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Media Release Wednesday 27 September 2006

Risk of global food shortage 

caused by atmospheric change 

An acclaimed plant biologist has warned that global climate change could have a far greater impact than predicted on crop yields creating potential for acute food shortages by the middle of this century.

Professor Stephen Long told an international biological science conference in Brisbane today that crop yield forecasts presented by the United Nations International Panel on Climate Change had not factored in the full impact of rising carbon dioxide and ozone levels.

He said there was an urgent need for genetic engineering of plants or breeding programs to create crops that could adequately counter the impact of climate change over the coming decades and meet global food security requirements.

Professor Long, a plant scientist who is based at the University of Illinois, is one of the world's most cited authors on climate change.

A keynote speaker at the ComBio 2006 conference at the Brisbane Convention Centre today, he said most forecasts of rising carbon dioxide impact on crops had been based on plant trials in greenhouses or enclosed chambers.

These forecasts are for crops including wheat, rice, maize and soybean that sustain millions of people and provide food for farmed animals.

However, Professor Long said more reliable crop trials in open-air conditions indicated that projected carbon dioxide effect and yields could be over-estimated.

"Increasing atmospheric carbon dioxide actually enhances photosynthesis and yield, but this effect is countered by rising surface ozone levels caused by fossil fuel combustion," he explained.

"During fossil fuel combustion, nitrogen and oxygen combine to form nitrogen oxides.  These oxides drift into agricultural areas and, in the presence of sunlight, form ozone at the ground level. 
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"Ozone is actually a toxin to plants and it has the potential to cause large yield losses."

"The results of our experiments suggest an urgent need to adapt our major crops to achieve in the field the potential yield increases under elevated carbon dioxide levels indicated from theory and laboratory studies.

"Simultaneously, there is a need to breed or engineer plants that are more resistant to ozone damage."

The booming field of plant science is a major focus of the ComBio 2006 conference, which is a joint meeting of the Australian Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the New Zealand Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the Australian Physiological Society, the Australia and New Zealand Society for Cell and Developmental Biology, the Australian Society of Plant Scientists and the New Zealand Society of Plant Physiologists.

Professor Steve Tyerman, Professor of Plant Sciences at the University of Adelaide, said the importance of healthy plant life could not be overstated.

“It is important to understand how plants function in their natural environment, how they react with other organisms and the limits of what can be achieved with agricultural crops,” he said.

“This then helps us develop agricultural plants that will help us to meet the challenge of climate change.

"Given the time it takes to develop new cultivars relative to the rate of climate change, this work needs to start now to be prepared for predicted changes in 2050,” he added.

FOR INTERVIEW:
Professor Stephen Long is available for interview.  To arrange, please contact Trevor Gill, Conference Media Relations, on 0418 821948 

Professor Steve Tyerman is available on 0411 776 050.
