogue between creators or users of models and historians to
better define and understand the challenges of environmental and energy economics today in
its confrontation with realities.
The call for papers is open to all proposals related to the topic described above. The following
questions illustrate some issues that could be addressed:
- What are the different methods to incorporate facts in environmental and energy models?
What are the difficulties encountered when a modeller tries to incorporate data and facts?
These questions could be treated through examples of particular models (IAMs or others).
- How was the relation between theories, models, and facts conceived in the history of
environmental and energy issues? What lessons can be drawn from this?
- To what extent do missing data change the perspective of modellers, from normative costbenefit analysis to cost-effectiveness operational research?
- How did the development of expertise in the second half of the 20th century change the
bridging of the gap between models and facts in environment and energy economics?
- How do modellers incorporate future facts in their forecasting or scenarios exercises? To
what extent is it possible to build such future facts? More broadly, how do modellers
construct and select the accurate (past, present or future) facts which they want to include
in their analysis?
-
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The international workshop “Facts in environmental and energy economics, models and
practices, past and present” is mainly sponsored by the European Society for the History of
Economic Thought (ESHET), via the funded project “Bifurcations in Natural Resources
Economics (1920s-1930s)” (http://www2.centre-cired.fr/bifurcations-in-natural-resources).
Participation to the workshop (including lunch and coffee breaks) will be free. PhD-students
whose papers are accepted for presentation are eligible for travel support. Further transport
aid will be available pending on additional funding.
All the proposals need to be sent to workshopcired2018@gmail.com with your name,
institution, e-mail address, a title, an abstract (500 words) and a list of keywords (max. 5).
Deadline for proposals: March 15th, 2018.
Reply from the scientific committee: April 30th, 2018.
Deadline for full papers: September 30th, 2018.
Keynote speaker:
[tba]
Scientific committee:
Fredrik Albritton Jonsson (University of Chicago, USA)
Nathalie Berta (University of Reims CA, REGARDS, France)
Roberto Ferreira da Cunha (IHS CERA, Brazil)
Marion Gaspard (University of Lyon 2, Triangle, France)
Louis-Gaëtan Giraudet (ENPC, CIRED Paris, France)
Frédéric Ghersi (CNRS, CIRED Paris, France)
Céline Guivarch (ENPC, CIRED Paris, France)
Jean-Charles Hourcade (CNRS & EHESS, CIRED Paris, France)
Harro Maas (University of Lausanne, CWP, Switzerland)
Antoine Missemer (CNRS, CIRED Paris, France)
Thomas M. Mueller (University of Paris 8, LED, France)
Franck Nadaud (CNRS, CIRED Paris, France)
Antonin Pottier (University of Paris 1, CES, France)
Nathaniel Wolloch (Tel Aviv University, Israel)
Contact: missemer@centre-cired.fr
-
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