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     R PETER HOBSON, a senior 
    lecturer at Writtle, is a researcher 
on ecosystem resilience to climate 

change, and through his work is contributing to 
the wider international body of science in this field. 

He has ambitions of working closely with 
colleagues to build the College’s higher education 
conservation programme into a national centre of 
excellence with a strong, sector-based focus. 

The Writtle conservation team conducts a 
broad range of collaborative activities with 
industry as well as with other academic 
establishments both in the UK and internationally. 

Working closely with German research partners, 
Peter is involved with a major conservation 
programme in the Ukrainian Carpathians as well 
as other biodiversity and climate change initiatives. 
In recent years, the development of PhD studies in 
conservation at Writtle has contributed 
significantly to Peter’s research on climate change 
and ecosystem resilience. 

Through their research activities on forest 
systems and climate change, Peter, together with 
the small team of PhD students, have presented 
their findings at a number of high profile 
international conferences including in Prague, 
Canada, South Korea and the UK.

 After the publication of papers on a New 
Ecosystem Approach to Sustainability and Poverty 
Alleviation, Peter will be joining German colleagues 

to present findings at the Convention for 
Conservation Biology, COP10 congress in Nagoya, 
Japan. Meanwhile, his PhD student will travel to 
Germany, funded by the German Government, to 
present a joint paper on forests, climate change 
and ecosystem resilience at a special conference on 
beech forests.

The German Federal Government is funding a 
conservation initiative to safeguard old growth 
forests in the Carpathian Mountains of the 
Ukraine, one of the few remaining old growth 
beech forests in Europe. In partnership with 
academic staff from the University of Applied 
Science, Eberswalde, Germany, Peter has been 
invited to contribute to the programme. “This is 
one of the last few remaining areas of wilderness in 
the region, a pristine landscape, complete with 
bears, wolves and lynx” said Peter.

Peter’s research has taken him to other areas of 
wilderness forest including the northern boreal 
forests of Finland. Working closely with his PhD 
student, Peter Mickleburgh, he has undertaken 
extensive studies of the ecology of old growth 
forest in collaboration with the Oulanka Biological 
Station, Finland. 

Peter said “There are large areas of forest that 
have been undisturbed by human activity. These 
forests continue to enjoy pristine conditions as a 
result of strict protection. They provide a valuable 
opportunity to study the microclimate and ecology 

of unaffected landscapes and provide important 
benchmarks for the sustainable management of 
forested lands.”

In heavily managed forests, winter temperatures 
may drop as low as -10 degrees, while temperature 
conditions in adjoining untouched forests may not 
go much below -3 or -4 degrees. Conversely, during 
the warm summer months, the temperatures 
within “low impact” forests may remain 
substantially cooler than those in the surrounding 
modified landscapes. These findings may provide 
a valuable contribution towards efforts to mitigate 
against the effects of climate change. 

The wider implications to the research carried 
out by Peter and his PhD team is the potential role 
of woodland in moderating regional climate in the 
wider landscape. So far, the studies have 
demonstrated that woodlands produce a cooling 
‘halo’ effect in adjacent, open, farmed landscape. 

In his role as scientific advisor to the Forestry 
Commission Regional Woodland Group for East 
of England, Peter states that the UK is actively 
working towards meeting the challenges of climate 
change by promoting an aggressive programme of 
new forest planting. These new native woodlands 
are designed to combat the problems of carbon 
emissions. 

Peter hopes more countries will pull together to 
tackle the ever-challenging aspects of climate 
change.

We’ve been seeking the views of two of Writtle 
College’s researchers about the controversial 
topic of climate change. First up is Dr Peter 
Hobson and College Principal Professor Dave 
Butcher, far right, completes the coverage  
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Is there  
still time  
to adjust? 

That’s the question 
that’s been raised 
recently. Writtle College Principal 
Professor Dave Butcher gives his view      

 

❝ The need for research into environmental 
issues has never been greater. The twin threats of 
climate change and the decline in oil reserves are 
likely to require humanity to adjust our lives more 
rapidly and more radically than ever before. Some 
authors such as James Lovelock have suggested 
that humanity is too stupid to prevent the worst 
effects of climate change and that the pace of our 
adjustments is too slow. 

We may, he argues, already be making the 
wrong decisions. The conversion of land hitherto 
used to grow food into crops for fuel may benefit 
some people in the developed world, for example, 
but may radically worsen the impact of climate 
change on food supply for the rest of humanity.

In recent months the science of climate change 
has been heavily criticised; the leaking of emails 
and the mistaken claim that all Himalayan glaciers 
could melt by 2030 have weakened confidence in 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), yet the science of climate change has never 
been more robust. 

It is clear that climate change has been caused 
by human action and that the predicted increases 
in temperature will be a serious threat, certainly to 
the lifestyles that the developed world currently 
enjoys and potentially to the very existence of 
humanity.

 One particular concern amongst the scientific 
community is the potential for step changes in the 
upward curve of temperature rise. These might be 
caused by the collapse of a gigantic glacier such as 
the Pine Island glacier in Antarctica or the release 
of significant volumes of carbon currently locked 
up in the form of peat in northern latitudes. 

My field of study is the release of such carbon 
in the form of dissolved organic carbon from 
upland peat environments in the UK. Its release in 
to the rivers and streams of the uplands has led to 
a rise in the discolouration of water supplies with 
consequent problems for the water companies 
treating this water. ❞
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