
Page 1 of 6 
 

 
Climate Change Research in Australia   

 
(Bob Greenelsh, BE (Met), FAusIMM, MAICD * – February, 2010) 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
In recent years research organisations in Australia have been busy setting up research centres 
or large projects aimed at tapping into government money available for climate change 
research. It is estimated that governments in Australia will spend at least $800 million this 
financial year on climate change research. 
 
Research activities cover three broad fields:  

• modelling to predict global warming and the resultant disasters,  
• how to produce electricity without producing carbon dioxide from fossil fuels or  
• how to reduce electricity consumption and studying the effect of climate change on a 

wide range of subjects of interest to the researchers. 
 
The biggest expenditure is on carbon capture and storage (CCS) which involves separating 
and capturing carbon dioxide emitted from power stations, compressing the carbon dioxide 
and pumping it through pipelines to sites which have geological structures that are predicted to 
be suitable for the long term storage of the carbon dioxide which is to be injected through 
boreholes into porous strata deep underground. Research related to CCS is being done by 
many different organisations and it is estimated that government expenditure will average 
about $400 million a year over the next few years. The coal industry is also contributing 
research funds so the total CCS expenditure is probably about $800 million a year.  
 
It is estimated that about $150 million of the research funds are being spent directly on climate 
science i.e. analysing temperature records, looking at the behaviour of oceans, modelling to 
predict global warming and investigating how carbon dioxide is causing global warming. 
 
This leaves about $250 million available for research into predicting disasters, new methods 
for producing energy and investigating the impact of global warming on things of interest to the 
researchers such as the effect on concrete, the effect on orchids ($760,000) and the effect on 
tropical vegetation.  
 
It is relatively easy but time consuming to find out from websites and press announcements 
brief descriptions of the type of work being done and in some cases who are involved but it is 
difficult to get an exact understanding of the situation because in many cases the work is done 
in several different organisations. How much it is all costing is more difficult to find out. Most 
researchers don't respond to the question "What is your annual budget?" The cost estimates in 
this report have been derived from sources such as budget papers.  
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The amount of money being spent is so great and so widely spread and covers such a vast 
range of topics that it is doubtful if anyone has a proper understanding of what is being done, 
what is being achieved, what use it will be and what it is all costing. Assuming an average cost 
of $150,000 per person there are at least 5,300 people involved. It could be expected that the 
Department of Climate change should be able to offer an annual summary report on the 
outcomes of Commonwealth Government sponsored research in these fields. 
 
Information published by the research community engaged in climate change research leads 
one to form the view that the researchers involved accept that man-made carbon dioxide is 
causing global warming. As an example of this thinking, Professors Knights and Hood in the 
Executive Summary of their report titled "Coal and the Commonwealth, The Greatness of an 
Australian Resource" state, "This study accepts the dominant role that greenhouse gases are 
playing in global climate change. Further, it acknowledges that most of these greenhouse 
gases are produced from the burning of fossil fuels." However, the authors did not reply to an 
email asking, "Do you really believe this?"  Which raises the question do they believe what 
they wrote or did they write it because they needed to in order to get research money?  
 
 
RESEARCH ACTIVITIES  
 
 
1. CSIRO 
Research is done through the “Flagship projects”.  
 
1.1 Climate Adaptation Flagship (launched July 2008 ) 
The goal is to develop adaptation options to climate change and variability. 
 
1.2 Energy Transformed Flagship (launched October 2 003) 
The goal is to halve greenhouse gas emissions and double the efficiency of new energy 
generation. 
 
 
2. Bureau of Meteorology  
 
2.1 The Centre for Australian Weather and Climate R esearch (a joint venture with 
CSIRO) 
The Centre has three research objectives: (1) to develop a world-competitive coupled climate 
and earth simulator and modelling system, (2) to transform observational science into an 
integrated information system that informs decisions and (3) to advance knowledge of the 
drivers of Australia's water cycle to underpin strategies for managing water use. 
 
2.2 Australian Community Climate and Earth Systems Simulator (in collaboration with 
the UK Met office) 
ACCESS will deliver a new generation of modelling and model systems infrastructure which 
will underpin the Bureau's ability to simulate future and past climate change. The Bureau will 
use the new super computer housed at ANU. 
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3. Clean Energy Initiative 
This is an Australian Government program to support research, development and 
demonstration of low-emission energy. 
 
3.1 CCS Flagship Program  
The aim of this project is to support the construction of demonstration integrated carbon 
capture and storage projects. The target is 1,000MW of low emission fossil fuel electricity 
generation. 
 
3.2 Solar Flagship Program 
Funding will support construction and demonstration of large scale solar power stations. The 
target is 1,000 MW of electricity generation. 
 
3.3 Renewables Australia 
Funding to establish Renewables Australia to promote the deployment of renewable 
technologies 
 
 
4. Cooperative Research Centre for Greenhouse Gas T echnologies (CO2CRC) 
Based at CSIRO the Centre is a leader in carbon dioxide capture and storage. Collaborators 
are Monash University, The Universities of Adelaide, Melbourne and New South Wales and 
Curtain University of Technology. 
 
 
5. Australian Nuclear Science and Technology (ANSTO ) 
ANSTO uses isotopes to study climate variability over millions of years and also atmospheric 
mixing and pollution transport. 
 
 
6. Australian National University Climate Change In stitute  
The mission is to contribute to climate change solutions through innovative research. There is 
a strong interface with the Australian Government. 
 
 
7. The National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility – Griffith University 
Collaborators are Macquarie, James Cook and Murdock Universities, Queensland University of 
Technology, University of Southern Queensland, University of the Sunshine Coast and the 
University of Newcastle. It is a multidiscipline project to generate information that can be used 
by decision-makers in government to manage the risks of climate change. 
 
 
8. The University of New South Wales Climate Change  Research Centre (CCRCUNSW) 
The Centre applies basic scientific principles to pressing questions on climate dynamics, global 
climate change and extreme weather and climate. 
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9. Australian Universities Climate Consortium (Mona sh University) 
Hosted by Monash University the objective is to provide leadership to climate research done 
by ANU, UNSW and University of Melbourne. 
 
 
10. Centre for Energy Technology – University of Ad elaide 
The Centre will promote research on cleaner energy generation, storage and distribution. 
 
 
11. The University of Queensland Centre for Coal En ergy Technology (CCET) 
The Centre will coordinate and strengthen low emission coal research at the University. 
 
 
12. Climate Change and Energy Research Facility – U niversity of Western Sydney 
The Facility will generate reliable data about impacts of climate change on land, water and 
alternative energy sources 
 
 
13. The Centre for Tropical Biodiversity and Climat e Change (James Cook University) 
The Centre is studying the impact of climate change on the natural environment. 
 
 
14. UWA Geothermal Centre of Excellence (The Univer sity of Western Australia) 
The Centre is a joint venture with CSIRO and Curtain University of Technology aimed at 
geothermal energy. 
 
 
15. Centre of Excellence for Coral Reef Studies (Ja mes Cook University) 
The Centre is a joint venture with University of Queensland and ANU and does research into 
the sustainable use and management of coral reefs. 
 
 
16. Centre of Excellence in Plant Energy Biology (T he University of Western Australia) 
The Centre is a joint venture with ANU and University of Sydney and works on the discovery 
and characterisation of the molecular components and control mechanisms that drive energy 
metabolism in plants. 
 
 
17. Australian Research Council Grants 
Grants are given to individual researchers or Centres of Excellence to do work on a wide range 
of topics. 
 
 
18. Research Grants to Foreign Organisations 
Grants are arranged through AusAid to organisations such as The Energy and Resources 
Institute (TERI) in India.   
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RESEARCH EXPENDITURE 
Expenditure estimates listed below have been derived from Australian Government budget 
papers and reports from several of the research organisations and in some cases from 
enquires. In most cases the research organisations appear to be reluctant to publish 
expenditure figures. In some cases expenditure comes from a variety of sources so it is 
impossible to be fully confident about any expenditure figure. Taking all sources of information 
into account it is conservatively estimated that the Australian Government will spend 
approximately $800 million on climate change related research in 2009 -10. This does not 
include the considerable research expenditure by state governments. 
 

Research Programme  Annual 
Expenditure ($M) 

Comments  

CSIRO Climate Adaptation Flagship 27 CSIRO Report 

CSIRO Energy Transformed Flagship 57 CSIRO Report 

Bureau of Meteorology 56 Estimate 
Clean Energy Initiative 400 Budget papers 

Marine and Climate Science 78 Budget papers 

Centre for Climate Change and Energy Research 40 Budget papers 

Super Computer 50 Budget papers 

Climate Change Grants 5 Budget papers 

University Climate Change Research Centres (11 X 4) 44 Estimate 
Australian Research Council Grants ($85m in 2 years) 42 Senate 18/6/09 

Question 1507 
Grants to Foreign Researchers through (AusAid) 2 India News 
Total  801  
 
 
 
*Bob Greenelsh graduated from the University of Queensland and worked at Copper Refineries Pty Ltd from 1960 to 1975, he 
was Research & Development Manager at Mount Isa Mines Limited from 1975 to 1983 and Manager Technology Marketing 
for MIM Holdings Limited from1983 to 1998. After retiring from MIM he has worked as a consultant and company director. 
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