
 
What is climate change?
The term ‘climate change’ refers to the long-term changes 
in global or regional climate patterns due to increased 
atmospheric greenhouse gas (GHG) levels; a phenomenon also 
occasionally referred to as ‘global warming’.

What is the greenhouse effect?
A group of gasses known as ‘greenhouse gases’ naturally 
traps some of the sun’s energy within the Earth’s atmosphere, 
while allowing some of it to be reflected back into space. 
This phenomenon, known as the ‘greenhouse effect’, helps 
maintain the earth’s temperature at a balanced state suitable 
for life as we know it.

The enhanced greenhouse effect occurs when human 
activities (such as deforestation and the burning of fossil fuels) 
add large amounts of GHGs to the atmosphere, upsetting the 
natural balance and gradually causing the earth to heat. This 
heating, and its many resulting climatic impacts (such as sea 
level rise, increasing occurrence of heatwaves and reduced 
rainfall), are widely known as ‘climate change’.

The enhanced greenhouse effect is a bit like a doona keeping 
the Earth warm, with the GHGs acting as the doona’s stuffing. 
With intensive GHG emitting activities, more stuffing is added 
to the doona; making it thicker and better at trapping heat, 
causing the Earth to overheat.

Figure 1: An illustration of the enhanced greenhouse effect 
University of Michigan, Climate change: css.umich.edu

Climate change responses
Society’s two main responses to climate change are mitigation 
and adaptation, with some activities having aspects of both. 

Climate change mitigation includes actions that reduce 
emissions in a wide range of industrial, agricultural and 
personal activities; such as car-pooling to work. Mitigation 
also includes the active removal of carbon dioxide (CO2) from 
the atmosphere into carbon sinks, such as saltwater aquifers, 
where injected CO2 reacts with the saltwater to create solids 
which can no longer be released to the atmosphere.

The second response type, climate change adaptation, 
involves activities to prepare for and reduce the severity of key 
climate-related risks at a local level, such as building a raised 
house on stilts in areas prone to coastal inundation.

Australia is one of the largest per capita emitting countries2, 
and therefore has a moral obligation to “do its share” and 
implement significant mitigation measures.

In 2014, Australia contributed 1.4% of total global 
anthropogenic GHG emissions, with South Australia 
accounting for 5.6% of Australia’s emissions3. As Australia is a 
relatively small contributor to overall global GHG emissions, no 
amount of national mitigation measures will prevent Australia 
from experiencing climate change impacts well into the future, 
hence the need for strong adaptation measures.

 
Sustainable solutions
Methane capture is an important GHG reduction strategy, 
given it is a gas 21 times more potent than CO2. In fact, 
between 1990 and 2017, national waste emissions declined by 
37%, mostly due to higher rates of methane capture during 
solid waste disposal1.

Recycling and ‘urban mining’ (reclaiming raw materials from 
existing resources) reduce GHG emissions by decreasing 
the need for energy-intensive industrial processing of virgin 
materials. 

South Australia is a leader in construction and demolition 
recycling, as well as in composting household and commercial 
food waste, with one of the highest recycling rates in 
Australia.4 The state’s estimated GHG savings from recycling in 
2016-17 were around 1.25 million tonnes of CO2-e (39% from 
metals, 34% from organics, 13% from masonry and 7% from 
cardboard and paper products). These savings are equivalent 
to the amount of CO2 absorbed by 1.9 million trees, or the 
GHGs produced by 288,500 cars in a single year4. 

Waste and climate change
How does waste relate to 

climate change?
Waste transport and treatment activities emit large 
amounts of CO2 , while the decomposition of organic 

waste in anaerobic conditions (in landfill) releases 
the potent GHG, methane. Waste related emissions 
are responsible for 2% of Australia’s GHG emissions, 
contributing the equivalent of 12.6 million tonnes 
of CO2 (CO2-e) in 20171. While recycling prevents 

raw material extraction and transport-related GHG 
emissions, reducing unnecessary consumption and 
preventing waste generation at the source are the 

most effective waste reduction strategies.

Did you know?
• In 2009, South Australia was the first state to ban single use 

plastic bags, and following overwhelming public support 
for a 2019 Government discussion paper, legislation is 
being drafted to begin the banning of some other single-
use plastic items.



What can we do?
Rethink consumption and disposal practices
Conduct bin audits at home/work/school to assess and 
improve bin use.

Embrace Nude or Waste Less food: wow.sa.gov.au/nude-food.
html

Apply the ‘buyerarchy of needs’ to purchasing choices or 
acquisitions.

Purchase second-hand items where possible, or buy durable 
long-lasting products. 
 

Reduce consumption of unnecessary or short life 
span items
Have a classroom/office/neighbourhood challenge to see how 
long it takes to fill a landfill bin (the current South Australian 
record is two years)5.

Avoid unnecessary products and those with short life spans or 
excess packaging.

Repair items that can still be functional before purchasing new 
products. 
 

Reuse items as much as possible
Hold a Clothes Swap event to swap rarely-used items and help 
reduce more than 500,000 tonnes of clothing sent to landfill in 
Australia each year6.

Use up fridge and pantry items with recipe finders: foodwise.
com.au/recipe-room/our-recipe-finder/

Take your own reusable utensils, cups and bags.

Support companies with a reuse policy in their supply chain. 
 

Recycle and compost products
Use council kerbside collection for organic materials, including 
all food scraps.

Locate and use local free drop-off sites to recycle florescent 
lighting, electrical products and other items banned from 
household waste disposal: whichbin.sa.gov.au/

Collect and return 10 cent drink containers.

Recycle soft plastics at REDcycle: redcycle.net.au

Purchase recycled-content products for school/home/work 
to ensure there is an end market for recycled products. For 
example, stationery, outdoor furniture, decking, concrete, 
gravel and bricks.

Linking to NRM Education activities
The NRM Education webpage provides engaging and locally 
relevant resources which integrate with the curriculum and 
support schools, preschools and their communities. Resources 
include a Site Environment Management Plan, a (pre)school-
friendly tool for planning, implementing, tracking, reviewing 
and communicating your Education for Sustainability 
commitment. 
naturalresources.sa.gov.au/adelaidemtloftyranges/education
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Other important concepts:
Circular economy – An economic system that 
minimises waste and maximises the use and value of 
materials, in contrast to the traditional linear economy’s 
‘take, make, dispose’ production model7.

Life-cycle assessment/analysis – A technique to assess 
the environmental impacts associated with all stages 
of a product’s life; from raw material extraction to 
processing, manufacturing, distribution, use, reuse and 
disposal.

Figure 3: Diagram illustrating the circular economy process 
Green Industries, What is circualr economy? greenindustries.sa.gov.au/
circular-economy

Figure 2: The buyerarchy of needs 
Adapated from Long Live Irony, Sarah Lazarovic: longliveirony.com/

Did you know?
• South Australia’s Container Deposit Scheme was 

introduced in 1977. In 2017-18 over 612 million containers 
(41,372 tonnes) were recycled, returning over $60 million to 
the community8. 
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