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Forests	are	a	vital	ally	in	the	climate	crisis	-		
we	must	prioritise	their	conservation.	
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1. Introduction		
	
WA	 Forest	 Alliance	 appreciates	 the	 opportunity	 to	 comment	 on	 the	DWER	Climate	 Change	 in	

Western	Australia	–	Issues	Paper.	WA	Forest	Alliance	is	the	peak	forest	conservation	community	

organisation	in	WA.	We	have	been	working	to	protect	native	forests	in	WA	since	1990.	In	2016,	

we	 launched	 the	 Forests	 For	 Life	 plan	 for	 transitioning	 the	 timber	 industry	 and	 delivering	

multiple	co-benefits	for	landcare,	biodiversity,	climate	and	farming	productivity	and	amenity.		

We	wholeheartedly	endorse	the	Conservation	Council	of	WA’s	comments	on	the	Climate	Change	

in	Western	 Australia	 –	 Issues	 Paper.	 We	 agree	 that	 the	 Issues	 Paper	 lacks	 the	 ambition	 and	

vision	 needed	 and	 that	 it	 is	 absolutely	 critical	 that	 a	 legislative	 framework	 be	 developed	 to	

ensure	the	necessary	steps	are	taken	to	get	WA	on	a	rapid	trajectory	towards	net	zero	carbon	

emissions	by	2050	at	the	very	latest.		

WA	needs	a	clear	pathway,	entrenched	in	legislation	to:		

	

1. Stop	burning	fossil	fuels	

2. Protect	and	restore	native	forests	and	other	biodiverse	carbon	stores	

3. Implement	a	transition	to	a	decarbonised	society	that	leaves	no	one	behind	

4. Make	 climate	 justice	 a	 normative	 factor	 in	 every	 decision	 across	 every	 area	 of	

government	

5. Fund	communities	to	mitigate	and	adapt	to	climate	change	at	a	local	government	level.		

	

There	is	a	major	oversight	in	the	Climate	Issues	Paper	that	WAFA	specifically	focuses	on	

in	this	submission.		
	

Native	 forests	 store	 and	 draw	down	huge	 volumes	 of	 carbon	 from	 the	 atmosphere	 and	

currently	deforestation	and	forest	degradation	are	major	drivers	of	climate	change.		
	

Forest	protection	 is	essential	 if	we	are	to	keep	the	average	global	 temperature	 increase	

below	1.5	degrees	Celsius.		
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2. Accounting	for	the	role	forests	play	in	mitigating	and	adapting	to	climate	change	
	

The	 latest	 IPCC	 report	 found	 that,	 "Reducing	 deforestation	 and	 forest	 degradation	 rates	

represents	one	of	the	most	effective	and	robust	options	for	climate	change	mitigation,	with	large	

mitigation	benefits	globally".		(Seymour	and	Gibbs,	2019;	IPCC,	2019)	

	

Business-as-usual	practices	will	lock	in	1.5	˚C	of	global	warming	within	10	years,	with	

catastrophic	impacts.		As	well	as	stopping	emissions,	CO2	withdrawal	from	the	atmosphere	is	

essential	(IPCC,	2018).		

	

Australia	can	play	a	significant	direct	and	leadership	role	in	reducing	global	warming	by	

protecting	and	restoring	our	extraordinarily	carbon	dense	and	biodiverse	forests.	This	offers	a	

practical	and	effective	way	for	us	to	act	locally	for	substantial	local	and	global	benefits.		

	

But,	before	we	can	do	this,	we	need	significant	policy	change.	Right	now	forests	are	being	logged,	

cleared	and	burnt	with	massive	impacts	on	climate,	water,	wildlife	and	communities,	releasing	

huge	volumes	of	carbon	into	the	atmosphere,	and	degrading	a	vital	carbon	sink.	

	

Forests	are	a	part	of	the	climate	system:	they	draw	down	carbon	from	the	atmosphere,	store	it	in	

their	 trees	 and	 roots	 and	move	 it	 down	 into	 the	 soil.	 They	 cool	 the	 globe	 and	 they	make	 and	

attract	rainclouds.	They	are	part	of	the	climate	system.		

	

Because	 of	 the	 lag	 time	 between	 emissions	 and	 temperature	 increases,	 global	 warming	 will	

continue	even	after	we	stop	burning	fossil	fuels.	We	need	to	draw	carbon	out	of	the	atmosphere	

as	 a	matter	 of	 urgency	 and,	 to	 do	 this,	 forests	 and	 other	major	 bio-carbon	 sinks	 are	 our	 best	

hope.		

	

Net	 emissions	 from	 land	 use	 change	 and	 forestry	 account	 for	 about	 one	 third	 of	 accumulated	

atmospheric	CO2	and	are	currently	around	13%	of	total	annual	emissions	(Global	Carbon	Project	

2018).		

	

Stopping	deforestation	and	allowing	secondary	forests	to	grow	would	yield	cumulative	negative	

emissions	 between	 2016	 and	 2100	 of	 about	 440	 billion	 tonnes	 CO2	 globally	 (Houghton	 and	

Nassikas	2018).	–	about	the	same	as	the	remaining	global	carbon	budget	for	1.5	degrees	of	global	

warming	(IPCC	2018).	
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Native	 forests,	 especially	 ancient	 forests,	 store	 carbon,	 longer	 and	more	 securely	 compared	 to	

logged	and	plantation	 forests	 (Keith	et	al.	2015),	 and	Australian	eucalyptus	 forests	are	among	

the	most	carbon	dense	in	the	world	(Keith	et	al.	2009).	The	loss	of	irreplaceable	primary	forests,	

including	 ancient	 forests,	 is	 particularly	 alarming	 given	 that	 they	 serve	 as	 invaluable	 carbon	

sinks	(NYFD	2019).		

	

Australia’s	 forests	are	an	especially	 important	ally	 in	 the	climate	and	ecological	crises	we	face.	

Australia’s	 tall	wet	 forests,	 including	the	mountain	ash	(Eucalyptus	regnans)	 forests	of	Victoria	

and	Tasmania	 have	been	 extensively	 studied	 are	 among	 the	most	 carbon	dense	 forests	 in	 the	

world.	(Keith,	Mackey	and	Lindenmayer,	2009).		

	

Intensive,	 industrial	 logging	 such	 as	 the	 current	 clear-felling	 and	 burning	 of	 forests	 is	 not	

compatible	with	a	‘forests	for	climate’	approach.	Industry	lobbyists	in	Australia	are	trying	to	co-

opt	 the	 IPCC	message	and	science	more	broadly,	 and	 it	 is	 important	 for	us	 to	be	aware	of	 the	

facts	so	that	we	can	successfully	advocate	sensible,	scientifically	robust	forest	policies.	

	

3. Local	resilience	and	adaptation		
	

Forest	 protection	 and	 restoration	 offer	 critical	 improvements	 in	 our	 local	 resilience	 and	

adaptation	to	global	warming.	It	has	been	established	that	up	to	62%	of	the	rainfall	decline	in	the	

South	West	can	be	attributed	to	land-clearing	(Andrich	and	Imberger,	2013).	Forests	make	and	

bring	rain,	create	shade	and	reduce	temperatures,	protect	soils	and	riparian	zones.		

Regrowth	forests	(following	clearing	and	intensive	logging)	use	up	to	twice	as	much	water	than	

old-growth	 and	 other	 mature	 forests	 (Macfarlane	 and	 Silberstein,	 2010).	 Protecting	 mature	

forests	and	allowing	regrowth	forests	to	mature	reduces	pressure	on	groundwater	and	riparian	

systems	and	reduces	the	drought	sensitivity	and	flammability	of	the	forests.		

	

4. Taking	action		
	

We	must:		

1. Protect	native	forests	as	biodiverse	carbon	stores	

2. Restore	cleared	and	degraded	areas	to	native	forest	ecosystems	

3. Transition	the	timber	industry	to	sustainably	managed	plantations	and	farm	forestry	
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4. Develop	 a	 strategic	 approach	 to	 prescribed	burning	 by	 abandoning	 the	 annual	 burning	

target;	burning	small,	 strategic	areas	close	 to	 town-sites	and	 infrastructure	 to	keep	 fuel	

levels	low	and	allowing	low-fuel	level,	long-unburnt	ecosystems	to	develop	

5. Rule	out	native	forest	bioenergy	

	

Key	points:		

1. Mature,	biodiverse,	ecologically	intact	forests	capture	and	store	the	most	carbon.	They	

are	 more	 resilient	 and	 reliable	 carbon	 sinks	 than	 logged	 and	 plantation	 forests	 are,	 even	

accounting	for	the	carbon	stored	in	wood	products	(Keith	et	al,	2014;	Keith	et	al.	2015).		

	

2. Old	 trees	 draw	down	more	 carbon	 than	 young	 trees	 (Stephensen,	2014)	and	 it	 takes	at	

least	150	years	for	a	clear-felled	forest	to	reach	90	per	cent	of	the	carbon	carrying	capacity	of	

an	old	forest	(Roxburgh,	2006).	

	

3. The	 vast	 majority	 of	 logs	 sold	 from	 native	 forests	 each	 year	 (in	 WA,	 85	 per	 cent)	

become	 paper,	 fuel-wood	 and	 sawdust,	 which	 quickly	 release	 their	 carbon	 to	 the	

atmosphere.	(Dean,	Wardell-Johnson	and	Kirkpatrick,	2012).	Massive	volumes	of	carbon	are	

also	 released	 in	 the	 forest	when	 the	 branches	 and	 reject	 logs	 are	 burned	 after	 the	 logging	

operation	(Lindenmayer	and	Mackey,	2015).		

	

4. At	a	local	climate	level,	forest	protection	and	restoration	can	provide	climate	resilience	

and	 adaptation	 we	 desperately	 need	 in	 the	 South	 West.	 Even	 as	 global	 warming	

accelerates,	 forest	 protection	 and	 restoration	 are	 vital	 to	 local	 resilience	 and	 adaptation.	

Land-clearing	in	south-western	Australia	has	caused	up	to	62	per	cent	of	the	region’s	rainfall	

decline	 (Andrich	 and	 Imberger,	 2013).	 Protection	 and	 restoration	 of	 forests	 offer	 the	 best	

promise	of	rain.		

	

5. Forests	 are	 a	 part	 of	 the	 climate	 system,	 so	 the	 feedback	 goes	 both	ways.	Forests	are	

critical	in	our	efforts	to	adapt	to	and	mitigate	dangerous	climate	change.	However,	they	also	

suffer	from	the	effects	of	a	changing	climate.	Increased	temperatures	and	reduced	rainfall	are	

increasingly	putting	tall	forests	under	stress.	The	increasing	severity	of	fires	is	having	major	

impacts	on	forests	here	and	around	the	world.	We	need	to	look	after	the	forests	and	give	them	

the	best	chance	of	adapting	to	climate	change	for	their	own	sake,	and	so	that	they	can	do	the	

best	 possible	 job	 of	 mitigating	 dangerous	 climate	 change	 for	 the	 all	 of	 the	 creatures	 and	

ecosystems	on	the	planet.	
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