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CLIMATE CHANGE AND ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES IN THE INDIAN OCEAN 

TERRITORIES 

Talking points: 

 The Government is committed to an integrated approach to community 

engagement in the IOT. My Department has developed a draft strategy for climate 

change adaptation in the IOT, with reference to the National Climate Change 

Adaptation Framework and in consultation with the Department of Climate 

Change and Energy Efficiency and the CSIRO.  

 Consultations on the effects of climate change with the Indian Ocean Territories’ 

communities are ongoing with the aim of developing community capacity to adapt 

to the effects of climate change and to develop community led projects to address 

local impacts.   

Christmas Island Expert Working Group Report 

 The Department is working collaboratively with other relevant agencies on 

climate change and environmental issues in the Indian Ocean Territories.  For 

example, the response to the matters raised in the Expert Working Group report 

will require a whole of Government response. 

 

Background 

In 2008, Maunsell Australia Pty Ltd (now AECOM Australia) conducted a climate change risk 

assessment of the Indian Ocean Territories (IOT) on behalf of the Attorney-General’s Department 

(AGD).  The report predictions indicate the effects of climate change could have a significant 

impact on the IOT biodiversity, community and infrastructure.   

In June 2010 AGD engaged AECOM Australia to update the risk assessment for the IOT using 

latest data and sea level rise projections accepted by the Department of Climate Change and Energy 

Efficiency.  The updated risk assessment report provided no changes to the predictions on the 

effects of climate change in the IOT. 

The Cocos (Keeling) Islands are affected by high tides, strong currents and cyclonic storm surges. 

Rising sea levels will affect areas of Cocos over time, but the islands are in a dynamic environment 

with some gaining and others losing. Christmas Island is less vulnerable to the impacts of rising sea 

levels, however human settlement and a small tourism industry based on ecological systems may be 

impacted by climate change.  The number of tropical cyclones (category 4 and 5) occurring within 
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500 km of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands is expected to double, while the number of intense tropical 

cyclones occurring within 500 km of Christmas Island is projected to increase by 63 per cent by 

2030.  

The Department has developed a draft Climate Change Adaptation Strategy for the IOT, using the 

recommendations from the updated risk assessment report as the framework.   The purpose of the 

strategy is to establish resilience within the community to adapt to the risks and vulnerability of 

climate change. 

Consultation with the Cocos (Keeling) Island community was scheduled for December 2010, 

however, poor weather conditions prevented travel to Home Island for the meeting. Another 

meeting is planned for March 2011. 

Christmas Island Expert Working Group Report 

On 9 September 2010, the Director of National Parks released the Final report of the Christmas 

Island Expert Working Group to the Minister for Environment Protection, Heritage and the Arts 

(EWG Report).  The genesis of this report was an examination of why the Christmas Island 

Pipistrelle (microbat) population was in decline.  The EWG Report examines the biodiversity of 

Christmas Island as a whole and has made 32 recommendations on how environmental management 

could be improved.  The majority of the recommendations have minimal impact on the work of the 

Department.  The implementation of the recommendations is likely to require a whole-of-

government approach. The EWG Report could have ramifications for mining, tourism and future 

land use if the Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities 

takes the lead role in its implementation. 
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Attorney-General’s Department—Territories West 

Briefing 

Item: Adaptation to Climate Change in the Indian Ocean Territories 

Position: The Australian Government should develop a climate change adaptation strategy 

for the Indian Ocean Territories. 

Background 

The Indian Ocean Territories are potentially vulnerable to the effects of climate change.   
 
In 2008, the Attorney-General's Department commissioned a report about the potential impacts of 
climate change in the Indian Ocean Territories.  The research indicated that the impacts of climate 
change could have major consequences for the Indian Ocean Territories’ biodiversity, community 
and infrastructure. 
 
Coastal zones of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands are affected by high tides, strong currents and cyclonic 
storm surges, which contribute to erosion and accretion in some areas of the Islands.  Rising sea 
levels may increasingly affect areas of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands.  The impact of an intense 
tropical cyclone and storm surge coupled with high tides could result in total loss of life for Home 
Island and have catastrophic consequences for West Island.   
 
Christmas Island is less vulnerable to the impacts of rising sea levels, however human settlement 
and a small tourism industry based on ecological systems may be impacted by climate change. 
 
An officer from the Attorney-General's Department will be visiting the Cocos (Keeling) Islands to 
conduct community consultations on, and gather evidence about, the effects of climate change.  The 
Attorney-General's Department will develop a long term strategy to climate change adaptation 
designed to increase the natural resilience of the Territories and reduce vulnerability to the effects 
of climate change. 
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Incoming Minister’s Brief —Office of the Minister for Regional Australia, Regional Development 
and Local Government 

 

Climate Change and Environmental issues in the Indian Ocean Territories (IOT) 

Issues 

 The IOT are located in the tropics and subject to tropical cyclones.  Climate change could lead to an 

increase in the frequency and severity of cyclones and shoreline erosion. 

 In early September 2010, the Director of National Parks released the Final report of the Christmas 

Island Expert Working Group to the Minister for Environment Protection, Heritage and the Arts 

(EWG Report) examining and providing recommendations on various environmental issues. 

 Implementation of the EWG Report could have ramifications in mining, tourism and future land use. 

Background 
 
In 2008, Maunsell Australia Pty Ltd conducted a climate change risk assessment of the IOT on behalf 
of the Attorney-General’s Department (AGD).  The report predictions indicate climate change could 
have a significant impact for the IOT biodiversity, community and infrastructure over the next twenty 
years.  In June 2010, AGD engaged AECOM Australia to update the sea level rise projections for the 
IOT, using latest data and projections accepted by the Department of Climate Change and Energy 
Efficiency.   
 
Cocos (Keeling) Islands are affected by high tides, strong currents and cyclonic storm surges.  Rising 
sea levels will affect areas of Cocos.  Christmas Island is less vulnerable to the impacts of rising sea 
levels, however human settlement and a small tourism industry based on ecological systems may be 
impacted by climate change.  The number of tropical cyclones (category 4 and 5) occurring within 500 
km of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands is expected to double, while the number of intense tropical cyclones 
occurring within 500 km of Christmas Island is projected to increase by 63 per cent by 2030. 
 
The Department is committed to an integrated approach to community engagement in the IOT.  The 
Department is developing a strategy for climate change adaptation in the IOT, with reference to the 
National Climate Change Adaptation Framework and in consultation with the Department of Climate 
Change and Energy Efficiency.  
 
On 9 September 2010, the Director of National Parks released the EWG Report.  The genesis of this 
report was an examination of why the Christmas Island Pipistrelle (microbat) population was in decline.  
The EWG report examines the biodiversity of Christmas Island as a whole and has made 32 
recommendations on how environmental management could be improved.  The majority of the 
recommendations have minimal impact on the Department.  However, their implementation, like those 
of the Indian Ocean Territories Taskforce, is likely to require a whole-of-government approach.   
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