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Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists

• An independent group of 
Australian scientists concerned 
with advancing solutions to 
secure the long term health of 
Australia’s land, water and 
biodiversity

• Established in 2002
• 13 members
• Objective of connecting science 

to public policy Volunteers restoring Stirling Park, 
woodland, ACT © J Pittock 2015



What is adaptation?
“The process of adjustment to actual or expected 
climate and its effects. In human systems, 
adaptation seeks to moderate or avoid harm or 
exploit beneficial opportunities. In some natural 
systems, human intervention may facilitate 
adjustment to expected climate and its effects.”
(IPCC 5AR 2013)

Impacts of climate change will be felt substantially 
through water: adaptation is a water management 
challenge.
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Direct impacts of climate change
• Sea level rise
• Droughts, floods and 

fires (e.g. stormwater)
• Greater diffuse 

pollution
• Higher water 

temperatures
• More cyannobacteria

and other pathogens
• Changes in species 

compositions
Lake Burley Griffin, Australia, eutrophied
and closed with cyanobacteria in 2009
© J Pittock



Societal responses

• Greater rainwater and 
groundwater harvesting, 
desalination

• Changed agricultural 
and fire management 
practices

• Thirsty energy and 
carbon mitigation

• Hardening floodplains 
and sea shores, or …

Desalination plant at Binningup, 
Western Australian Water Corporation

• Restoration of 
catchments, riparian and 
coastal zones?



Incremental vs transformative adaptation
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Park et al. 2012. Informing adaptation responses to climate change through theories of transformation. 
Global Environmental Change, 22 (1):115-126.



Adaptation with uncertainty
Five approaches : 
1. “No-regrets”; 
2. Reversible & flexible; 
3. Have “safety margins”; 
4. Soft adaptation 

strategies;
5. Have shorter decision 

time horizons. Replanting river banks: no regrets, 
soft strategy (and reversible).

Hallegatte, S. (2009). Strategies to adapt to an uncertain 
climate change. Global Environmental Change, 19(2), 
240-247. 
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Maladaptation
• Increasing emissions
• Burden the vulnerable
• High opportunity costs
• Reducing incentive to 

adapt
• Path dependency
• Increasing existing 

stressors
Barnett, J., & O'Neill, S. (2010). Maladaptation. Global 

Environmental Change, 20(2), 211-213.
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Farm dam, ACT.  © J Pittock



Role of a federal government?

Garnaut Review (2008): 
“Households and 
businesses will take the 
primary responsibility 
for the maintenance of 
their livelihoods and the 
things that they value.”

Hussey et al. (2013):
• Information
• Benchmarking
• Legal mandates
• Funding
• Own jurisdiction (land, 

sea, agencies)
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Australian Government policy (2015)
National Climate Resilience and 
Adaptation Strategy
Scope: “Highlight resilience-building by 
governments, businesses and communities in 
Australia and our region; guide effective 
climate change adaptation with a set of 
principles; and establish priority areas for 
future consultation and action.”
Vision: “We act together to support prosperity 
and wellbeing in Australia and beyond by 
building the resilience of communities, the 
economy and the environment to a variable 
and changing climate.”
http://www.environment.gov.au/climate-
change/adaptation

Photo: Bottle Bend lagoon, NSW, 
April 2007. © J Pittock
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Why reform now?

• Environmental 
degradation

• New industries, e.g. 
coal seam gas

• Climate change
• Increasing population
Business as usual is not 
sustainable
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What reform?
• Major reforms mooted for Australia’s 

federation and taxation systems
• Blueprint for a Healthy Environment and a 

Productive Economy, Nov 2014
• Local governance needs support
• Transformative, long-term economic and 

institutional reforms that Australia must 
implement if it is to create a healthy 
environment with a productive economy



The Blueprint: A comprehensive package
Fix land 

and water 
use 

planning

Use 
markets

Conserve 
natural 
capital

Regionalise
management

Create 
Environmental 

Accounts



1. Long term planning

• Strategic and regional 
scale

• Cumulative impacts
• Climate change 

adaptation
• Manage water better
Local governments 
have the mandate, local 
knowledge and needs

Plantation forest, VIC © J Pittock



2. Using markets
• Widely used already
• Duty of care for land
• Broad-based land tax to 

fund land managers
• Carbon farming
• Farm certification
Local governments need 
resources and can 
encourage sustainable 
catchment land use Fishing boats, Hobart © J Pittock 2015



3. Conserving natural capital

• National standards and 
plans for conservation of 
biodiversity

• National reserve system, 
including private 
landholders

• Better river conservation
Greater support for LfW

King River, Tasmania © J Pittock 2015



4. Regionalise management

• Large enough to 
manage landscape 
pressures

• Small enough to use 
local knowledge

• Adequately funded
• Technical expertise
Local government and 
regional NRM would be 
more powerful together

Australia’s 54 natural resource management 
regions (pre-NSW changes)



5. Environmental accounts

• We must measure to 
manage

• National standards
• Annual accounts
Local government can 
benefit from access to 
more consistent and 
accurate data for 
decision making

Weed control, Stirling Park ACT © J Pittock 2010



In conclusion:

1. Rapid change in coastal zones
2. Sustainability reforms are needed 
3. Local governments have the democratic 

mandates, local knowledge and need
4. Local governments should be better 

supported by society for sustainability
5. The Blueprint offers some solutions: 

http://wentworthgroup.org/2014/11/blueprint-for-a-healthy-
environment-and-a-productive-economy/2014/


