
 

We must strengthen environmental
protections during drought – or face
irreversible loss
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Australian rural communities face hardships during extended drought,
and it is generally appropriate that governments then provide special
support for affected landholders and communities.

However, some politicians and commentators have recently claimed that
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such circumstances should be addressed by circumventing environmental
laws or management – by, for example, reallocating environmental water
to grow fodder or opening up conservation reserves for livestock grazing
.

But subverting or weakening existing protective conservation
management practices and policies will exacerbate the impacts of
drought on natural environments and biodiversity.

Drought-related decline in wildlife

Impacts of severe weather on some natural systems are obvious and well-
recognised. For example, during periods of elevated sea temperature,
coral bleaching may conspicuously signal extensive environmental
degradation and biodiversity loss.

On land, however, the impacts of comparable extreme climatic events on
natural systems may be less obvious, even if of comparable magnitude.

Nonetheless, the record is clear: drought leads to extensive and severe
declines in many wildlife species.

Early observers in Australia reported the collapse of bird communities
("the bush fell silent") and other wildlife across vast areas during the
Federation Drought.
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http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/breakfast/divert-water-from-the-murray-darling-basin-help-farmers/10172202
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cobi.12189
https://phys.org/tags/natural+systems/
https://phys.org/tags/species/
http://www.publish.csiro.au/MU/MU927035


 

  

Feral cats and introduced foxes now exist across most of Australia. Drought can
increase their hunting success and impact. Credit: AAP Image/NT Department
of Land Resource Management

There were comparable responses during the Millennium Drought.

Unsurprisingly, wetland environments, and species dependent on them,
may bear the brunt of impacts. That said, impacts are pervasive across
all landscapes exposed to drought.

Drought contributed to the extinction of one of Australia's most
beautiful birds, the Paradise Parrot. For example, the pastoralist and
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1472-4642.2009.00578.x


 

zoologist Charles Barnard noted: "Previous to the terrible drought of
1902 it was not uncommon to see a pair of these birds when out
mustering … but since that year not a single specimen has been seen …
For three years… there had been no wet season, and very little grass
grew, consequently there was little seed; then the worst year came on, in
which no grass grew, so that the birds could not find a living, and …
perished … they have not found their way back."

After the long droughts break, native plant and animal species may take 
many years to recover, and some never recover or return to their former
range.

Threatened plant and animal species – with an already tenuous toe-hold
on existence – are often the most affected.

Days of extremely hot temperatures also exceed the thermoregulatory
tolerance of some species. That means mass mortality for some animals;
and large numbers of even hardy native trees may be killed by heat and
lack of rain across extensive areas.

Furthermore, water sources can disappear from much of the landscape.
Organisms dependent on floods are now more vulnerable, given that
overallocation of water from rivers has increased drying of wetlands.
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http://www.publish.csiro.au/mu/MU916234
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1071/MU927035
https://datadryad.org/resource/doi:10.5061/dryad.276d6/1
https://phys.org/tags/animal+species/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320700002007?via%3Dihub
https://www.publish.csiro.au/wr/WR01014
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/230883157_Drought-driven_change_in_wildlife_distribution_and_numbers_A_case_study_of_koalas_in_south_west_Queensland
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2596826/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1365-2486.2008.01718.x
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Drought contributed to the extinction of one of Australia’s most beautiful birds,
the Paradise Parrot. Credit: Wikimedia, CC BY

Drought is not new in Australia, but the stresses are greater now

Of course, drought has long been a recurrent characteristic of Australia.
Indeed, many Australian plants and animals are among the most drought-
adapted and resilient in the world. But drought impacts on wildlife are
now likely to be of unprecedented severity and duration, for several
reasons:

1. with global climate change, droughts will be more severe and
frequent. There will be less opportunity for wildlife to recover in
the reduced interval between drought periods

2. feral cats and introduced foxes now occur across most of
Australia. In drought periods, these hunt more effectively
because drought reduces the ground-layer vegetation that many
native prey species rely upon for shelter. Cats and foxes also
congregate and hunt more efficiently as wildlife cluster around
the few water sources that are left

3. prior to European settlement, the reduction in vegetation during
drought would have been accompanied by natural feedback
loops, notably reduction in the density of native herbivores. Now,
livestock are often maintained in drought-affected areas, with
supplementary food provided, but they also graze on what little
native vegetation remains. Now, wildlife must compete with feral
goats, camels and rabbits for the last vestiges of vegetation

4. clearing of native vegetation across much of the eastern
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paradise_parrot
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.nature.com/articles/nclimate1633
https://www.nature.com/articles/nclimate1633


 

rangelands means it will now be much harder for species lost
from some areas during drought to recolonise their former haunts
after drought. The habitat connectivity has been lost

5. many wildlife species could previously endure drought by
maintaining a residue of their population in small refuge areas,
where nutrients or moisture persisted in an otherwise hostile
landscape. Now, livestock, feral herbivores and predators also
congregate at these areas, making them less effective as native
wildlife refuges

6. in at least woodland and forest habitats, droughts may interact
with other factors. Notably, drought increases the likelihood of
high intensity and extensive bushfires that can cause long-lasting
damage to wildlife and environments.

Our intention here is not to downplay the needs or plight of rural
communities affected by drought.

Rather, we seek to bring attention to the other life struggling in that
landscape. Australia should bolster, not diminish, conservation efforts
during drought times. If we don't, we will suffer irretrievable losses to
our nature.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://academic.oup.com/jmammal/article/92/6/1193/958814
https://academic.oup.com/jmammal/article/95/3/615/878293
https://academic.oup.com/jmammal/article/95/3/615/878293
https://nau.pure.elsevier.com/en/publications/a-global-overview-of-drought-and-heat-induced-tree-mortality-reve
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https://phys.org/tags/wildlife/
https://phys.org/tags/drought/
http://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/we-must-strengthen-not-weaken-environmental-protections-during-drought-or-face-irreversible-loss-102901
https://phys.org/news/2018-09-environmental-drought-irreversible-loss.html
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