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A

year ago I lived through the Black Summer. I
had arrived in Sydney in mid-December 2019
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had arrived in Sydney in mid-December 2019
to collaborate with Australian researchers
studying the impacts of climate change on
extreme weather events. Instead of studying those
events, however, I ended up experiencing them.
Even in the conﬁnes of my apartment in Coogee, looking
out over the Paciﬁc, I could smell the smoke from the
massive bushﬁres blazing across New South Wales. As I
ﬂew to Canberra to participate in a special “bushﬁres”
episode of the ABC show Q+A, I witnessed mountains
ablaze with ﬁre. One man I met during my stay lost most
of his 180-year-old family farm in the ﬁres that ravaged
south-east New South Wales near Milton.
My experiences indelibly coloured the book I was
writing on the climate crisis at the time called The New
Climate War.
I returned home to the US last March, my sabbatical stay
cut short by coronavirus. But just a year later, with
memories of the hellish inferno that was the Black
Summer still fresh in my mind, I must painfully watch
from afar now as my Aussie mates endure further
climate-wrought devastation. This time it’s not ﬁres. It’s
ﬂoods.
I lectured earlier this week at the Pennsylvania State
University, where I’m teaching a course on climate
change communication. I started class, as I always do,
with a glance at the latest climate-themed stories
appearing in my news feed. We watched a video – in
stunned disbelief – of a house ﬂoating down a river. Let
me repeat that. There was a house ﬂoating down a river.
Australians are of course familiar with the scene of
which I speak. It’s the dwelling that was observed
ﬂoating down the Manning River in NSW, a few hundred
kilometres north of Sydney, as the state suﬀered massive
ﬂoods. Emergency responders rescued hundreds of
stranded people after record rainfall caused the rivers to
swell.
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In fact, more than 18,000 people had to be evacuated in
Sydney and the mid-north coast, thanks to what
amounted to a “100-year ﬂood”. For the unwashed,
that’s a deluge so Noachian in character that it shouldn’t,
on average, happen more often than once in a hundred
years.
But those sorts of statistics are misleading. The
statistician in me notes that they make the very tenuous
assumption of a “stationary” climate, that is to say, a
climate that isn’t changing. But the climate is changing,
file:///Users/ronaldelton-bott/Desktop/Itʼs%20not%20too%20late…20that%20alternates%20between%20Mad%20Max%20and%20.webarchive

Page 2 of 7

Itʼs not too late for Australia to forestall a dystopian future tha…tes between Mad Max and Waterworld | Climate change | The Guardian

25/3/21, 11(53 am

climate that isn’t changing. But the climate is changing,
thanks to human carbon pollution, making episodes that
might have once been “100-year events” now more like
“10-year events”.
Tragically, many of the same towns that were devastated
by the massive bushﬁres a little more than a year ago
found themselves under siege from these historic ﬂoods.
A climate contrarian would cry foul: “You climate
scientists can’t make up your mind. Is climate change
making it wetter or drier?” But in fact, that’s a false
choice: It’s both.
We know that a warmer atmosphere holds more
moisture, so during the wet season when you get
rainfall, you get more of it, in larger downpours and
bursts. But hotter temperatures also mean drier soils and
worsened droughts in the dry season, conditions
conducive to bigger, hotter-burning, faster-spreading
bushﬁres.
In a scientiﬁc study I co-authored a year ago, we
demonstrated that climate change is causing the wet
season to get wetter and the dry season to get drier in
many parts of the world. NSW is one of those regions,
and we’ve seen the consequence in the whiplash of ﬁres
and ﬂoods that have plagued the region over the past 14
months.
Australians can’t seem to catch a break. But it’s not too
late to forestall a dystopian future that alternates
between Mad Max and Waterworld.
Adapting to the harsh new reality Australia now faces
will be hard, but it will be possible with suﬃcient
government funding and infrastructure to support
climate resilience. If, however, we allow the planet to
continue to heat up, many heavily occupied parts of
Australia will simply become uninhabitable.
There is still a narrow window of opportunity left. If we
can lower carbon emissions by a factor of two over the
next decade, we can still prevent a catastrophic 1.5C
warming of the planet. If that is to happen, Australia,
one of the largest exporters of fossil fuels on the planet,
will need to do its part.
Thus far conservative prime minister Scott Morrison and
the Coalition government have shown little appetite for
making good on these obligations, however. They have
instead engaged in the sort of soft denial I describe in
The New Climate War that has come to replace the nolonger credible outright denial of the reality of the
climate crisis.
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climate crisis.
Morrison and his allies use soothing but hollow words
like “resilience”, “adaptation” and “innovation” to make
it sound like they’re actually doing something when
they’re not. And they suggest they’re moving towards
net zero carbon emissions by mid-century, while
meanwhile promoting a “gas-led” economic recovery
and shunning policies, such as carbon pricing and
subsidies for clean energy, that could actually help
decarbonise the economy.
Morrison’s record on climate is so atrocious, in fact, that
the UK’s own conservative prime minister, Boris
Johnson, disinvited him from last year’s global climate
summit.
If Morrison and the Coalition government refuse to act
now, then perhaps the Australian people need to
disinvite him from serving another term.
The future is still in your hands, mates!
Michael E Mann is distinguished professor of
atmospheric science at Pennsylvania State University.
He is author of The New Climate War: The Fight to Take
Back Our Planet
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comprehensive, international perspective on critical
events – from the Black Lives Matter protests, to the US
presidential election, Brexit, and the ongoing
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powerful reporting on the climate emergency, and
made the decision to reject advertising from fossil fuel
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set a course to achieve net zero emissions by 2030.
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power Guardian journalism and help sustain our future.
Support the Guardian from as little as $1 – it only takes
a minute. If you can, please consider supporting us
with a regular amount each month. Thank you.
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