
Submission to Australian Senate Extreme Weather Inquiry

Introduction

I am a pretty ordinary Australian with no special skills or experience in agriculture, health, transport 
or disaster management. Neither have I been placed in any urgent life threatening instance from 
extreme weather to speak from personal experience. 

I am in fact fairly risk adverse at my present age in life. I used to take more risks in my youth. I 
even cycled from Sydney to Canberra, without a bicycle helmet, in the 1970s to camp on the lawns 
of parliament house. The issue was uranium mining. There were efforts made then to discuss 
Australia's energy future and energy alternatives. I helped (in a small way) construct a 
demonstration solar hot water system in front of parliament house. But most politicians were not 
listening to my small voice then. 

My voice grew stronger at the end of the 1990s with the advent of the internet. I had become a web 
developer and web content administrator, a citizen journalist and blogger writing stories from the 
streets, on issues and from people who were largely ignored by the mainstream media.

Around 2003 I started to take an especially keen interest in the climate change issue, educating 
myself by reading scientific reports and studies, and writing up and communicating the issues raised 
online. I was still a small voice, but somewhat more amplified than in 1976.

Climate change and Extreme Weather

From my extensive layperson's reading, I have no doubt we are changing the climate through 
greenhouse gas emissions. And one of the results of that is more frequent and intense extreme 
weather events. I have read the IPCC Special Report on Extreme weather. James Hansen describes 
what is happening as loading the climate dice.

We are changing the background climate conditions to a warmer atmosphere and ocean. A warmer 
atmosphere dries out soils and vegetation, changes rainfall patterns, increases temperatures, causes 
more extreme droughts, storms and heatwaves. And increases the fireweather conditions. Elevated 
sea surface temperatures assist with storm and tropical cyclone formation and intensity.

According to CSIRO and BOM much of south eastern Australia and the south west are showing a 
clear trend over the last few decades for drier conditions and drought, and increasing fire weather. 
When it rains the storms and cyclones are likely to be more severe causing hailstorms, torrential 
downpours and flash flooding. 

Scientists have been telling us this for the last couple of decades. But it has only been recently we 
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are taking more notice of the warnings. 

Of course there has always been severe weather, but we are seeing extreme events more frequently, 
and when they occur they are more intense than the weather we had during the middle decades of 
the twentieth century. We have rigged the climate dice. We are seeing it currently with the extreme 
heatwave and ferocious bushfires across Australia; in the number of temperature records being 
broken. And this trend is happening on a global basis.

The trend is clear: extreme weather is only going to worsen, both in frequency and intensity. The 
world has warmed globally by 0.8 degrees, and in Australia by 0.9 degrees. But most of the global 
warming energy has gone into heating the oceans. Even if we could stop all anthropogenic 
emissions today, the vast inertia in the ocean would result in perhaps another degree rise in average 
global temperature still taking place.

Managing the risk, mitigation, adaptation

Dealing with Climate change is about managing risk. Unfortunately we haven't managed that risk 
very well up to the present time. We should have started action on reducing carbon emissions 
twenty years ago. Instead we face increasing extreme weather events. Our mitigation tasks to avoid 
dangerous and catastrophic climate change now involve making costly rapid emission cuts plus the 
costs of adaptation and disaster response plans to extreme weather events and other climate impacts 
such as sea level rise.

So how do we manage extreme weather events into the future?

1. Mitigation. We need to increase our ambition in cutting greenhouse 
gas emissions sharply. 

The 2007 Bali roadmap advised that industrialised countries, like Australia, should cut emissions by 
25-40% of 1990 levels by 2020. We are very far from doing that: 5% reduction on 2000 levels by 
2020 just doesn't cut it. Carbon dioxide is cumulative in the atmosphere, so the more we can cut, the 
earlier, the better for our atmosphere and climate. This will affect the intensity and frequency of 
extreme weather events far into the future for our children and grandchildren. 

Climate maths

We need to look at the simple climate maths. To achieve a limit of 2 degrees of warming, as widely 
agreed internationally in UNFCCC negotiations including by Australia, we can only afford to emit 
globally 565 gigatonnes of CO2. However, known fossil fuel reserves - oil, coal, natural gas - 
amount to over five times this quantity, some 2,795 gigatons in reserves.

John Schellnhuber. Director of the prestigous Postdam Institute for Climate Impact Research (PIK) 
has stated "If we venture far beyond the 2 degrees guardrail, towards the 4 degrees line, the risk of 
crossing tipping points rises sharply. The only way to avoid this is to break the business-as-usual 
pattern of production and consumption."
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Stationary Energy

Australia's stationary energy has been highly reliant on coal to produce a large portion of our 
electricity to date. But the carbon pollution and damage to the atmosphere and oceans (ocean 
acidification) from coal fired power now needs to be fully accounted. We need to transition from 
coal and natural gas to low carbon technologies: wind, solar thermal (with storage), solar PV, wave, 
geothermal. We have an abundance of renewable resources in Australia which can be developed, if 
the right policies are put into place to regulate the energy sector. We have a first rate industrial 
research community in our Universities and CSIRO. We need to leverage this knowledge. The 
renewable energy startup fund and  renewable energy target are a good start, but the target now 
needs to be lifted.

Transport

We need increased fuel efficiency standards for new cars to reduce transport emissions, and 
investment in public transport and cycling networks to encourage reduced vehicle usage in our 
cities and regional towns. 

Our freight transport is dependant on cheap fossil fuels, and we are now past peak oil. We need to 
look at more carbon efficient ways of freight distribution and transport of goods and produce, 
including preferential treatment of rail and sea transport over road between major distribution 
nodes. 

Agriculture and Forestry

Agriculture and forestry activities are a major source of carbon emissions. We need to research 
methods of reducing emissions from these activities and incorporate methods of agriculture that 
limit emissions and even capture emissions (Biochar?). I know CSIRO and other scientists are 
researching this and it is an important aspect of climate mitigation. 

We need to reduce soil erosion and nutrient pollution of our rivers and take care of our groundwater 
systems and farm for the long term.

For forestry we need to stop native forest clear fell logging activities, and start reforestation 
programs to enhance forest carbon sinks. Research has indicated that mature temperate native 
forests like Victoria's Mountain Ash are huge stores of carbon and biodiversity, and also more 
resistant to bushfire than regrowth forests. Old growth forests trap moisture and provide an 
important bulwark against bushfires, while previously logged forest regrowth with trees of the same 
maturity will tend to burn at a much higher intensity.

With a significant portion of native forests burnt in the 2009 Victorian bushfires, logging in these 
forests needs to stop immediately to preserve biodiversity and prevent 'landscape traps' in which the 
forest ecosystem is permanently changed to a more fire-prone landscape which provides far less 
ecosystem services.

But fire is also a natural part of the Australian landscape, and aboriginal nations used controlled fire 
burns to enhance this landscape for providing food and safety.  Active programs of controlled 
burning during winter are necessary to reduce fuel load, and to help forest ecosystems that rely on 
fire to regenerate.
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Coastal Development

Many of us live near the sea, or visit our beautiful beaches for holidays. We need to take great care 
with coastal development. Mangroves, coastal wetlands and seagrass meadows are highly important 
as blue carbon sinks, animal nurseries and biodiversity hotspots. 

I asked Professor Lesley Hughes at a Climate Commission public forum in Melbourne about what 
long term plans there are to encourage the migration of coastal wetlands inland as sea level rises. 
Her brief answer? None. We need to start long range planning to allow these ecosystems to migrate 
inland as sea level rises. They provide important ecosystem services for biodiversity, carbon storage 
and for extreme weather storm surge and tsunami protection.

Coal Export

Perhaps Australia's greatest contribution to global atmospheric CO2 emissions comes from the coal 
we export.  Taking into account the simple climate maths as stated above, we should not be 
developing new coal mines, new coal export terminals or coal seam gas. Mining exploration and 
development should be significantly regulated with much more input and say by local communities. 
We should be discouraging coal export, with a view to phasing it out over the medium term. 

2. Adaptation Planning and Disaster Management Response plans.

 
We need to have comprehensive response and adaptation plans for individuals and communities to 
implement for different extreme weather events.  We need to educate people in disaster 
preparedness to strengthen resilience in the face of extreme weather events and disasters.

It has been gratifying seeing that there have been almost no casualties from the intense fires we 
have been experiencing in Australia over this summer. I think the deaths from the 2009 black 
saturday fires and the efforts of emergency services over the last three years in educating the 
community have raised the awareness of many people of the importance of having personal 
response plans and the dangers of extreme fire weather and bushfires. But I suspect bushfire disaster 
response plans will still need tweaking.

I am very concerned that funding for the Bushfire CRC is about to end in June 2013, with no 
ongoing Federal Government funding. We spend millions on the cost of fighting bushfires each 
year, surely we can afford a few million dollars to continue funding ground breaking and 
internationally significant long term research into bushfires, bushfire management, adaptation and 
response. Australia should be at the front in this area of research. Such a funding cut is very short-
sighted.

We also need to develop disaster response plans for flash flooding, flooding, tropical cyclones and 
for heatwave and drought. Much of this work has been done, to varying degrees. People need to 
have the information to look after themselves or know where and when to go during an extreme 
event.

After the event there will be recovery and rebuilding phases. Plans for emergency assistance and 
more long term recovery and rebuilding will be necessary. Having comprehensive disaster 
management plans in place will make recovery much easier in most instances.
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3. Assessment of future impacts on infrastructure, agriculture

As severe weather events grow more intense, damage to infrastructure  will become more severe. 
We need to increase building codes and engineering standards to have a much higher capacity to 
withstand predicted extreme weather events over the coming century.

Recent heatwaves have shown that some of our urban public transport infrastructure - our 
Metropolitan railway system - has not been built for the extreme heat conditions we now experience 
in our cities during heatwaves. We need to look at upgrading that infrastructure to withstand the 
extremes that global warming will inflict on us over the next century. Older infrastructure may need 
substantial retrofitting to be less susceptible to breakdown during extreme weather.

Extreme weather events can also decimate agricultural production. We need to be able to support 
our agricultural producers to recover from those events quickly, and have the distribution processes 
to avert food shortages caused by severe weather.

4. Changing energy use behaviour

Like many people around Australia I have endeavoured to play my small personal part in reducing 
my energy and carbon footprint: energy saving bulbs, turning out lights, buying 100% greenpower, 
paying my gas utility to offset emissions, installing solar PV panels, composting and recycling, 
reducing car use. My household  -  my daughter and myself  - I calculate emits just 1.6 tonnes of 
greenhouse gas emissions per year - mainly from car use. It is not difficult to do with a little bit of 
effort, and we need a continuing program to educate and encourage low carbon footprint lifestyles. 

Climate Emergency

I believe we face a climate emergency due to the danger of climate feedback mechanisms and 
tipping points in the climate system that may lead to runaway climate change. Ask the scientists, 
this is a very real worry and concern. But we don't know how soon these feedbacks will kick in, or 
whether they have already started. The rapid reduction in Arctic sea ice is just a first indicator. We 
may be seeing the first signs of major climate feedback in widespread permafrost melting and initial 
release of methane hydrates trapped in Arctic ocean sediments.

Even without considering climate feedback mechanisms, the World Bank report last November 
made very clear that business as usual will take us to a 4 to 6 degree world by the end of the 
century. Such a world would be hellish to live in and would probably condemn literally billions of 
people to death by starvation and famine, not to mention the devastation it will do to global species 
biodiversity, the fellow creatures and plants we share planet earth with.

I don't want that future for my 12 year old daughter, or for my one year old grandchild from my 
stepdaughter. They deserve a better future. How about your children and grandchildren?

I thank the Senate for this opportunity to put my ideas forward. I hope my voice carries a little more 
weight than it did in 1976.

John Englart
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