
 

Global warming threatens Australia's iconic
kangaroos

October 15 2008

As concerns about the effects of global warming continue to mount, a
new study published in the December issue of Physiological and
Biochemical Zoology finds that an increase in average temperature of
only two degrees Celsius could have a devastating effect on populations
of Australia's iconic kangaroos.

"Our study provides evidence that climate change has the capacity to
cause large-scale range contractions, and the possible extinction of one
macropodid (kangaroo) species in northern Australia," write study
authors Euan G. Ritchie and Elizabeth E. Bolitho of James Cook
University in Australia.

Ritchie and Bolitho used computer modeling and three years of field
observations to predict how temperature changes that are considered to
be likely over the next half-century might affect four species of
kangaroos. They found that a temperature increase as small as a half-
degree Celsius may shrink kangaroos' geographic ranges. An increase of
two degrees may shrink kangaroos' ranges by 48 percent. A six-degree
increase might shrink ranges by 96 percent.

Ritchie says that generally accepted climate models predict temperatures
in northern Australia to be between 0.4 and two degrees warmer by
2030, and between two and six degrees warmer by 2070.

The most significant effects of climate change are not necessarily on the
animals themselves, but on their habitats—specifically, in amounts of
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available water. This is particularly true in Northern Australia, says
Ritchie.

"If dry seasons are to become hotter and rainfall events more
unpredictable, habitats may become depleted of available pasture for
grazing and waterholes may dry up," the authors write. "This may result
in starvation and failed reproduction … or possible death due to
dehydration for those species that are less mobile."

And although kangaroo species may be mobile enough to relocate as the
climate changes, the vegetation and topography for which they are
adapted are unlikely to shift at the same pace.

The antilopine wallaroo, a kangaroo species adapted for a wet, tropical
climate, faces the greatest potential risk. Ritchie and Bolitho found that a
two-degree temperature increase may shrink its range by 89 percent. A
six-degree increase may lead to the extinction of antilopine wallaroos if
they are unable to adapt to the arid grassland that such a temperature
change is likely to produce.

"Large macropodids are highly valuable economically, through both
ecotourism and a commercial meat trade, and many species are an
important food source for indigenous people," they write. "Therefore, it
is critically important that we understand the ecology of Australia's
native herbivores to ensure any further economic development will occur
in an environmentally sustainable way."

Source: University of Chicago
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