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A letter from 25 scientists to the Chief Scientist, Alan Finkel

Dr Finkel,

We are writing to you as Chief Scientist with 
our concerns about your strategy for deal-
ing with climate change, and to offer any 
scientific advice that you might find useful 
on climate change issues.

With the Black Summer bushfires and yet 
another mass bleaching of the Great Barrier 
Reef fresh in our minds, meeting the climate 
change challenge is more urgent and daunt-
ing than ever. The Paris Climate Agreement, 
to which Australia is a signatory, provides 
the global framework for addressing this 
challenge. It calls for nations to take action 
to keep global temperature rise to “well 
below 2°C and to pursue efforts to limit the 
temperature increase to 1.5°C.”

In your February speech to the National 
Press Club entitled “The Orderly Transi-
tion to the Electric Planet,”1 and in other 
publications and presentations, you have 
emphasised the importance of transitioning 
to renewables such as solar and wind, and 
that they should become the backbone of a 
21st century clean economy. We strongly sup-
port this approach, and agree that renewa-
bles firmed by batteries and pumped hydro 
comprise a very effective approach to tack-
ling the emissions reduction challenge.

Our concern, however, relates to the scale 
and speed of the decarbonisation challenge 
required to meet the Paris Agreement, and, 
in particular, your support for the use of 
gas as a transition fuel over “many decades.” 

1 Australia’s Chief Scientist, National Press Club 
Address: The orderly transition to the electric planet 
(12 February 2020) https://www.chiefscientist.gov.https://www.chiefscientist.gov.
au/news-and-media/national-press-club-address-au/news-and-media/national-press-club-address-
orderly-transition-electric-planetorderly-transition-electric-planet

Unfortunately, that approach is not consist-
ent with a safe climate nor, more specifically, 
with the Paris Agreement. There is no role 
for an expansion of the gas industry.

There are multiple lines of evidence to 
support our position on gas:

•	 We are already committed to a tempera-
ture rise of 1.3°C or 1.4°C from past green-
house gas emissions, primarily from the 
combustion of coal, oil and gas (WMO 
2020).2 At this point it would take a global 
social, political and technological mira-
cle to keep the world under 1.5°C (Hupp-
mann 2019).

•	 Exceeding even 1.5°C will have escalating 
impacts on Australia (Reisinger et al. 2014)

•	 The combustion of natural gas is now the 
fastest growing source of carbon dioxide 
to the atmosphere, the most important 
greenhouse gas driving climate change 
(Friedlingstein et al. 2019; Peters et al. 
2019)

•	 Global methane emissions from fossil fuel 
sources and from agriculture are acceler-
ating (Saunois et al. 2020; Jackson et al. 
2020). On a decadal timeframe, methane 
is a far more potent greenhouse gas than 
carbon dioxide. In Australia, the rapid 
rise in methane emissions is due to the 
expansion of the natural gas industry.3 The 
rate of methane leakage from the full gas 
economy, from exploration through to 
end use, has far exceeded earlier estimates 
(Hmiel et al. 2020).

•	 Existing and planned fossil fuel infrastruc-
ture is more than sufficient to push the 

2 See Table 2.2 in Rogelji et al. (2018)

3 https://ageis.climatechange.gov.au/https://ageis.climatechange.gov.au/

https://www.chiefscientist.gov.au/news-and-media/national-press-club-address-orderly-transition-electric-planet
https://www.chiefscientist.gov.au/news-and-media/national-press-club-address-orderly-transition-electric-planet
https://www.chiefscientist.gov.au/news-and-media/national-press-club-address-orderly-transition-electric-planet
https://ageis.climatechange.gov.au/
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world past 2°C, pushing even the upper 
bounds of the Paris Agreement’s tempera-
ture goals well out of reach (SEI 2019).

•	 To meet the upper Paris goal (“well below 
2°C”), we must achieve net zero emissions 
by 2040–2050. This requires a rapid phase-
out of existing fossil fuel infrastructure, 
leaving no room for expansion of the gas 
industry.

•	 While in principle CCS (Carbon Cap-
ture and Storage) could extend the life of 
fossil fuels — for example, for use in the 
production of hydrogen — CCS technol-
ogy is still far from being technologically 
and economically viable. The renewable 
energy-based alternatives are already 
technologically ready, less expensive, and 
more widespread, capable of deliver-
ing economic and employment benefits 
across regional and rural Australia.

The undeniable conclusion from this analy-
sis is that the time has passed for any new 
fossil fuel infrastructure, including the 
proposed expansion of the gas industry in 
Australia. All types of fossil fuels, including 
gas, contribute to climate change and all 
must be phased out as quickly as possible to 
meet the Paris Agreement targets, helping 
to keep Australians safe now and into the 
future (Reisinger et al. 2014).

We reiterate that we very much appreci-
ate your efforts and leadership in facilitating 
the rapid expansion of the renewable energy 
sector. This is a major step forward. But we 
must now make urgent progress towards a 
prosperous net-zero emissions economy by 
2040–2050.

As always, we stand ready to provide 
advice on the science of climate change 
and to support your efforts to expand and 
accelerate the actions needed to do our part 

in the global effort to meet the goals of the 
Paris Agreement.

Yours sincerely,

Professor Nerilie Abram, Australian 
National University
Professor Nathan Bindoff, University of 
Tasmania
Professor John Church FAA FTSE, UNSW 
Sydney
Professor Matthew England FRSN FAA, 
UNSW Sydney
Professor Jason Evans, UNSW Sydney
Honorary Professor John Finnigan FAA, 
Australian National University
Dr Joelle Gergis, Australian National 
University
Adjunct Professor Dave Griggs, Monash 
University
Professor Clive Hamilton AM, Charles 
Sturt University
Emeritus Professor Ann Henderson-
Sellers, Macquarie University
Professor Ove Hoegh-Guldberg FAA, 
University of Queensland
Professor Mark Howden, Australian 
National University
Professor Lesley Hughes, Macquarie 
University
Professor Terry Hughes FAA, James Cook 
University
Dr Sarah Perkins-Kirkpatrick, UNSW 
Sydney
Professor Trevor McDougall AC FRS 
FRSN FAA, UNSW Sydney
Professor Jean Palutikof, Griffith 
University
Professor Graeme Pearman FAA FTSE, 
University of Melbourne
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Professor Peter Rayner, University of 
Melbourne
Honorary Associate Professor Hugh 
Saddler, Australian National University
Dr Mark Stafford Smith, Co-Chair, 
Future Earth Australia Steering 
Committee
Professor Steven Sherwood FRSN, UNSW 
Sydney
Emeritus Professor Will Steffen, 
Australian National University
Honorary Professor Brian Walker 
AO FAA FTSE, Australian National 
University
Professor John Wiseman, University of 
Melbourne
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