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The scientific evidence is clear:

global sea levels are projected
to rise significantly by the end

of this century.

The IPCC estimates the maximum sea-
level rise this century to be around 0.8 m,
with a caveat that higher levels might be
reached. More recent published work,
however, suggests that a rise of up to
2 mis possible.

The impacts of climate change and
sea-level rise create significant policy
issues for all levels of government in
Australia and internationally. As in all
policy areas, decisions about sea-level
rise are developed in an atmosphere of
uncertainty. Addressing sea-level rise
and the associated extreme events in the
context of climate change means that
policy options have to be developed in
conditions of higher uncertainty than
usual for the more traditional policy
areas. Three policy options can be
considered:

. do nothing
. mitigate

adapt

Option 1 (do nothing)

While this option is theoretically possible,
it is not likely to be politically sensible.
By ‘doing nothing’ governments risk
relinquishing control of the sea-level
rise policy agenda and outcomes to
non-government interests. A ‘status quo’
option would centre on arrangements
other than those of the Australian
Government to influence behaviour. For
example, economic structures such as
premiums and loans designed to relate
the risk of an activity to sea-level rise,
would have to involve the insurance
and finance industries. ‘Doing nothing’
brings significant risks for governments
at all levels.
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Scientific and policy
evidence indicates that
the status quo is no
longer a policy option
as the costs of ‘doing
nothing’ - economic,
social, environmental
and political - are
likely to outweigh any
perceived benefits of
inaction.

Option 2 (mitigation)
and Option 3
(adaptation)

The scientific evidence is that sea-level
rise and an increase in the frequency and
intensity of associated extreme events are
connected to the rise in greenhouse gas
emissions. Some argue that mitigation
and adaptation are two separate options,
but developing and adopting both
mitigation and adaptation measures will
be necessary.

Current  projections  indicate  that
potentially severe impacts of rising sea
levels are now almost a certainty, that
the current trend in global warming will
continue, and that sea levels will continue
to rise, even with immediate mitigation
measures to actively reduce greenhouse

gas emissions.

Mitigation measures are highly unlikely to
significantly reduce the sea-level rise and
extreme events in the short to medium
term. Any mitigation measures would
have to include regulations that are
linked to economic structures, such as
renewable energy targets, carbon pricing
and trading regimes.

/. policy options

The first stage in adaptation to sea-level
rise is developing climate change risk and
vulnerability assessments. Adaptation
strategies and action plans might then
be targeted as key tools to address the
impacts of sea-level rise, initially at those
areas most vulnerable in the near future. A
number of local and state governments in
Australiaand countriesin the South Pacific
Region, including Kiribati and Samoa,
have begun this process. The Pacific
Islands face major adaptation challenges
and Australia is well-placed to assist
these countries to develop appropriate
adaptation measures, including through
Australian international aid policies and
funding programmes.

There are several possible adaptations
to the likely impacts of sea-level rise in
any location, but crucial to developing
a portfolio of potential approaches is an
initial vulnerability and risk management
assessment. Options such as protection,
setback and/or
abandonment of vulnerable areas (Rigby,
2005) may all need to be considered, both
in Australia and in neighbouring, low-
lying countries. Each of these strategies
requires a substantial financial investment
and the issues and costs associated with

provisions,  retreat

liability and compensation will need to
be considered.

The complex question of liability in the
event of accidents or damage to property
from sea-level rise becomes even more
difficult when hazards and risks are
poorly defined and extend well into the
future (Rigby, 2005).

More legislative exemptions offer some
protection from liability for the affected
planning authorities, but Rigby notes
that “..such exemptions are not, however,
absolute, and case law indicates that
the spectre of liability remains for local
planning authorities” (Rigby, 2005). These
are complex policy questions that need
to be carefully considered by policy and
decision-makers.

Changing exposure to inundation may
result in changes in access to or feasibility
of areas for various coastal activities,
including inshore fisheries, aquaculture
or lowland agriculture, resulting in
consequential changes in agricultural,
fishing and aquaculture operations. This
is likely to have significant implications
for existing agriculture, tourism, fisheries
and aquaculture in the South Pacific and
Indian Ocean regions as well as some
areas around Australia, including the
Torres Straitislands. For example, how will
agriculture develop sustainably if fresh
water resources and arable land in coastal
areas deteriorate or disappear? What will
sea-level rise mean for tourism and the
revenue it brings to the regions? What are
theimplications for sustainably managing
coastal fisheries and aquaculture? Will
landholders, tourism operators, holders
of fishing and aquaculture leases or
licences seek compensation for losses
incurred? If so, from whom will they seek
compensation?
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8. conclusion

Science has demonstrated that
sea-level rise is a significant
consequence of increased
greenhouse gas emissions and
global warming.

Sea-levelrise brings with it more frequent
and severe extreme events, which will
have direct and indirect environmental,
social, cultural and economic impacts on
coastal Australia and on low-lying islands
in nearby regions. Domestic implications
for Australian governments at all levels
include the need to integrate information
from ongoing climate science into
strategic and development planning.

It is highly likely that a range of policy
options, including abandonment, will
need to be considered within years to
decades for some locations in coastal
Australia, low-lying islands (for example
in the South Pacific and Indian Oceans)
and large coastal areas across Asia. It is
also likely that fresh water sources and
staple food production in some island
communities, including those of the
Torres Strait, will be adversely affected
and that populations will need to be
evacuated as a result of the inter-related
effects of climate change and sea-level
rise, possibly within a few rather than
many decades.
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Australia will be involved in an increasing
range of humanitarian and disaster
relief activities, involving Australian
government non-

government organisations.

agencies  and

There are a number of reasons for
suspecting that present IPCC projections
for sea-level rise during the 21st century
may be under-estimated. Improved
projections of sea-level rise over coming
decades remains a major requirement for
determining the most effective strategies

for responding to a changing sea level.
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