North Carolina: Safeguarding Wildlife

WILDLIFE

Global warming is the greatest threat to wildlife and
natural resources around the world and in the United
States. North Carolina is already experiencing eroding
shorelines and loss of coastal wetlands due to sea-level
rise. More-extreme weather events such as heat waves
and heavy downpours are plac-
ing both human and natural
systems at risk. In addition,
higher ocean temperatures and
increased carbon dioxide are
affecting marine systems in
many ways, including shifts in
species ranges, more-intense
tropical storms, and acidifica-
tion of ocean waters. Globally,
the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change has con-
cluded that thousands species
will be committed to extinction within our children’s
lifetime if we continue on a “business as usual” trajec-
tory of greenhouse gas emissions.

Fortunately, we still have a chance to avert disaster.
Citizens and governments worldwide are rallying to
support strong climate legislation. In the United States,

From Global Warming

President Obama and leaders in Congress are calling
for a cap-and-trade system to limit global warming
pollution and shift the U.S. toward a clean energy
economy. However, the global warming pollution al-
ready in our atmosphere will continue to alter the cli-
mate for centuries to come. By
developing strategies to assess
and address local climate im-
pacts, we can still prevent the
worst damage to our natural
systems.

Regional groups and agencies
across the country are already
at work on these strategies. By
incorporating climate science
into their projects, they are
showecasing a fresh approach to
conservation. But to protect wildlife and natural re-
sources from global warming, these strategies and pro-
jects will need to be implemented at an unprecedented
scale. This will take a new dedicated funding stream to
allow for long-term planning. Cap and trade legislation
must invest in protecting wildlife and natural resources
for our children's future.

Restoring the Albemarle Peninsula

North Carolina covers a diverse landscape, stretching from the Atlantic coastline to
the Appalachian Mountains. The mild weather and beautiful surroundings have helped
spur a rush of development over the last few decades: population growth is among the
highest in the country. Though pressured by the resulting loss of habitat, wildlife like
ospreys, elk, red wolves and bald eagles still call North Carolina home. They and hun-
dreds of other species constitute a vital part of the region’s natural heritage.

Much of this wildlife lives in the low-lying Albemarle Peninsula, where over 500,000
acres of marshland, bogs, and waterways are protected in refuges and preserves. The
peninsula shelters numerous endangered species and boasts one of the largest concen-
trations of waterfow! on the East Coast. In addition to wildlife habitat, the area pro-
vides valuable ecosystem services like natural water filtration, carbon sequestration,
and buffers against hurricanes and other extreme weather events.

These important coastal habitats and the people and wildlife they support are highly
vulnerable to global warming. Climate models forecast a stark future: in the next 100
years, the Albemarle region could lose a million acres of land to rising sea levels.
Unless we take immediate steps to safeguard these precious natural resources, they
will be lost forever.




To address this threat, The Nature Conservancy, in partnership with federal, state, and local agencies, is developing a
pilot project for the peninsula’s Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge. The group has already created in-depth cli-
mate models and begun work on oyster reef restoration, with much more to follow in the months ahead. The project will
employ a range of strategies including:

* Restoring natural water flows and wetlands through mitigation and management of artificial ditches and canals.

» Land restoration, reforestation and shoreline transition to protect existing habitat and facilitate species movement as sea
levels rise, and ensure that shorelines are not subject to hard armoring .

* Planting salt-tolerant vegetation in locations expected to experience inundation.

» Qyster reef restoration: to buffer shorelines from storm surges and rising sea levels.

 Measuring and monitoring impacts on carbon se-
questration. ;

Project manager Tom Cors hopes that work in the|.
Alligator River refuge can inform future efforts. |
“This area is representative of a lot of the Atlantic |.
coast,” he says. “Our work is a big experiment, and
we see it as a good model for implementation in |
other places.” Even if we halt greenhouse gas emis- |
sions today, climate change will continue to impact |75

ecosystems. Projects like The Nature Conser-f————= T — . .
) . . Satellite imagery combined with a high-resolution computer model illustrate the Albemarle Penin-
vancy’s are essential to understanding and lessen-

sula as it appears today (left) and the extensive areas likely to be flooded from a 20-inch increase
ing the harmful effects of global Warming, in sea level (right). © Ben Poulter, Duke University/Chris Zganjar, TNC

Natural Resources: An Economic Driver in North Carolina

A healthy ecosystem provides benefits that often go unnoticed, such as clean air and water and protection from ex-
treme weather events. Much clearer is the boost that nature provides to our economy, including hunting, angling, bird
watching, or any of a hundred other pursuits. North Carolinians rightly pride themselves as outdoorsmen and women:
over 3.4 million of them participate in wildlife-related recreation - almost half of the population. Consumer spend-
ing on these activities brings in close to three billion dollars annually, and supports almost 48,000 jobs in the
state. By impacting North Carolina's natural resources, global warming threatens the local economy.

However, the direct relationship between habitat health and economic health is great news: it means we can boost our
economy while protecting wildlife, two things everyone can agree on. Federal legislation recently passed by the US
House of Representatives allocated around $14.2 million annually for state-based conservation programs in North
Carolina, plus additional funds specifically for coastal restoration. Given the size of the problem and the opportuni-
ties for remediation, funding on this scale is necessary to safeguard our natural resources against global warming.
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