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Meet the Steering Committee  

 

Professor Ary Hoffmann  

Ary is the director of the 
Centre for Environmental 
Stress and Adaptation 
Research at Melbourne    

University in Victoria.   

His research group aims 
to understand how       
organisms evolve and 
adapt to rapid environ-

mental changes.  

They are also working to identify the genes    
involved in adaptation to environmental shifts, 
and understand why some species are           
climatically restricted while others are not. 
The group also uses ecological and evolution-

ary principles to improve pest control.  

Aryôs field sites are located in the Victorian 
alpine region, the eastern Australian climate 
gradient, the southern wheat belt, and 

streams around Melbourne.  

Welcome to the second edition of the Terrestrial 
Research E-bulletin (TRE).  Since the last issue 
there have been many exciting happenings in the 
Terrestrial Biodiversity Adaptation Research Net-

work. 

Most significantly, the draft National Adaptation 
Research Plan (NARP) for Terrestrial Biodiversity 
was released in late September and the consulta-
tion phase of this process is underway. The 
NARP identifies critical gaps in the information 
required by governments, industry and the com-
munity to  address adaptation responses to cli-
mate change. It will also determine the priority   
areas for funding by the Department of Climate 
Change - expressions of Interest for research pro-

jects will be called for later this year.  

The document is open for public consultation at 
http://www.nccarf.edu.au/node/201 until the 30th 
of October.   This is your chance to have your say 
and provide feedback on the content of the 

NARP. 

In August our Network ran a symposium at      
INTECOL, the 10th International Ecological       
Society meeting, where 17 presenters spoke on 
the topic of Protecting Biodiversity: Adapting to 
Global Climate Change. The symposium was well 
attended and much positive feedback was       

received. 

From the 9th- 13th November, a group of 15       
national and international scientists will meet in 
Cape Tribulation, North Queensland, for the first 

workshop for the Terrestrial Biodiversity Network  
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In this issue:  

on Dynamic Conservation Planning.  Participants 
will discuss the directions that conservation   
planning will need to take in the face of climate 
change. A summary of outcomes will be provided 

in the next issue of TRE. 

In this issue we have some great articles from 
our Network members, and a special focus    
section on climate change impacts and           

adaptation projects in Western Australia.   

Along with our Conference Update, we also intro-
duce a new regular slot, óMust Readô,  where we 
bring you a summary of the most important     
recent publications on climate change adaptation 

research. 

We hope you enjoy this issue! 

 

Steve Williams & Lesley Hughes  

http://www.nccarf.edu.au/node/201


across different estimates of reduced rainfall.  
Under a worst case scenario of 50 per cent 
decline in annual rainfall, honey possum 
abundance could fall by more than half of 
current estimates. 

Climate change is also expected to affect fire 
regimes and reduced rainfall could lead to 
increased wildfire in SWWA.   

Using data from recent honey possum 
trapping surveys, Dr Valentine and co-
workers found that honey possums are most 
abundant in Banksia woodland unburnt for 
more than 16 years.  Capture rates at these 
sites were more than double those in recently 
burnt sites.    

ñEnsuring the retention of this long 
unburnt habitat should help honey 
possums adapt to climate change.ò says 
Dr. Valentine.  ñIdeally, long unburnt patches 
would be in a matrix of different fire ages to 
reduce the chance of wildfire removing key 
habitat.ò   

The honey possum, or noolbenger, is a 
Western Australian icon.  Endemic to 
SWWA, this charismatic mammal is neither 
a possum, nor does it eat honey.  Instead, 
it gathers pollen and nectar and relies on 
the predictable flowering of native shrubs 
and trees.   

But this specific feeding behaviour could 
make honey possums vulnerable to climate 
change, as flowering and nectar production 
are related to rainfall.  

Network member Dr Leonie Valentine, and 
colleagues in the Gnangara Sustainability 
Strategy group at the Department of 
Environment and Conservation in Perth, have 
been investigating the potential impacts of 
declining rainfall on honey possums in the 
Swan Coastal Plain region. 

Using previous data which relates honey 
possum abundance to rainfall, they modelled 
the potential decline in honey possums 
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In the ancient, flat, and fragmented landscape of 
SWWA, there is little scope for native plant species 
to migrate or shift their distribution to new habitats in 
the face of climate change. 

But the region is characterised by numerous granite 
outcrops and inselbergs (isolated rocky hills) and a 
new research project is investigating whether these 
landscape features could act as climate refuges for 
the unique native flora in this biodiversity hotspot. 

The project is lead by Steering Committee Member 
Grant Wardell-Johnson, from Curtin University in 
Perth, and is funded by the Australian Research 
Council until 2011. 

Granite outcrops are already important for plants in 
WA as they harbour around 10% of the Stateôs 
gazetted threatened species.  It is also likely they 
acted as refuges for plants during past climatic 
events. 

The ambitious study asks key questions about the 
ability of granite outcrops to act as climate refuges 
and facilitate the persistence of plant species.   

Dr. Wardell-Johnson and colleagues will investigate 
whether the micro-climate within outcrops is buffered 
from conditions outside, and whether this could 
protect poorly dispersed narrow range endemic plant 
species against the impacts of climate change.  

South-west Western Australia (SWWA) is one of 34 global biodiversity hotspots recognised by Conservation        
International. The only Australian hotspot on the list, the region supports high levels of terrestrial endemic plants and 
vertebrates.  However, SWWA is also predicted to experience the most severe impacts of climate change on the 
continent.  Significant declines in rainfall and lowered groundwater and wetland levels are already evident and are 
projected to continue and intensify.  Here we highlight climate change impact and adaptation projects currently     
underway in this unique region. 

Possums in Peril?     

The project is the first to examine the ability of species to survive 
in climate change refugia, and will link results and outcomes with  
conservation plans for key plant species. These include granite 
outcrop endemics like Eucalyptus caesia and Verticordia stami-
nosa, and those confined to resource rich areas around the base 
of outcrops like E. brevistylis. 

óThe Earths biota faces profound risks from climate change. The 
identification and management of climate refugia is a vital 
component of climate change adaptation strategies and will 
be crucial in determining priority conservation and management 
areas.ô says Dr Wardell-Johnson. 

Rocky outcrops such as Boyagin rock near Brookton in SWWA,   
provide a variety of habitats for native plants and could act as      

refuges from extreme heat and drought. (© G. Wardell -Johnson)   

Declining rainfall could     
reduce key honey possum  
habitat and food resources. 
(© P.Valentine)   


