10 things to do about climate change

Ecological Society of Australia conference speaker urges social and policy change

For immediate release, 3 December 2008

Climate change and its effects on Australia’s native animals and plants is one the themes of the Ecological Society of Australia’s conference happening at the University of Sydney this week.

At the conference, Professor Lesley Hughes from Macquarie University presented a list of the top 10 things that she believes are important from a policy perspective for dealing with climate change:

1. Reduce our emissions – mitigate, mitigate, mitigate

· Prime goal must be to limit warming to no more than 2 degrees C above pre-industrial temperatures (this will occur at ~450 ppm CO2) 

· This goal requires global greenhouse gas emissions to be reduced by 60-80% below 1990 levels by 2050
2. Support ways to adapt to at least a 1 degree C in warming of our climate by 2030

3. Stop all further clearing of native vegetation and force compliance with existing anti-clearing laws

· Not only does native vegetation provide habitat for biodiversity, undisturbed native forests can store between 200 and 1200 tonnes per hectare of carbon, contributing significantly to Australia’s carbon abatement obligations.

4. Seize opportunities provided by emissions trading to reverse ecosystem decline through better land use management and planting of native species 

5. Increase large scale habitat restoration to reverse the trend of the past 200 years

6. Increase the total size of our land reserves to 20% of the continent’s land area and marine reserves to 20% of our marine jurisdiction 

· Terrestrial reserves in Australia currently cover about 88 million hectares, or ~12% of our continent

· Marine reserves (excluding Antarctica) currently cover ~ 7% of our marine jurisdiction

7. Modify the traditional criteria for selecting protected areas to include habitats at a range of altitudes, latitudes and to include climate refuges

8. Increase resources for conservation on private land through tax incentives, stewardship schemes and voluntary conservation agreements

9. Maximise the resilience of our natural systems to deal with climate change by reducing other stresses such as habitat fragmentation, overharvesting, dryland salinity, altered fire regimes and decreased environmental flows in our rivers.

10 Move from a preservationist to a conservationist agenda – as the climate changes, the distribution of species will change, and these changes will alter the structure and function of present day ecosystems.  Trying to preserve species in their present day locations will become increasingly difficult. We must concentrate on strategies to maximise biodiversity conservation and avoid species extinctions, but be more realistic as to where these species might live.

“My overall message is that at a broad policy and management level, we already know what to do to provide opportunities for species and ecosystems to adapt to future climate change,” says Professor Hughes. “We just need to do it, and do it urgently.”

As Australia’s leading broker of scientific knowledge on ecological issues, the Ecological Society of Australia is demonstrating its commitment to ecological sustainability by running its annual conference at the University of Sydney this week on a fully carbon neutral basis.

They are offsetting a calculated 700 tonnes of CO2 emissions from 655 delegates’ use of air travel, catering, accommodation and venue electricity, and the printing of the program by purchasing carbon credits generated by a wind farm in Jaisalmer, in Rajasthan in India.
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