Chicago Botanic Garden Statement on Climate Change and Plants

The Chicago Botanic Garden believes that climate change is a real threat to plants and is taking action to help flora adapt to a changing climate and to reduce the impact of the changes. 

Weather is day-to-day changes in temperature, precipitation, humidity, and cloud cover.  Climate is the average for these factors over years. 

There is overwhelming consensus within the scientific community that the planet’s climate is changing due in large part to the buildup of greenhouse gases caused by human activity as documented by joint declarations by the National Academies of Sciences for Australia, Belgium, Brazil, Cameroon, Canada, the Caribbean, China, France, Ghana, Germany, Indonesia, Ireland, Italy, India, Japan, Kenya, Madagascar, Malaysia, Mexico, Nigeria, New Zealand, Russia, Senegal, South Africa, Sudan, Sweden, Tanzania, Uganda, United Kingdom, United States, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.  
The most recent report of the Intergovernmental Panel of Climate Change (IPCC) predicts higher temperatures, more intense storms, and changes in precipitation for the world over the next century.  The IPCC is a scientific organization established by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) to provide the world with a clear scientific view on the current state of climate change and its potential environmental and socio-economic consequences.  

Scientists and land managers concerned with plant conservation view climate change as one of the top threats to plants, along with invasive species, pollution, habitat fragmentation, and meeting the growing needs of a growing population (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment Document, 2005).  Plant conservation scientists estimate that more than one-third of the world's plant species (i.e., over 100,000 species) are threatened by extinction by 2050 (e.g., Hawkins, Sharrock, and Havens 2008). 
The Chicago Botanic Garden is taking action to help the flora adapt to the changing climate (adaptation strategies) and to help reduce the impact of climate change (mitigation strategies).

Adaptation Strategies:

1. Seed Banking.  Banking seed is an excellent long-term conservation method for most plant species.  The Dixon National Tallgrass Prairie Seed Bank will collect and bank the region's flora, ultimately housing multiple collections of the 3000-4000 native plant species in the Midwest.

2. Rare and Invasive Plant Monitoring and Management.  The Plants of Concern program monitors several hundred rare plant species in the greater Chicago region with the help of citizen scientists.  We are expanding the program geographically and in scope to include the monitoring of targeted invasive species.  This will allow for 
better management activities that favor rare species and prevent the spread of invasive species.

3. Phenology Monitoring.  Through Project BudBurst and the Floral Report Card Climate Change Monitoring Gardens, Chicago Botanic Garden will engage the public in monitoring phenology (timing of life cycle events such as first leaf and first flower) of target species.  These programs both collect data for modeling efforts and inform the public about the effects of climate change on plants.

4. Modeling Range Shifts.  The Garden is actively involved in modeling how plant ranges will shift under climate change scenarios. 
5. Research on Dynamic Seed Transfer Zones.  The Garden will continue its research on determining best seed sources for restorations taking into account climate change and predicted range shifts.

6. Assisted Migration (human assisted migration of plants).  The Garden will continue to prepare for the possible human-assisted migration of plants by banking seeds, while conducting research to determine if/when assisted migration is appropriate, e.g., climate change makes current site inhabitable and lack of corridors prevent natural migration to appropriate new sites.  We will also continue to work with other conservation groups to develop appropriate policy guidelines and decision frameworks for assisted migration implementation.

Mitigation Strategies:

1. Support Land and Aquatic Habitat Protection and Management.  Both on the Garden’s property and through working with partners, we will advocate for protection of native habitats as well as their management and restoration.  These terrestrial and aquatic environments provide habitat for native species, corridors for migration and carbon sequestration.

2. Reduce Our Impact.  The Garden will take continued action to reduce our contribution to greenhouse gas emissions by incorporating green building standards into construction projects, phasing in more fuel efficient vehicles to our fleet, promoting recycling and re-use of materials, and using low carbon energy sources when possible.

Because our understanding of climate change and its effects improves with new research, this policy will be evaluated and modified annually.
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