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The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2001) cited climate change as one of numerous 
pressures on the world’s wildlife, which has led to some 25 per cent of the world’s mammals and 12 per cent 
of birds being at significant risk of extinction.  
 
Parmesan and Yohe (2003) examined data on more than 1700 wild animals and plants. They found that 
global warming is forcing the locations of these species polewards by an average of 6.1 km per decade. They 
also found that events associated with spring are occurring earlier, by an average of 2.3 days per decade. 

Root et al. (2003) established that warmer conditions associated with climate change have contributed to the 
movement of many animal and plants. Rapid warming and other stresses such as habitat destruction could 
possibly lead to extinctions of species. There is an abundance of supporting analyses, identifying patterns of 
movement of a wide variety of species in response to warming. 

Atmospheric warming has raised the average height of clouds in highland forests of Costa Rica in Central 
America. The climatic changes contributed to disappearance of many species of frogs and toads (Pounds et 
al., 1999). 

Looking to the future, Thomas et al. (2004) examined the likely impact of climate change on plants and 
animals. They studied six regions rich in biodiversity, including Queensland, representing 20 per cent of the 
Earth's land area. Minimal climate-warming scenarios for 2050 led to ultimate extinction of approximately 
18 per cent of species. Mid-range and maximum warming led to extinction of 24 per cent and 35 per cent of 
species, respectively, by 2050. 

Media coverage of the findings of Thomas et al. (2004) included many claims that one million species would 
become extinct by 2050. Ladle et al. (2004) have traced this assertion to a media release from the lead 
author's university, in which ‘the figure of a million species appears along with the claim that a quarter of all 
land animals and plants may go extinct — but eventually, not by 2050’. 

 

SUMMARY 
Climate change has been identified as one of numerous pressures on the world’s wildlife. It has led to some 
25 per cent of the world’s mammals and 12 per cent of birds being at significant risk of extinction.  

Many species have migrated both polewards and to higher elevations to escape warmer conditions. 

A major study of the likely impact of climate change on plants and animals concluded that minimal climate-
warming scenarios for 2050 could lead to extinction of approximately 18 per cent of species. Mid-range, and 
maximum, warming could lead to extinction of 24 per cent and 35 per cent of species, respectively, by 2050.

Australian research has found that the bioclimates of some species of plants and vertebrates will disappear 
with a warming of just 0.5–1.0°C. 
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There has been subsequent debate in Nature on the techniques and findings of Thomas et al. The authors 
have responded saying that the issues raised are unlikely to result in substantially reduced estimates of 
extinction.  

Leemans and Eickhout (2004) argue that even small increases in global mean temperatures, of 1-2°C, will 
considerably affect many species, ecosystems and landscapes. 

Hughes (2003) summarised recent Australian research, reporting that bioclimates of some species of plants 
and vertebrates are predicted to disappear with a warming of just 0.5–1.0°C. 
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