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UEA held a stall at the Green City Festival on Sunday 
February 17. Although a very hot day, those on the 
stall welcomed the opportunity to talk about UEA 
and take bookings for the Christie Walk site tours.
The International Solar Cities Conference held 
in Adelaide from February 18 - 21 included an 
opportunity for a group of participants (mainly from 
overseas) to visit UEA and Christie Walk on the last 
day of the conference. This group arrived in the new 
Adelaide City Council Solar-powered bus - Tindo. 
This bus runs on the Red Route of the ACC Connector 
service, which is a free service..

Outreach

What is Urban Ecology Australia?  
It is NOT just Christie Walk!!

We have noticed that some people assume that UEA and Christie Walk are one and the same.  
So we need to explain what is the role of UEA and make clear the relationship. Christie Walk  

is an ecological housing project which was set up by Urban Ecology members. 
It provides an example of  a small piece of ecocity. Site tours of Christie Walk are run by  

UEA to educate the public, teachers and students about how we can move  
towards urban sustainability. 

 In this newsletter we will also look at an ecological development in Victoria.

Objectives of UEA
•	 to initiate and facilitate ecocity projects that meet the ecopolis development principles
•	  to foster and support the transformation of human settlements into ecocities
•	  to educate the community about the philosophy and practice of creating ecocities
•	  to ensure the effective management and administration of Urban Ecology Australia

Ecopolis Development Principles
•	 Restore degraded land
•	 Fit the bioregion
•	 Balance development
•	 Create compact cities
•	 Optimise energy performance
•	 Contribute to the community
•	 Provide health and security
•	 Encourage community
•	 Promote social justice and equity
•	 Enrich history and culture

Published by  
Urban Ecology Australia Inc  

105 Sturt St Adelaide 
Phone (08) 8212 6760 

  urbanec@urbanecology.org.au

An ecocity project is a process of physical change 
to the landscape, and to the patterns of human 

settlement; and one that aims to utilise and 
integrate all these principles.
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UEA Update (cont)

Forums
Urban Ecology monthly forums were a feature of UEA’s 
outreach last year. Many topics were discussed by  small but 
interested groups of people.
The first topic for 2008 was that of Genetically Modified Crops. 
Dr Effie Best led the discussion and there was a lively exchange 
of views. See article below.
Adelaide is a very busy city during late February and March so 
it was decided not to hold a March Forum. For further advice 
on forums please refer to the Urban Ecology website:  
www.urbanecology.org.au. 

Car Share plans for Adelaide
UEA has for some time expressed an interest in being involved 
in promoting a Car Share Scheme for the city of Adelaide. We 
have had discussions with the Lord Mayor Michael Harbison, 
with the member for Adelaide Dr Jane Lomax Smith and with 
proponents of similar schemes in Sydney and Queensland.
We would like to hear from anyone who would be interested in 
such a scheme. There is information on the website:  
www.goget.com.au.

Measure the energy use of your appliances
As one of the benefits of membership of Urban Ecology 
Australia, we offer to lend you one of three PowerMate Energy 
meters. The meter reads the energy used and greenhouse gas 
emissions for each of your appliances in working mode and on 
standby. You can borrow the meter for a week. Phone 
8212  6760 to make a reservation for a meter. We also have a 
few DVDs available for loan to members.

Renewal of membership
Most memberships of UEA are due for renewal. You will soon 
receive a renewal form (in most cases as an email attachment). 
We urge you to renew promptly as UEA depends on your 
support to enable the organisation to become better known 
and to achieve its objectives.
We’d love you to recruit more new members, and invite your 
interest in joining the Board of Urban Ecology Australia.

Snippets
Earth Hour 2008 - Turn off your 
lights at 8pm 29 March 2008
At 8.00pm on Saturday 29 March 2008, Adelaide 
will join cities across Australia and around the 
world in turning off their lights for one hour in 
a powerful visual statement to generate awareness about the 
need to tackle climate change and reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions.
 

Humans inflicted $47 trillion worth of damage to the 
environment from 1961 to 2000, according to a new study, 
and poor nations are disproportionately footing the bill. 
Taking their estimates a step further, the researchers conclude 
that high- and middle-income nations owe poor nations 
$3.2 trillion for the damage their development has 
caused. 
http://www.sciencemag.org/cgi/content/

 The SA Government has extended the moratorium on 
commercial plantings of Genetically Modified Canola for a 
further 2 years, the main reason given being that this will 
allow SA to remain clean and green.  The Victorian and NSW 
government are now permitting their farmers to grow GM 
Canola. Presumably, this will allow comparisons so that 
it becomes clear whether SA gets an advantage in some 
markets for its “Clean and Green” image.
 Seems to me, however, that this image is somewhat 
imaginary. When thinking about the possibility of growing 
GM canola, one rarely asks questions about what kind of 
canola ithe GM canola would replace. My research for the 
UEA forum on GM crops turned up the information that most 
canola currently grown in Australia is herbicide resistant 
[called TT canola, it is tolerant of triazine herbicides]. The idea 
is that this reduces the amount of environmentally damaging 
tilling required for the crops - weeds are controlled by the use 
of herbicides to which the crop is resistant. Just like canola 
which has been genetically engineered to be resistant to 
herbicide, except that the resistance was bred into the TT 
canola by traditional breeding methods.
 An article entitled “Biotechnology and Weed management” 
by R.T.Roush of the Waite Institute  http://www.regional.org.
au/au/asa/2001/plenary/6/roush.htm

 
contains the following paragraph: 
‘Is classically bred resistance safer or more environmentally 
friendly than genetically engineered? Just for comparison, 
atrazine is used on triazine tolerant canola at 1-2 kilograms 
active ingredient per hectare. Atrazine has a history of ground 
and surface water contamination, especially in North America. 
In contrast, glyphosate would probably be used at about 1 
kg/ha on the “Round-up Ready” canola. Rarely cited as an 
environmental contaminant, the US National Academy of 
Sciences in 1987 rated glyphosate as among the least risky 
pesticides to human health. Both canolas offer similar 
threats from outcrossing to weeds and weedy volunteers.’ 
[My emphasis]
 In my opinion, the introduction of GM crops should be 
considered on a case by case basis. And GM crops are not 
necessarily more damaging to the environment than the 
varieties they replace.
 A useful website about Genetically Modified Organisms is 
http://www.gmo-compass.org/eng/home/  It takes a European 
view, with information from round the world.
 Effie Best
 effieb@merlin.net.au

What does it mean, “Clean and Green”?
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WestWyck occupies the building 
and grounds of the former 
Brunswick West Primary School 
in inner suburban Melbourne.  
The school ran out of students 
in the 1980s and threatened to 
become yet another example of 
quality inner-urban infrastructure 
that had lost its original function 
and faced the bulldozer.  Instead, 
the WestWyck developers aimed 
to bring the building to new 
and vibrant life as an urban 
demonstration showpiece of 
sustainable development and good 
design.  This has included engaging 
a landscape artist as part of the 
project team.
The key sustainability principles 
that justify WestWyck being 
termed an ‘EcoVillage’ are 
‘materials efficiency’, ‘energy 
efficiency’ and ‘water efficiency’.  The new dwellings are 
designed to high standards of energy efficiency.  The water 
management regime is pushing new boundaries in reducing 
reliance on mains water and minimising the discharge 
from the site of water via the stormwater and sewerage 
systems.  The construction phase has reused and recycled 
where possible, making careful decisions about the sourcing 
of other building products and reducing the amount of 
material going to landfill.  The apartments and townhouses 
are built as healthy homes with careful application of benign 
materials and finishes.
An EcoVillage aims to provide an element of community. 
 The first stage of the development comprises a housing 
cluster of five new town houses on the school grounds and 
seven warehouse-style apartments skilfully designed into 
the classrooms and corridors of the Victorian era school 
building.  All dwellings include a private courtyard terraced 
area.  Within the grounds there are shared productive and 
recreation spaces landscaped largely with local native or 
productive plants.  Ongoing decisions about the project will 
be made through a body corporate. 

WestWyck also aspires to relate to the local community, 
benefitting the local economy and making use of local 
infrastructure including the superb public transport options.  
Local workers and local tradespeople have been engaged 
and appliances and fittings have frequently been sourced 
from local suppliers.
Because it is an environmental project and because it is in a 
Council designated ‘Urban Village’ WestWyck has been given 
parking concessions; the project in return is committed to 
reducing reliance upon motor vehicle usage.
All builders support WestWyck’s key environmental and 
social principles and are dedicated to quality. 
Stage One of the development is due to be completed by 
winter of 2008. 
By the beginning of 2008 six of the seven Stage One 
apartments have been completed, sold and occupied; two 
apartments have had people living in them since winter of 
2002, the pioneers of the WestWyck EcoVillage.  These early 
settlers have set up the WestWyck Body Corporate.  The five 
townhouses are all sold and will be ready for occupation by 
autumn of 2008. 
Stage Two has started!  
A brief has been prepared and three teams of architects 
have been invited to present a master plan for the Stage 
Two development of the site by February.  The brief 
identifies project objectives and details of the Stage One 
site development that need to be transferred and integrated 
into Stage Two.  WestWyck aims to elicit an innovative 
master plan and then move into the planning process in 
2008. 
Mike Hill

For more information visit www.westwyck.com 

Introducing WestWyck
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Hanging Gardens! & more
Residents in the Sturt Street apartment building are about 
to move on to the exciting phase of setting up gardens in 
the Atrium (lightwell) area. The trapezoidal metal ‘boxes’ 
are in place on each level; the pots are filled with Orchid 
Potting mix (chosen because it is lighter in weight); the 
potting soil mixed with Saturaid and fertiliser; watered; and 
some are already planted up! 
The plants chosen need to be OK in good light but no sun 
so it may be a case of trial and error, and include a mix of 
upright and trailing plants.
Thanks go to Pam Gurner Hall who has given a lot of advice 
and obtained potting mix etc at wholesale prices. 
Two Christie Walk residents are growing plants for ‘Trees 
For Life’.  In a few months time they will be delivered to the 
Mt Bold region for planting out.
As the brick paving comes to an end, a bikeshed to house 
20 bicycles will be planned and built. The very high 
concrete wall to the east of Christie Walk will present 
another challenge!.

Christie Walk Update

One evening during the Solar Cities Conference a small group 
from Moreland in Victoria had a quick tour of Christie Walk and 
talked of their plans to set up an ecovillage in Coburg. Four of 
the participants in the tour bought a copy of the resource book 
‘Moving Towards Urban Sustainability’.
•	 Joe Caputo Mayor Moreland City Council

•	 Daniel Murphy Environmental Sustainability Strategist 
Environmentally Sustainable Development Unit Moreland City 
Council

•	 Paul Murfitt CEO Moreland Energy Foundation Ltd.

•	 Bruce Thompson Business Program Co-ordinator Moreland 
Energy Foundation Ltd.

•	 Steven Peters Buildings Sustainability Victoria

•	 Janet Stanley Senior Manager, Research and Policy Brotherhood 
of St Laurence

•	 Damian Sullivan Project Manager, Equity in Response to Climate 
Change Research & Policy Centre Brotherhood of St Laurence

•	 Brad Shone Energy Policy Manager Alternative Technology 
Association

•	 Mike Hill WestWyck

It is hoped to include a piece on one or more other 
ecocities in the next newsletter.

Sorry
Didn’t you get up feeling better because the Prime Minister 
said sorry to the Indigenous Peoples? Doesn’t this feel like a 
different country?
Those of us who chose to become Australians, and also 
chose to set up Urban Ecology Australia, cried like many, 
and felt that Australia was closer to being a country with 
more chance of a balanced future.
We support the making of Ecological Cities, of which 
Christie Walk is a piece. But, Ecological Cities  are cities in 
balance with nature and that also means we need healthy 
ecological systems. Our social structures are part of that 
balance, part of that health, not something outside of 
nature.
We white fellas are guests in this country and need to 
respect the original peoples. In this way we can work 
towards healthy social structures and an ecologically 
balanced future for all the peoples in Australia.
I congratulate Kevin Rudd, Julia Gillard and the rest of the 
Federal Government for saying Sorry.
To all those children stolen from their families here in 
Australia Urban Ecology Australia Inc says Sorry.
Chérie Hoyle
Convener
Urban Ecology Australia Inc

Peak Oil by 2015
 www.petroleumnews.net
International demand for oil and gas will outstrip 
supply within seven years, and this could have serious 
environmental and political consequences, according to 
Royal Dutch Shell chief executive Jeroen van der Veer.

Transport
http://incredimazing.com/tag/ 
 London will adopt a bicycle hire scheme similar to 
a popular initiative in Paris under a $1 billion cycling 
investment package announced recently. 
Under the plan 6,000 bicycles will be available for hire from 
ranks every 300 metres throughout the city centre.
The Paris bike scheme lets riders with an electronic card 
take a bike from one rank and return it at another rank 
anywhere in the city. It has proven popular, transforming 
traffic in the French capital since it came into operation last 
July. 
[BikeSA now lends bikes from 8am -6pm at no charge.] Ed

And food for thought!
No parking is free. Someone paid to build it, maintain it  and 
other related expenses…Anyone who owns more than one 
car should be taxed  at an outrageous amount to subsidize 
the land requirements to house  the vehicle, pollution 
generated, etc.

News in brief 

Ecocities update
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Buying a house? Think environment! 
Where to buy 
Buying a house is usually the most expensive purchase 
of a lifetime and the decision about where to buy has far 
reaching effects on family life. It affects the time it will take 
for parents to get to work and therefore influences child-
minding requirements. It affects the distance children 
must travel to school, and how they will get there. It 
affects access to extended family and friends, shops, and 
entertainment and leisure facilities. 
In spite of these important points how often does one hear 
that a house was bought because it was in an expensive 
suburb but was the worst house in the street and therefore 
‘the re-sell potential will be great’. People say they bought a 
house because they ‘fell in love with the bathroom!’ (or the 
kitchen or the en-suite). 
We have all heard the real estate industry tell us that the 
three things that matter are location, location, and location. 
One could agree but for different reasons than those 
usually given by the salesperson (prestige, capital gains 
etc).

Car travel costs money & affects health
Perhaps in the age of declining oil and global warming, 
prospective house buyers might do better to think about 
the answers to the following questions:
•	 Is it close to friends and/or family (the people you visit 

on a regular basis)?
•	 Is it within walking distance of schools, workplace, 

shops or public transport (to get you to and from those 
facilities)? 

•	 If not, how much will it cost in time, fuel, health, dollars 
and frustration for family members to get to where they 
need to go, collect the babysitter, or to visit friends and 
family? 

•	 Do you want to spend the next fifteen years as a part-
time taxi driver for your children, ferrying them to and 
from school and other activities? Do you want to spend 
ten or more hours each week driving in peak hour traffic 
to get to and from work?

Living close to where you and your family work, study, and 
play can have a big effect on your lifestyle. Consider how 
much easier it would be if the children could walk or cycle 
to school and you could walk or cycle to work? Or think of 
the pleasure of not driving in the rush hour but instead, 
catching a train or bus and reading a book on the journey. 
Think of the improved health of family members, the 
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions from not using the 
car, and the huge cost savings. 
Location aside, there are many other considerations if 
buyers want to save on future expenditure and reduce their 
contribution to global warming.

What about the building itself?
What are the building materials? Does it contain asbestos, 
formaldehyde or PVC, all of which can be harmful to health. 
Do neighbouring buildings or vegetation overshadow the 
house preventing winter sunlight from entering? Do the 
rooms need artificial lighting during the day? 

Is the house advertised as having a fully ducted reverse 
cycle airconditioner? If it does, you might want to know 
what the problems are with summer cooling? Is it because 
there is too much un-shaded glass, or inadequate 
insulation? 
If you had to remedy these situations how much would it 
cost in time and money?
Look for features which will give you a comfortable home 
without using huge amounts of electricity. Perhaps buyers 
should start asking to see the last year’s electricity bills for a 
house for sale, to get an idea of what it might cost in order 
to maintain it at comfortable temperatures.
Look for northerly solar access with eaves and shading and 
note how east and west windows are shaded. Do rooms 
have cross ventilation to benefit from cooling summer 
breezes? Is there insulation in walls and roof spaces? Does 
the house have ceiling fans in all rooms? Is there a solar hot 
water service or photovoltaic electricity panels? How is the 
house heated in winter? Are shower heads low-flow, triple 
A rated, and is the toilet dual flush? 
Outside, is there a thirsty lawn or well mulched beds of 
native plants? Is there a rainwater tank plumbed into the 
house?
If these features are not there but the location is right, find 
out what it would cost to make the changes and what 
government rebates would be available. 
As a way of influencing the real estate industry, try asking 
these questions of the agent selling the house so that they 
become more aware of what future buyers will be looking 
for. 
And, if you cannot help worrying about capital gains, just 
remember that in the future, an energy and water efficient 
house might be the one in greatest demand! 
Margaret Rohde
UEA Office Administrator

A public health matter
On the ABC Life Matters program 25/2/08 there was an 
interesting discussion about the importance of walking and 
cycling instead of driving.  It is a public health issue as well 
as an environment issue.  The comment was made that on 
average 34% of household costs are in travel.

The Hypomobile Society
“A constraint on behaviour which technology cannot 
remove is the number of hours in a day. As we spread 
ourselves ever wider, we must spread ourselves thinner. If 
we spend more time interacting with people at a distance, 
we must spend less time with those closer to home. If 
we have contact with more people, we must devote less 
attention to each one.  In small-scale pedestrian societies 
– hypomobile societies – everyone knows everyone. “
To read the entire article, go to:
http://www.worldcarfree.net/resources/freesources/Hyperm.htm

Richard Risemberg
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Permaculture Community Gardens 
in the Making

About 30 students recently participated at the yearly 
permaculture design course (PDC) up at the Food Forest 
(http://www.foodforest.com.au), a permaculture farm near Gawler, 
run by Annemarie and Graham Brookman. The PDC teaches 
people about sustainable design and living; encompassing 
both general principles behind low-energy design and 
specific techniques for house and property design, as well 
as for agriculture and food production... all with the aim of 
increasing self-sufficiency and sustainable lifestyles.
We formed into groups, and worked on our PDC projects 
(a practical design exercise to apply our newly acquired 
knowledge and skills).  There were two groups who decided 
to develop concepts and plans for community gardens!  
One group focused on a site in the city, on a small plot next 
to ETSA on Whitmore Square, with the aim of including 
local non-profit and community groups, to provide food for 
the homeless.  A second group envisions the Parklands as a 
productive, educational, and safe space where people can 
come to learn about and enjoy our connection with nature. 
 The first stage involved designing a 1 acre fruit-orchard 
and interpretive center to exemplify permaculture 
principles in action. The land next to the Gaol is being 
considered for the initial site -- in the longer term, several 
sites would exist all around the Parklands, joined by paths 
and forming the ‘Permaculture Parklands Trail’ and be a 
local food supply for Adelaide and surrounding suburbs.
If you are interested in participating in either of these 
projects, have any information or contacts that could 
be helpful in moving forward, or would just like to show 
support, please get in touch with:
eric.constantin@gmail.com 

A Garden for all ages
A group of Adelaide South West community residents is 
proposing the use of part of a children’s playground as a 
community garden.
Having a garden in a children’s playground (eg Princess 
Elizabeth Playground in the South Parklands) would enjoy 
high visibility, and so would be ideal in promoting the project 
to the public, and perhaps acting as a pilot for additional 
community gardens in the vicinity.
The area is already fenced, and so there would be no need to 
address the issue of fencing off more of the parklands. Water is 
already plumbed to the site, and an additional water supply 
could be achieved by installing rainwater tanks to catch the 
run-off from the existing building.
Families, school groups and individuals currently use the 
playground.  Garden beds could be carefully spaced to still 
allow plenty of room for physical activity, and, at the same 
time, add interest, colour and educational opportunities. All 
users of the playground would be  encouraged to participate 
along with the dedicated community gardeners.
Being a relatively small site, a great garden could be built and 
planted, and the fruits of community labour could be 
harvested within the first year.
For more information contact Sue Webb or Mij Tanith on 
8212 0078 or email webb@olis.net.au

The Urban Orchard – homegrown fruit and vegetable exchange 
•	 Do you enjoy eating interesting locally grown produce?
•	 Are you swamped with tonnes of apricots or olives every season?
•	 Do you have lemons lying on the ground in your backyard?
•	 Would you like help with your fruit trees or to learn about how you can preserve, share or otherwise use your extra produce?
•	 Do you already make the most of your backyard surplus and want to share your skills with others in the community?
The Urban Orchard is a network of households across the inner suburbs of Adelaide who are meeting monthly to swap and share 
the produce of their backyard (or frontyard!) gardens, and conduct workshops on gardening and preserving the harvest.

www.adelaide.foe.org.au/

Community Gardens

‘Food sovereignty is the right of  peoples to healthy and 
culturally appropriate food produced through  ecologically 
sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define 
their  own food and agriculture systems. It puts the 
aspirations and needs of those who produce, distribute and 
consume food at the heart of food systems and  policies 
rather than the demands of markets and corporations. It 
defends the  interests and inclusion of the next generation. 
It offers a strategy to resist and dismantle the current 
corporate trade and food regime, and offers  directions for 
food, farming, pastoral and fisheries systems determined 
by  local producers and users. Food sovereignty prioritises 
local and national  economies and markets and empowers 

peasant and family farmer-driven  agriculture, artisanal 
fishing, pastoralist-led grazing, and food production,  
distribution and consumption based on environmental, 
social and economic  sustainability. Food sovereignty 
promotes transparent trade that guarantees  just incomes 
to all peoples as well as the rights of consumers to control  
their food and nutrition. It ensures that the rights to use 
and manage lands,  territories, waters, seeds, livestock and 
biodiversity are in the hands of  those of us who produce 
food. Food sovereignty implies new social relations  free 
of oppression and inequality between men and women, 
peoples, racial  groups, social and economic classes and 
generations.’               www.adelaide.foe.org.au/

‘Food sovereignty’
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Excerpt from an essay by Sophia van Ruth 
MSc Holistic Science student, Schumacher College, UK 
[Sophia is a UEA Board member - she participates in UEA 
meetings through Skype.}

Gaia theory, proposed by James Lovelock, broadly proposes 
that life on the planet could be considered to operate as 
one organism (named Gaia). Like other organisms, Gaia 
regulates conditions to keep them favourable to her own 
existence. Atmospheric gas concentrations, temperature 
and ocean salinity are all tightly regulated and kept within 
the bounds that support the living beings of Gaia. This is 
more remarkable than it may seem at first glance. If we 
take atmospheric gases as an example, the concentration 
of oxygen in the air is kept at approximately 21%. “So what” 
you may say – but oxygen is a highly reactive gas which 
rapidly combines with other elements, making it utterly 
remarkable for the level to remain constant at 21% - which it 
has for around 300 million years! 
This provides evidence of a complex regulatory system 
maintaining what in the human organism is called 
homeostasis. The mechanisms by which this kind of 
regulation occurs are not fully understood as there are so 
many different interactions and relationships on the planet 
that combine to bring about such stability. However, some 
of the interactions have been identified, and looking at one 
such group of interactions may help build an appreciation of 
the kind of dynamics that maintain life as we know it. 
The relationships governing the regulation of the carbon 
cycle seem a good example to choose, as Gaia’s balance 
of carbon is becoming dangerously disturbed and carbon 
dioxide levels are affecting global temperature . There is 
more than one web of relationships that regulates carbon 
dioxide levels in the atmosphere, the one represented in the 
diagram below is known as the long term carbon cycle, as it 
takes a long time for carbon to travel through the processes 
involved. 

Taken from Stephan Harding’s book “Animate Earth” p115
Arrows with solid lines represent ‘direct couplings’. If we take 
the arrow from temperature to plant growth as an example, 
this means that if the temperature rises, so does the amount 
of plant growth. Conversely, if the temperature decreases, 

so does the amount of plant growth.  Arrows with dashed 
lines indicate an ‘inverse coupling’. This time we’ll use the 
example of the arrow from silicate rock weathering to 
carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. Silicate rock weathering 
is a process in which granite and basalt rocks react 
chemically with carbon dioxide and water. One of the 
outcomes of this reaction is the removal of carbon dioxide 
from the air. Plants enhance this process greatly. Plants 
break up rocks with their roots, increasing the surface 
area available to react with the water and carbon dioxide. 
They also release carbon dioxide from their roots, adding 
to the ingredients necessary for rock weathering (Other 
living beings also assist silicate rock weathering. Worms, 
lice, nematodes, millipedes etc. all break up soil and allow 
water to penetrate. Microbes secrete substances that break 
up rocks and also produce carbon dioxide). The inverse 
coupling in the diagram below indicates that if the amount 
of rock weathering increases then the amount of carbon 
dioxide will decrease. Conversely, if the amount of rock 
weathering decreases, the amount of carbon dioxide will 
increase.  There are actually many processes represented 
on this one diagram, taking just one ‘feedback loop’ as an 
example we can look at:

 

If you imagine carbon dioxide being released into the 
atmosphere and run this feedback circuit in your head, 
you’ll see that it triggers processes that bring carbon 
dioxide levels back down again. This is known as a negative 
feedback loop (negative to change) and is one of the ways 
the gases in the atmosphere are kept at constant levels. 
However, taking this further, if too much carbon dioxide 
enters the atmosphere and the temperature rises too 
much, it will not provide an environment favourable to 
plant growth and plants will start to die, changing the 
temperature/plant link to an ‘inverse coupling’ as follows: 
(see diagram over page)

Climate Science, an Introduction
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If you follow this circuit in your mind you will see that it is a 
vicious circle and will lead to temperature spiralling out of 
control. This is known as a positive feedback loop.
Luckily such feedback loops as we just explored do not 
exist in isolation, but the more positive loops that manifest 
within a system, the more pressure is put on the negative 

ones. There may come a time where the negative loops 
left in the system cannot resist changes on the Gaian level 
anymore. Once this happens, large scale change might 
occur quite quickly, with a similar quality to the ‘phase 
transition’ or sudden change in order described for the ant 
colonies above. As human activities are currently emitting 
excessive levels of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, it is 
fast becoming a very real possibility that the system will not 
be able to regulate carbon dioxide well enough anymore to 
maintain liveable global temperatures. 
Within the time humans have been on the planet, Gaia has 
been in a relatively stable state (appearing homeostatic). 
However, history reveals that, ultimately, Gaia is more 
homeorhetic than homeostatic. Homeorhesis is a term 
coined by C H Waddington, and relates to transitions from 
one stable state to another. In Waddington’s definition 
a human too is homeorhetic, especially as the person is 
growing. This term relates to being able to make changes 
to an organism (like the growing form changing) whilst 
keeping other things the same (like the concentrations 
of chemicals in the bloodstream). Waddington describes 
homeorhesis as “preserving a flow” . 

Actually, Gaia has oscillated between hot and cold climatic 
states throughout her existence , Lovelock even speculates 
that glacial, cold states seem the more stable and healthy 
state of the two, with warmer states (interglacials) being 
shorter lived and possibly comparable to running a fever 
in humans. It is in an interglacial period that we find 
ourselves now. There have also been numerous previous 
mass extinctions on earth, changing the ‘players’ in the 
living biosphere profoundly. 
One of the most startling and sobering of these was what 
Lynn Margulis and Dorian Sagan have dubbed “the oxygen 
holocaust” and describe as a “worldwide pollution crisis 
that occurred about 2000 million years ago”. Before this 
time there was very little oxygen in the atmosphere, until 
the microbes alive at this time discovered a new way to 
get the hydrogen that they needed out of water by using 
a new form of photosynthesis. The oxygen left over from 
this process was released into the atmosphere. Oxygen 

is toxic to many microbes and the very microbes releasing 
the oxygen were threatened severely by it as it started to 
build up (Sound familiar? Carbon dioxide threatens the very 
beings responsible for its emission now). 
However, although this has been described as a mass 

holocaust, there was a remarkable creative 
evolution amongst the microbes that survived. 
They learned to utilise the toxin threatening 
them as a resource (inventing respiration). This 
created such rich new opportunities that life 
on earth eventually moved into a new phase 
of abundance. 

Gaia seems perfectly capable 
of changing the goalposts and 
establishing a new world order when 
pushed. 
Sophia van Ruth
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[Sophia’s closing comment does perhaps leave some room 
for hope! -Ed]

As human activities are currently emitting 	

excessive levels of carbon dioxide into the 

atmosphere, it is fast becoming a very real 

possibility that the system will not be able to 

regulate carbon dioxide well enough anymore to 

maintain liveable global temperatures. 


