
 

Here are 5 practical ways trees can help us
survive climate change

February 19 2020, by Gregory Moore

  
 

  

Credit: Nikolett Emmert from Pexels

As the brutal reality of climate change dawned this summer, you may
have asked yourself a hard question: am I well-prepared to live in a
warmer world?
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There are many ways we can ready ourselves for climate change. I'm an
urban forestry scientist, and since the 1980s I've been preparing students
to work with trees as the planet warms.

In Australia, trees and urban ecosystems must be at the heart of our
climate change response.

Governments have a big role to play—but here are five actions everyday
Australians can take as well.

1. Plant trees to cool your home

At the current rate of warming, the number of days above 40℃ in cities
including Melbourne and Brisbane, will double by 2050—even if we
manage to limit future temperature rises to 2℃.

Trees can help cool your home. Two medium-sized trees (8-10m tall) to
the north or northwest of a house can lower the temperature inside by 
several degrees, saving you hundreds of dollars in power costs each year.

Green roofs and walls can reduce urban temperatures, but are costly to
install and maintain. Climbing plants, such as vines on a pergola, can
provide great shade, too.

Trees also suck up carbon dioxide and extend the life of the paint on
your external walls.
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https://phys.org/tags/urban+ecosystems/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-06-22/temperature-increases-from-climate-change-brisbane-unliveable/11227404
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/publication-documents/1-62.pdf
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/page/51608903#page/11/mode/1up
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/transforming-melbourne-s-skyline-plan-for-green-roofs-across-the-city-20190527-p51rpc.html
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2. Keep your street trees alive

Climate change poses a real threat to many street trees. But it's in
everyone's interests to keep trees on your nature strip alive.

Adequate tree canopy cover is the least costly, most sustainable way of
cooling our cities. Trees cool the surrounding air when their leaves
transpire and the water evaporates. Shade from trees can also triple the
lifespan of bitumen, which can save governments millions each year in
road resurfacing.
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-08-24/street-trees-set-to-weather-climate-change-and-suburban-warfare/10147926
https://www.futureleaders.com.au/book_chapters/pdf/Climate_Change/Greg_Moore.pdf
https://www.fs.fed.us/psw/topics/urban_forestry/products/cufr639mcpherson-JOA-pavingshade.pdf
https://www.fs.fed.us/psw/topics/urban_forestry/products/cufr639mcpherson-JOA-pavingshade.pdf


 

Tree roots also soak up water after storms, which will become more
extreme in a warming climate. In fact, estimates suggest trees can hold
up to 40% of the rainwater that hits them.

But tree canopy cover is declining in Australia. In Melbourne, for
instance, it falls by 1-1.5% annually, mainly due to tree removals on
private land.

This shows state laws fail to recognize the value of trees, and we're
losing them when we need them most.

Infrastructure works such as level crossing removals have removed trees
in places such as the Gandolfo Gardens in Melbourne's inner north,
despite community and political opposition. Some of these trees were
more than a century old.

So what can you do to help? Ask your local council if they keep a
register of important trees of your suburb, and whether those trees are
protected by local planning schemes. Depending on the council, you can
even nominate a tree for protection and significant status.

But once a development has been approved, it's usually too late to save
even special trees.
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https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/page/51608903#page/17/mode/1up
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/publication-documents/1-62.pdf
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/publication-documents/1-62.pdf
https://treenet.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/TREENET-2017-Symposium-Proceedings_FINAL.pdf
https://treenet.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/TREENET-2017-Symposium-Proceedings_FINAL.pdf
https://www.moreland.vic.gov.au/about-us/news-and-publications/news/trees-felled-as-moreland-community-ignored-media-release/?utm_source=miragenews&utm_medium=miragenews&utm_campaign=news
https://www.thepetitionsite.com/538/122/209/save-the-gandolfo-gardens-at-moreland-station/
https://fionapatten.com.au/question/gandolfo-gardens/
https://phys.org/tags/local+council/
https://www.yarracity.vic.gov.au/services/cleaning-and-maintenance/trees/significant-trees
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3. Green our rural areas

Outside cities, we must preserve remnant vegetation and revegetate less
productive agricultural land. This will provide shade and moderate 
increasingly strong winds, caused by climate change.

Planting along creeks can lower water temperatures, which keeps
sensitive native fish healthy and reduces riverbank erosion.

Strategically planting windbreaks and preserving roadside vegetation are
good ways to improve rural canopy cover. This can also increase farm
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https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/publication-documents/1-62.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/climate+change/
https://vfa.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/341584/Bankside-vegetation-and-water-temperature-study-summary.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00288330.1997.9516801
https://www.ecofarmingdaily.com/build-soil/permaculture/windbreak-benefits-farm/


 

production, reduce stock losses and prevent erosion.

To help, work with groups like Landcare and Greening Australia to
vegetate roadsides and river banks.

4. Make plants part of your bushfire plan

Climate change is bringing earlier fire seasons and more intense,
frequent fires. Fires will occur where they hadn't in the past, such as
suburban areas. We saw this in the Melbourne suburbs of Bundoora, Mill
Park, Plenty and Greensborough in December last year.

It's important to have a fire-smart garden. It might seem counter-
intuitive to plant trees around the house to fortify your fire defenses, but
some plants actually help reduce the spread of fire—through their less
flammable leaves and summer green foliage—and screen your house
from embers.

Depending on where you live, suitable trees to plant include crepe
myrtle, the hybrid flame tree, Persian ironwood, some fruit trees and
even some native eucalypts.
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https://landcareaustralia.org.au/about/
https://www.greeningaustralia.org.au/about-us/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/explaining-bushfires-climate-change/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIiuaC0qHO5wIV2LWWCh2BcAXUEAAYASAAEgJy-vD_BwE
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-12-30/victoria-braces-for-day-of-extreme-bushfire-danger/11831632
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-12-30/victoria-braces-for-day-of-extreme-bushfire-danger/11831632
https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/documents/20143/72271/landscaping_for_bushfire.pdf/1c6084e1-159e-a820-b0b3-6dc077e661c0
https://phys.org/tags/plant+trees/
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If you're in a bushfire-prone area, landscape your garden by strategically
planting trees, making sure their canopies don't overhang the house. Also
ensure shrubs do not grow under trees, as they might feed fire up into
the canopy.

And in bad fire conditions, rake your garden to put distance between
fuel and your home.

5. What if my trees fall during storms?

The fear of a whole tree falling over during storms, or shedding large
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limbs, is understandable. Human injury or death from trees is extremely
rare, but tragedies do occur.

Make sure your trees are healthy, and their root systems are not
disturbed when utility services such as plumbing, gas supplies and
communication cables are installed.

Coping with a warming world

Urban trees are not just ornaments, but vital infrastructure. They make
cities livable and sustainable and they allow citizens to live healthier and
longer lives.

For centuries these silent witnesses to urban development have been
helping our environment. Urban ecosystems depend on a healthy urban
forest for their survival, and so do we.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1753-6405.12614
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1753-6405.12614
https://phys.org/tags/trees/
https://phys.org/tags/urban+development/
http://theconversation.com
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