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A rising tide of change 

 

The science 
is clearly 
stating we 
need to act 
now to solve 
the issue of 
global 
warming. 
However, 
some 
scientists 
are 
suggesting 
recent 
reports 
underestimate 
potential 
impacts to 
coastal 
areas in 
south-east 
Queensland. 
It is almost 
certain that 
over the next few decades our relationship with the ocean will change, 
writes Greg Hardwick.

We’ve had some warm winters and a few days of extreme heat in 
summer, but the old-timers remember hotter days. Our drinking 
water is drying up, but someone recently said the termites are 
predicting a wet winter.

The big storm that ripped through sections of Cooroy was bad, but 
many have seen worse. The beaches are eroding but isn’t that the 
way it’s always been? Sea-level rise? Doesn’t that only happen around 
those tiny South Pacific nations?

Climate change is a big issue. It is greater than local weather events 
and therefore hard to individually gauge and observe its patterns. 
After all, weather is the most talked about topic in the world. Want to 
start a conversation? Just mention the weather. 

When we’re told droughts will increase and sea levels will rise by 
almost one metre over this century, it requires a degree of faith in 
those who claim to carry the facts. Likely; very likely; virtually certain 
– but never absolutely certain. Science is a very precise beast, but in 
the court of public opinion, the media and especially in politics, 
absolute answers are often expected.
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Pollies caught in a coal 
hole

Australia is one of the 
most coal-reliant 
countries in the world. 
Coal accounts for 86 
per cent of our 
electricity supply. Coal 
is our most important 
commodity export, 
worth more than $24 
billion to the Australian 
economy this year. 
read more

World warms while coal 
junkies play

With China and India 
growing in population 
and economic 
prosperity, demand for 
coal will increase as 
the world discusses 
ways to cut 
greenhouse gas 
emissions. read more

Why nuclear power 
won’t stop climate 
change

As Australia’s leading 
contributor to climate 
change, energy is 
slowly becoming one of 
the nation’s hot topics. 
Although renewables, 
such as wind and solar 
are being discussed, it 
is nuclear power that is 
being flouted by the 
Howard government as 
the solution. Professor 
Ian Lowe, President of 
the Australian 
Conservation 
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Expressing a degree of uncertainty, no matter how small, allows room 
for others to claim it is all just nonsense. It’s the sun. Or, the earth’s 
climate has always changed and humans have nothing to do with that.

...the business community is 
hurriedly jumping on-board, 
leaving the Howard Government 
and its supporters languishing...

Enter the media and suddenly 
it’s like watching a tennis match 
– with claims and counter claims 
being hit across the proverbial 
net. But there are an 

overwhelming number of players 
on one side now – the side that says it’s not a question of, if it is 
happening. It is a question of when and what do we do about it.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reports 
released this year involved more than just the odd author or two. Two-
thousand five-hundred scientists, 800 authors from more than 130 
counties, with reviewers from each government, including Australia, 
makes for a very exhaustive and thorough process. 

With each report, the information is even more certain. So much so, 
that even the business community is hurriedly jumping on-board, 
leaving the Howard Government and its supporters languishing in a 
lonely, sceptical place. A notable recent convert is Mr media himself, 
Rupert Murdoch, who plans to make News Corporation carbon-neutral 
by 2010.

Climate change is happening due to human activities, and we had 
better make changes, now. The most recent report released in 
Bangkok, in April this year, warns of an almost chaotic scenario of 
greater droughts and increased flooding in Australia and New Zealand 
by 2030. The Barrier Reef and the Wet Tropics will continually come 
under threat, as well as the sub-Antarctic islands.

Of great interest to residents of the Sunshine Coast should be the 
report’s predictions concerning sea-level rise and storm events.

“Ongoing coastal development and population growth in areas such as 
Cairns and South East Queensland ... are projected to exacerbate 
risks from sea-level rise and increases in severity and frequency of 
storms and coastal flooding by 2050,” according to the report.

 

As with 
many 
aspects of 
climate 
change, sea-
level rise is 
not a 
recently 
discovered 
phenomenon. 
Rising sea-
levels have 
several 
contributing 
components 

that have been discussed since the early 1990s.

As oceans warm, an increase in total volume occurs – known as 
thermal expansion and scientifically labelled as a steric effect. The 

Foundation discusses 
reasons why nuclear 
power is not viable. 
read more

Shine (even) a little 
light on me... give solar 
thermal a go

It seems that at the 
beginning of this year, 
thanks perhaps to Al 
Gore’s movie and book 
Inconvenient Truth, 
that governments 
around the world 
finally acknowledged 
the existence of 
climate change. Since 
the Australian 
government is now on 
board, the big question 
is where to allocate 
funding for research 
and how to plan 
Australia’s energy 
needs for the future. 
read more

Oil scarcity fuels record 
profits

The world’s largest oil 
company, Exxon Mobil, 
has declared a profit of 
just under $1 billion a 
week over the last 
quarter, a record in 
the entire history of 
capitalism. The $11.3 
billion profit pipped 
Shell at $8.4 billion 
with BP having a 
“disappointing” quarter 
posting profits of only 
$5.3 billion. read more

Clean energy is under 
our feet

Overwhelming 
evidence of climate 
change has helped 
focus the spotlight on 
electricity consumption 
in Australia. The 
Federal Government 
remains sceptical and 
continues to limit 
solutions on how to 
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other factors are land-based ice sheets and melting glaciers. These 
are collectively known as eustatic effects. 

Estimates of the impacts are then compared to actual observations 
from tide gauges, according to the report Sea Level Rise Projections 
and Planning in Australia – a joint paper from the CSIRO and the 
University of Melbourne in 2002.

Satellites are also being used to gauge broad changes and then 
compared to records dating back to the 1950s from tide gauges. This 
information helped prepare predictions in the 2001 IPCC report of 
global sea-levels increasing between 9 and 88 centimetres over the 
next one hundred years. 

However, the IPCC report released in February this year showed 
revised predictions of between 17.8 and 59.4 centimetres by 2100. 
Let’s not forget the melting polar ice, which they say will add an 
additional 9.9 and 19.8 centimetres.

Dr. James Hansen, a controversial NASA climatologist, speaking in 
March this year on the ABC’s 7.30 Report, says a lot of the recent 
data used with sea-level predictions was not included in the report, as 
their procedure required them to stop new inputs more than a year 
ago.

He provides a word of warning which should resonate with claims 
made by many sceptics, who tend to use the earth’s history to prove 
climate change, is not human-made. 

“If we go back to the time when the Earth was two or three degrees 
Celsius warmer, that’s about three million years ago, sea level was 
about 25 metres higher, so that tells us we had better keep additional 
warming less than about one degree.”

Of great interest to residents 
of the Sunshine Coast should 
be the report's predictions 
concerning sea-level rise and 
storm events.

Dr. Barrie Pittock, former head of 
the CSIRO, and contributing author 
to the IPCC, commenting on the 
same 7.30 Report, says the recently 
gathered data points towards much 
greater impacts from melting polar 
ice. 

“We have an increase in the outflow of glaciers from Greenland and 
parts of Antarctica already that have been observed. The latest papers 
suggest a rise by 2100 between about 50 centimetres and 1.5 metres, 
which is quite a lot more than the IPCC report.”

At the 2006 Cyclone Summit, Dr. Neville Smith, Chief Scientist of the 
Australian Bureau of Meteorology explained how temperatures in 
Queensland have risen by one degree over the last century. Over the 
same time period ocean temperatures have increased around the 
country between 0.5-1.0 degrees – leading to a greater probability of 
category 4 and 5 storms. The recent IPCC report confirms this by 
placing a probability of ‘likely’ (60-90 per cent) of increases in 
extreme high sea-levels and an increase in intense tropical cyclones.

With more than 80 per cent of the population living near the coast, 
roads and buildings will increasingly be threatened. Dr Pittock, points 
out: “There’s a crude rule of thumb which applies theoretically just to 
straight sandy beaches, which suggests for every metre rise in sea-

solve the problem of 
greenhouse gas 
emissions. As a result, 
discussion revolved 
around ‘clean coal’ and 
the use of nuclear 
power to meet 
baseline future energy 
needs, with no real 
plans to increase the 
use of renewable 
energy. read more

Geothermal is hot topic 
in Victoria

Victorian Energy and 
Resources Minister 
Peter Batchelor 
recently announced 
that GreenEarth 
Energy Ltd has 
accepted the final 
geothermal energy 
exploration permit 
offered in April 2007. 
The exploration area is 
from east of Lorne to 
Melbourne and to the 
north covering the 
region around 
Daylesford, Sunbury 
and Mount Macedon. 
read more
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level the coastline will retreat, or go inland, by 100m”.

Pressure will be placed upon the Sunshine Coast councils to have 
adequate planning in place to cope with climate change. Paul 
Summers, from Paul Summers Planning Strategies says the more 
proactive councils listened to warnings issued a decade ago. 

“Noosa Council was one of the first councils in Queensland to take 
these issues seriously, commissioning the Noosa River Catchment 
Management Strategy in the mid-1990s.”

“The Strategy included ... a full river system flood analysis that 
included assessments based on river flooding, storm surge events, 
wind set-up, wave action and sea-level rise. In Noosa’s case, the 
latter elements led to increases of up to 0.8 metres above the river 
flooding height,” added Mr Summers.

 
Sandbags are not going to stop to predicted sea level rise and the 
Sunshine Coast's patterns of development place us at risk.

But 

there is obviously a limit to what we can do to reduce the local 
impacts of climate change. After all, waterfront locations have become 
highly desirable as the more monetarily endowed have eagerly sort a 
close relationship with the coast.

It is clear that regardless of how subtle the changes are, or at what 
rate they will occur, the Sunshine Coast will face some challenging 
times ahead.

Measures to mitigate storm events and rising sea-levels will cost 
money. The flood prone Maroochydore business centre, a focal point 
for regional development, will face the full consequences of rising 
waters, king tides and storms. And it appears, so too will our ability to 
insure coastal properties.

Karl Sullivan, from the Insurance Council of Australia, said, “We’re 
working closely with government to try to map and understand what 
those risks are as climate change starts, or what the exact details of 
climate change may be and how it may manifest.”

Studies conducted, before recent research on the melting polar 
icecaps was available, suggest Queensland faces the biggest risk in 
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the country, with almost one-quarter of a million buildings under 
threat from impacts related to sea level increase and storm surge, 
stretching from the Gold Coast to the Sunshine Coast.

Peter Cowell, a marine scientist from Sydney University commented 
that south-east Queensland is a magnet for the sea-change 
demographic, “and the preferred development sites are the flat low 
lying areas which are probably the most vulnerable to the Venice 
flooding type syndrome”. This is an effect, like that in the famous 
inundated city, whereby sea waters move up storm water drains, 
pipes and canals, penetrating and flooding low inland areas.

We are concerned for our 
children's future, yet our 
politicians often have to 
play to the lowest common 
denominator - the economy.

Recent surveys have shown 
Australians are concerned about the 
impacts of climate change. We are 
concerned for our children’s future, 
yet our politicians often have to play 
to the lowest common denominator – 

the economy. The federal budget 
announcement was clearly not representing the urgency of the 
seemingly conservative statements in the IPCC reports.

Information supplied to these reports also shows we are one of the 
biggest per person greenhouse gas contributors in the world. This 
would imply that we have some scope to actually do something about 
climate change ourselves. 

Environmental groups around the country say each of us can reduce 
our personal impacts. As with most environment problems, it is the 
‘death by a thousand cuts’, the small, seemingly insignificant things 
which eventually combine to produce dramatic change. 

On the larger scale it is our love affair with energy consumption that 
will increasingly see coastal areas threatened by a suite of climate 
change events. 

We have new technologies and research in the fields of solar energy, 
photovoltaics, and geothermal that shows an alternative energy future 
is possible. 

Australians are seeking leaders with the appropriate foresight and 
courage to put in place mechanisms that encourage investment, 
research and employment, appropriate for a changing climate. The 
key question in this election year will be: are we willing to make the 
necessary changes?
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