Satellites reveal a bleak landscape

hanges in Australia’s land cover from

the combined effects of clearing,
grazing and feral animals have disturbing
implications for the continent’s
biodiversity, according ro a CSIRO
mapping progrum.

Using satellite Imaging, scientists from
the Division of Wildlife and Ecology have
established thar during the past 200 years
more than one million square kilomerres of
narive forest and woodland have been
cleared or thinned: an area amounting o
one fifth of the entire continent,

The division’s Dr Dean Gractz, Murray
Wilson and Sue Campbell mapped the
extent, severity and type of these land cover
cha nges on behalf of the Federal
Government's Biodiversity Univ

The report, Landcover Disturbance
Orver the Australian Continent, reveals that
a third of Australia’s cover of soils and
native vegetation is significantly disturbed,
and existing land-use parterns are
conducive to future disturbance.
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thinning and land clearing recorded by the
study is much larger than has been
generally appreciated. He says a lot of
previously u:'tr.'ru!_'niu:il clearing has
occurred along the marging in pastoral areas
af Queensland and norchern New South
Wales, where sown pastures have L'\'i'l-'.llldL'l.I
at the expense ofupcn i.'iu.‘.ii_‘.'r-t and acacia
woodlands, 'Also, we suspect thar there has
been a loss of large remnants within the

core areas of the croplands,” he says.,

Gracrz says the established cereal
cropping areas of southern Australia
‘present a particularly bleak panorama’
from space. 'As habitarts, they are
irreversibly altered.” he says. "The remnants
are small and isolated.]

I'he team caregorised the continent
into 34 land cover types. Each type was
assessed for disturbance from clearing,
grazing, teral animals and fire, Land tenure
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the vulnerability of each land cover type to
further disturbance.

The result is a ‘report card’ for each
land cover type. Some types, such as the tall
HI]rlll"r-‘]]lE.‘i anoes Li}\'k'ril]g '[]'ll! J‘YI-]IIR'H rl':._'.‘l{il'l
of north-west Vicroria, fare particularly
badly. In fact. just 1% of Australia’s all
shrubland cover remains intact.

Such L:hrlnggl.'-i in the nation's landscape
do not bode well for Australia’s wealth of
flora and fauna. The report warns thar
clearing and grazing are significant causes
of impoverished biodiversity, and their
effecrs are exacerbated by feral amimals, in
particular rahbits, cats, foxes and Pigs.

I'he researchers say Ausrralia will be
paying the environmental cost of land
cover disturbance for decades o come.
Graetz says land cover is the thread thar
links three of today’s most ropical
environmental issues: sustainable land use,
climate change and loss of hiadiversicy.

For example, the Naronal Greenhouse
Gas Inventory Commitiee estimates that
the clearing of forest for agriculrure

contributes more than a quarter of the toral
net emissions in carbon dioxide equivalent.
‘Bur all is nor lost,” Graerz Siys. While
it will be ditficulr, the broad scale
integration on conservation and land use is
possible. Land use is a social activity and is
therefore r\i.1rl.11_;<:.1h|u t‘l_\' secial means.
‘Unfortunately, the contribution from
teral animals is not, or not vet, .i|limup,h
cltorts are under way to achieve this goal.’
A complementary report from the
Federal Environment Department’s
Biodiversity Unit — released together with
the ﬁmlingn of Graerz's team — affirms that
land clearing in Australia is continuing at a
rate of up to 650 000 hecrares a year. This
equates to abour one football field every 30
seconds, or about half the rate of clearing

in the Braz

an Amazon,.

The report, Native Vegetation
Clearance, Habirar Loss and Biodiversiry
Derline, explodes the myth thar most of
Australia’s land dearing occurred well over
A CCNTURY ago, In fact, as much land has
|'.Il‘£'l'l L]L'.Irl'll SInce I|'lr Sec |:|I‘IL| “:"'Hrll.l War

as was razed i the 150 vears preceding it
) §

Contace: Dr Dean Graerz: CSIRO Earth
Otbservation Centre, GO Box 3023,
Canberra, ACT 2601, (06) 216 7199,
fax (06) 216 7222, Information aboue the
Fedeval Goavernment s Biodroisivy Unie is
available from GO Box 787, Canberra,
ACT 2601, (008) 80 3772,

John van Tiggelen

Measuring the work of nature

Dr Mick Meyer from the Division of Atmo-
spheric Research calibrates an automated
gas exchange chamber in a triticale crop
during the OASIS experiment at Wagga.
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Mure than 40 scientisis gathered af the
southern New South Wales town of
Wagga Waoggo in Cclober as part of an
ongoing experiment to measure greenhouse
gas emissions from Australian landscapes.

The OASIS experiment is using aero-
planes, satellites, a fourkilometre-high kite
and ground instruments fo monitor physical
ond chemical processes such as gas release
from farm land, and water vapour and ener-
gy exchange between land and air. The
data will be used to test and improve the
accuracy of computer medels which predict
the impacts of global warming

QOASIS involves researchers from
the CSIRO Climate Change Research
Program and other CSIRO divisions; Flinders
University; the Australian National
University; the University of Wollongong;
Charles Sturt University; HortResearch and
MNIWA from Mew Zealand; and the
University of Colorade, US.

Caontact: Paul Holper, CSIRO Division of

Al‘mosp.‘:e:jc Research, Privale Bag No. 1,
Mordialloc, Vic. 3195,

{03) 9239 4400, fax [03) 922390 4444,

email: paul holper@dar.csiro.au.



