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   where
modeling 
        matters

That's the message of Dr. Dominique Bachelet, 
The Nature Conservancy's director of climate change 
science. Her work is to develop those tools so that land 
managers can use them to make practical, day-to-day 
decisions such as where best to acquire land, or how to 
plan for changes in migration patterns as species adapt 
to new temperatures.

Bachelet has been creating computer models of the 
impacts of climate change for most of her professional 
career. She served on the United Nation's International 
Panel on Climate Change, which was awarded a Nobel 
Prize in 2007 for its work.

ªWe have good collaboration with many scientists 
around the world, all creating global reports,º said 
Bachelet. ªBut the folks in the ®eld don't read these 
publications. You show them equations and derivatives, 
and they say, `Oh my gosh, give me a shovel and tell me 
what I can do.'º

Bachelet is endeavoring to bring together the work 
of the scientists with the work of the land managers 
and landowners around the world. She's found willing 
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partners in the Conservancy's South Sound program, 
with whom she happens to share of®ce space in 
Olympia.

ªThe example I would use is the collection of prairie 
preserves in the South Puget Sound region,º said Pat 
Dunn, the Conservancy's director of South Sound 
programs. The Conservancy has worked with Fort Lewis 
and with many public agencies to create a network of 
preserves for this fragile landscape.

ªIf we decided to create a new prairie preserve, 
should we seek to protect land around our existing 
preserves to make them larger?º Dunn asks rhetorically. 
ªOr should we seek out land elsewhere in the South 
Puget Sound region, where we believe conditions for 
prairies will emerge in the future?º

Bachelet kicked off the partnership last year, when 
she brought in as an intern a French graduate student 
who was eager to learn about working at a local level 
on climate change. Christophe Cassen, a student at Agro 
Paris Tech Engref, worked closely with the South Sound 
prairies team.

Climate change is happening, it's happening 
faster than we expected, and we need tools to help us 
manage our lands and waters to survive the changes.
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        matters

How will climate-change models help        
answer the questions of where to preserve 
land and what species to focus on?
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ªPart of my role was to help link the latest climate models and forecasts 
to the basic ecology of the prairies,º Cassen said. ªI also analyzed trends in 
development and urbanization Ða critical near-term threat to the prairies.º 
Using conceptual models, he was able to analyze different conservation 
scenarios.

Here's what Cassen learned: Increasing the diversity of vegetation will 
improve the resilience of the prairie ecosystem to climate change. Identifying 
and preserving new conservation areas across the climatic range of the Puget 
Sound area will help build a viable corridor that 
ensures the movement and consequent survival 
of many endangered species.

Now Bachelet will bring the land stewards, 
preserve managers and biologists together with 
the scientists who are making climate change 
models to develop tools to help them answer the 
questions of where to preserve land and what 
species to focus on.

The coastal prairie and grassland system is a 
good one to work with because the Conservancy 
has preserves in these habitat types in California, 
Oregon and Washington, Bachelet said.

ªWe can say, the climate of California may be 
coming here in 50 years,º Bachelet said. ªAs it's getting warmer there, what 
species are doing well and what species are struggling? We have to be doing 
dynamic conservation, not static conservation.º

Wildflowers Tell the Tale
The fragile prickly pear has existed on Yellow 
Island and other islands in the San Juans for 
hundreds of years. We have no record of it 
blooming before 1992; since then it has bloomed 
every summer.

Conservancy scientist Peter Dunwiddie is 
examining records that detail the date of ®rst 
bloom for 28 species of wild¯owers on Yellow 
Island going back to 1982. For 25 of these species, 
it's happening earlier and earlier.

Three examples   
Prairie saxifrage and prairie star typically ®rst 
came into bloom around April 4 in 1982; by 
2007, both had begun blooming by about March 
12. Western buttercup usually started to ¯ower 
about March 19 in the early 1980s; today it often 
begins blooming almost three weeks earlier.

What does this mean? It's hard to say with 
just 25 years of data, Dunwiddie said, although 
warmer spring temperatures appear to be an 
important contributing factor. The average 
temperature in April as recorded at a nearby 
weather station has increased by 1.6 degrees F 
over the same period. It's by collecting the data 
and making connections that we can learn to 
understand how climate change may affect  
our preserves.

More On-the-ground Work in Washington

PORT SUSAN BAY±Field research on best practices for estuary conservation in 
the face of climate change.

EAST CASCADES±Field research on vegetation response to climate change 
across varying elevations.

STATEWIDE±The Conservancy is partnering with the University of Washington 
and U.S. Geological Survey to continue to re®ne climate-change data in 
Washington to develop models at a one-square-kilometer resolution. These will be 
used to predict changes in native species distributions for the next 100 years.

You show   
land managers 
equations and 
derivatives, and 
they say, ªOh my 
gosh, give me a 
shovel and tell me 
what I can do.'

Dominique Bachelet is committed to lowering her own 
climate impact, and rides her bike everywhere.

Prairie saxifrage Western buttercup

Prairie star
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Learn more about our work around the world at 
nature.org/climatechange


