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Abstract 

Human activity is driving climate change. This is affecting and will affect many aspects of life on 

earth. The breadth of impacts is very wide and covers human, animal and plant health and also the 

planet’s biodiversity and the services that deliver benefits to people from natural capital. Finding 

solutions to the challenge of climate change will require multi-disciplinary solutions in which the life 

sciences have a major role to play as this issue of Emerging Topics in Life Sciences indicates. More 

process and mechanistic knowledge could underpin solutions, or even provide early warning of 

impacts. Any solutions will need to be developed and deployed in ways that gain and maintain public 

support. 

Introduction 

Our planet has developed over billions of years and its surface layers are the result of a long term 

interplay between living organisms and physical aspects of the planet, including its cyclical motion 

around our star (see [1] for recent use of such information). From time to time internal and external 

forces have led to periods where large numbers of the known species have disappeared in the mass 

extinctions [2]. Some of these may have been triggered by sudden dramatic events (e.g. asteroid 

strikes). Many periods saw changes that were much more gradual evolutionary processes as 

conditions on different parts of the planet developed that favoured organisms with different 

adaptive capacities and tolerance of newly emerging conditions (e.g. [3]. Unpicking the evidence in 

this area requires multidisciplinary work based on sound life science skills including taxonomy [4]. 

Life sciences will not be able to provide all the answers. Incorporating inputs from areas such as 

geography, economics and the social sciences will be essential for finding viable solutions. 

So why this issue now?  

Compared to the climatic stability of the last 10,000 years we are in a period of very rapid change 

with profound consequences (see [5]), driven by humanity’s activities. Living organisms have driven 

change before (such as in the “Great Oxygenation” [6]) but over a much longer time period. Now, 

humanity’s activities are altering the planet’s biogeochemical cycles remarkably rapidly – particularly 

the carbon [7] and nitrogen ones [8]. 

The issue is needed because humanity must adapt to the level of climate change that is already 

inevitable and because climate change is already and will further affect so many aspects of life on 

Earth [9 – 12]. Importantly, climate change introduces a continually changing dynamic into 

ecosystems that is entirely unknown during the time in which Civilisation has developed. Adapting 

successfully means understanding much more about the mechanisms and processes that plants and 

animals use in relation to temperature, rainfall patterns and biotic interactions across trophic levels 

including those involving pests and diseases. We also need to understand how nature itself is 

changing as we know how dependent we are on natural capital derived from Earth system processes 



and how dynamic it’s status is [13] due to the services human activities demand from the planet [14 

– 16].  

The carbon cycle is altering because fossil carbon, stored over many millions of years as a result of a 

combination biological and geological processes, and that has lain dormant for hundreds of millions 

of years, is being burnt in a matter of some three centuries since the beginning of the Industrial 

Revolution in the late 18th century. The nitrogen cycle is altering because new technology widely 

introduced in the mid-20th century enabled fertilisers to be produced from the nitrogen in the air.  

There have been tremendous advantages to society of altering these cycles in terms of supplying 

energy and food for the growing global population, but the costs are now mounting and solutions to 

the problems posed need to be found in a very short period of time. In both the carbon and nitrogen 

case there are unintended consequences of the changes such as widespread pollution of water or 

warming of the atmosphere and oceans. In neither case do we yet know fully the severity, duration 

and extent of the impact of altering these cycles. We may also see changes in the frequency and 

intensity of extreme events especially those involving high rainfall.  

In reality, it is impossible to ignore issues linked to the interactions between these two cycles and, 

for example, the biological ones resulting from falling marine oxygen levels [17]; but these are not 

foci for this issue. 

This themed issue looks at how living organisms are affected by changes in just one of these cycles – 

the carbon one – and how the life sciences are contributing to better understanding the nature of 

change and the mechanism’s and processes that underpin it. It also looks at prospects for solutions.  

One issue can only cover a small amount of the overall effort on carbon cycle and climate change 

research. We concentrate on the contribution to climate change because that is what is affecting the 

lives of people already and what will continue to affect them well into the future. The effects result 

primarily from rising temperatures in the atmosphere and in the oceans, changing rainfall patterns 

and alterations in the pH of the oceans. However, secondary effects, such as floods, wildfires and 

droughts are having increasing impacts on people and their communities in many parts of the world. 

All this has implications for both terrestrial, surface water and marine life whose geographical 

ranges, breeding cycles and trophic interactions are being subject to rapid change. It also has 

implications for the crop, forestry, fishery, pest and disease species which most directly affect 

humanity. Even with the amount of climate change humanity is already faced with adaptation to 

these changes is essential [10, 12]. 

Human Health and Wellbeing 

Climate change has considerable implications for human health and wellbeing. Some impacts, such 

as heat in the open environment and overheating in buildings [18] have well-established knowledge 

bases. Solutions are in the policy, engineering and construction sectors and not so much in the life 

sciences, apart from the way green infrastructure could be deployed to help limit heat impacts in 

urban areas [18]. Humans can acclimatise to higher temperatures but there are limits to this 

especially as people become older. Emergency management plans to deal with heatwaves are in 

place in many countries already.  

Other aspects of the human health impacts of climate change are more difficult to get to grips with 

in terms of developing adaptive planning [18]. One such area is that of disease vectors. So, two 

papers in the issue [19, 20] cover a topic with considerable implications for human health and 

wellbeing. This is because the distribution of and the manner in which disease vectors are able to 



transmit diseases is likely to change. It is essential that we improve our mechanistic and process 

understanding of vector ecology and transmission. More research is needed in this area if we are to 

avoid serious impacts on people and agricultural animals, where blue-tongue has already become 

something of a classic example of the problems faced [21, 22]. Although the role of life sciences in 

combating such situations is well-known (e.g. the use of pesticides and vaccinations) these will need 

to become more fleet of foot if they are to keep abreast of the changing baseline that comes with 

rapid climate change especially, for instance, where insect vectors can use adventitious ponds, such 

as those found in old tyres, to breed. Rising infectiousness with climate change for diseases such as 

dengue fever is a real concern [23]. 

The full social costs of climate change impacts on health and the way communities function need to 

be fully accounted for if flood risks are to be well-managed [18]. This is another example of where 

expertise from many areas must be combined. For example, flooding not only kills or injuries people 

directly. There can be long term health consequences for survivors who can be affected not only 

physically and economically but also psychologically. These impacts can include depression and post-

traumatic stress disorder [e.g. 24].   

Crops and Forestry 

An increasingly well-researched area is the responses of crop plants. The responses of crop plants to 

higher temperatures include lower yields in many parts of the world. Earlier findings on cereals have 

now be joined by information on vegetable and legumes [25] but this is not the only problem we 

face. The nature of the global food (and other) system(s) will be challenged by climate change [26] 

even if this can be limited to 1.5 degrees C [27]. Solutions through the life sciences [28] could be 

controversial involving as they might well accelerated changes to crop plants’ genetic material. Even 

if genetic manipulation as such is not employed but merely enhanced trait selection, care will be 

needed to ensure the solutions are acceptable to the public, farmers and consumers as these 

technologies raise issues [29] that may provide lessons for some of the other technologies’ that may 

be needed to combat climate change.  

Of immediate concern in many parts of the world are the way in which changing rainfall patterns 

expose crop plants to problems of drought which is one of those aspects of climate change that 

could be eased if temperature rises could be kept to 1.5 degrees [30]. One paper in the issue 

describes various forms of water and heat stress in crop plants together with all important 

information on process and mechanism [31]. The co-occurrence of drought conditions and high 

temperatures is a particular concern in some parts of the world [32].  

Forestry will not be immune from climate change and although growth of trees may be stimulated 

by higher levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide there will be, in the near to medium term, trade-offs 

due to changed rainfall patterns and rising temperatures that may mean forest areas becoming 

sources rather than sinks of carbon dioxide, especially if the great rainforests in Africa and South 

America are extensively affected by changes in temperatures, rainfall or land use. This area has 

already been well researched and the Food and Agriculture Organisation is now confident enough in 

the findings to be able to issue guidance for policymakers in forestry [33]. Importantly, this report 

takes a very multidisciplinary approach to getting effective solutions in place. A similar approach to 

finding solutions for commodity trees also underpins much of the relevant work that has been 

undertaken for the Ecosystems Services and Poverty Alleviation Programme which contains many 

examples of how life science knowledge can help people cope more sustainably with environmental 

pressures and economic necessities [34]. These general lessons should be very valuable in helping 

deal with climate issues and could be taken up when life science knowledge suggests a solution to a 



societal problem. This would increase the chances of a successful outcome that will improve 

people’s lives.  

Land and Marine Biodiversity  

Of course climate change is only one pressure that human activity places on living organisms. Land 

use changes are another. The way these factors interact is a subject of another paper in this issue 

[35] and is also covered elsewhere for UK pollinating insects using citizen science approaches [36]. 

The loss of biodiversity from land use change and the habitat loss that accompanies this is already at 

very high levels. So much so that the current period is not only one of rapid climate change but also 

one of rapid biodiversity loss as was recently demonstrated for the case of insects across the globe 

[37]. Studying biodiversity loss is always challenging and, as exemplified in this issue, some high-level 

approaches may be needed [38] to test hypotheses or create model frameworks. Such approaches 

are needed because the outcomes from current levels of biodiversity loss are unclear and efforts to 

stop or reverse the downward trend have not so far succeeded. 

Changes in the oceans are as important as those on land. Here the warming trend is as apparent as is 

the amount of carbon dioxide that the oceans are absorbing that leads to ocean acidification. The 

oceans were last as acid as they are now about 55 million years ago. Impacts are already apparent in 

local fisheries in mostly coastal areas. This is a complex area, as the BIOACID programme reports and 

publications make clear (https://www.oceanacidification.de). A number of different approaches will 

be needed to cover the range of situations the world faces. In this issue the use of natural seeps of 

carbon dioxide to develop a framework for what the oceans might look like in future is set out and 

put in some overall context [39]. Building this kind of framework of knowledge is one approach to 

managing a complex problem from a more empirical viewpoint especially when the focus is on a 

whole ecosystem and the services that are being delivered to people from that ecosystem.  Such 

systems are notoriously difficult to conduct experiments on. This an emerging area of work and the 

ocean ecosystem will be affected by acidification for many centuries even if emissions of carbon 

dioxide stopped today. Coastal seas and the open ocean may need separate treatment in order to 

develop whatever adaptive solutions might be available. 

Global warming includes the oceans and headlines (especially about the Great Barrier Reef) have 

already been made by some major impacts of a warmer ocean on coral systems.  Corals bleach when 

oceans warm [see 40 in this issue for a summary of some key issues] and there is a lively debate in 

train about what coral bleaching means for corals in the near, medium and long term.  Again it can 

be difficult to separate the impacts of climate change from the impacts of what is in a sense “ocean 

use change” as human activities such as fishing – or even in the future deep sea mining – also 

damage corals, especially those already weakened by warming. Work in this area is important as 

coral ecosystems are vibrant and richly biodiverse habitats. As in the case of ocean acidification, 

even if emissions stopped now impacts on corals from warmer oceans will continue for some time. 

These ecosystems may well act as a biological marker for the overall impact of climate change on the 

oceans if it could be established that they are the most sensitive indicator of warming. Corals, like 

natural seeps of carbon dioxide, could also be used to develop frameworks to help develop our 

emerging understanding about impacts on ecosystems. Again, this is an area where we might be 

able to learn from fossil evidence of past environments. 

Some strengthening of projective, if not predictive, capacity is still required in this area and evidence 

that such approaches are making real progress is given in this issue [38, 41]. 

Sea level rise 

https://www.oceanacidification.de/


A rising sea-level [42] brings with it the problem of increased amounts of salinized land and other 

threats to coastal habitats many of which are economically important [43]. Finding crop varieties 

that can tolerate salinization will help agriculture not only on the coast but also in inland regions 

where over-irrigation has caused local and regional salinization [44].  

The peoples of the small island states may lose their homes if the rate of sea-level rise exceeds the 

natural process they keep their low lying land above sea-levels, although many interacting factors 

are involved [45]. The physical and biological processes that are associated with this warrant further 

study so it can be understood whether some small islands can accrete land fast enough to survive 

rising seas [46, 47]. 

Limiting climate change through geoengineering 

If countries continue to emit carbon dioxide in line with the current commitments to the Paris 

Agreement then the world will warm between 3 and 4 degrees C on average (rather more at the 

poles). This will require global deployment of negative emission technologies – geoengineering 

technologies [48] – to keep warming down to 1.5 or 2 degrees C on average which is the aim of the 

Paris Agreement signatories. The life sciences have an important role to play here in assessing and 

deploying technologies.  

Many of the proposed negative emission approaches including BECCs (biomass is grown and burnt 

under controlled conditions and solid and gaseous residues captured and buried), ocean fertilisation 

(to increase the uptake of carbon dioxide by marine biota) will need life science knowledge to 

estimate what is possible and what side effects might ensue or what trade-offs might be entailed 

[49, 50].  

Even techniques that might at first be considered purely physical – like limiting solar radiation by 

injecting sulphur dioxide particulates into the upper atmosphere – will need to be assessed for 

impacts on biota. It is not so long ago that atmospheric sulphur dioxide began to be managed 

through the critical loads approach in Europe and in the USA by market mechanisms because it was 

known to be a pollutant that can have widespread impacts on terrestrial and aquatic biota.  

Radical solutions to climate problems could also be envisaged – such as some combination of 

modifying the rate or effectiveness of photosynthesis so that higher plants or algae took up more 

carbon dioxide [51, 52]. This might have the added advantage of increased crop yields/biomass – 

provided crop nutritional value were maintained or other products obtained that helped close 

economic cycles, such as energy production. 

The main problem with all geoengineering technologies is that all are in an experimental stage at 

best or not yet deployed in any real sense. There remain doubts about public acceptability [53 - 55]. 

Climate feedbacks 

The life sciences also have a role to play in understanding climatic feedbacks. One great uncertainty 

in the global system is the extent to which the permafrost in the Arctic Circle is likely to respond to 

the increase in temperatures by releasing methane. Although relatively short lived in the 

atmosphere, methane is a powerful greenhouse gas that is converted to carbon dioxide. So, 

methane release from permafrost melt could increase the rate of global warming. Too little is known 

about the physical and (micro)biological processes involved in permafrost melting [56] and 

multidisciplinary work is needed to pin down the likely contribution to the methane budget from 

permafrost and, for that matter, a range of agricultural and industrial practices [57]. We need to 

know how much of the world’s rising levels of methane are coming through environmental biological 



routes (including those under lakes and in marine areas) and how much is coming from agriculture 

and industry (e.g. though oil and gas exploitation and processing). This is important as methane 

levels seem to be rising again after a period when they levelled off [58]. 

Exceeding environmental limits 

The timing of seasonality is one of the most consistent and early signs of the impacts of climate 

change that has emerged from studies of phenology in species [59 – 62]. Thus, although this shows 

the life sciences providing early evidence of impacts, we have been playing catch-up in many ways 

because of the pace of climate change and have yet to fully recognise the dynamic it is introducing 

into biological systems. If the life sciences could develop more sensitive measures of change – 

perhaps, biomarkers of climate change based on the kind of improved mechanistic and process 

understanding illustrated in this issue – then perhaps such measures could be used by policy-makers 

and decision takers to ensure the planet’s systems continue to allow humanity to flourish without 

needing to adapt excessively. We need to know where the planet’s biological limits are and work not 

to exceed these [35, 38, and 63]. We need sensitive biomarkers of climate change that will provide 

early warnings of system malfunction. Discovering that the planet’s processes may have 

malfunctioned after the event may be too late [64]. 
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