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Abstract

Climate change science is unequivocal on the link between fossil fuels and climate change. Yet,
some governments — including those in Australia — fail to meet agreed targets and continue
to invest in the coal industry. Scientists and other scholars have expressed concern that the
science is not prompting shifts in policy adequate to address current and future effects of
climate change. Many have called for other tools — specifically, the arts and social sciences — to
investigate and communicate about the environmental and social changes underway. In this
context, this article explores the potential of interdisciplinary collaborative song-writing as
research practice. Beginning on a boat on Australia’s Great Barrier Reef, the research team
adopted singing and song-writing as a method for coming together to reflect upon our research
aims and motivations, to explore and express the delight and grief we were experiencing in
this climate-changing land and seascape and potentially to reach new audiences and create
different affects. Our multidisciplinary expertise offered impetus to pursue a hybrid form: an
original song written, professionally recorded and vinyl pressed; scholarly notes to expand on
our song lyrics; visual presentation of our music as annotated score; and written reflections on
the process and its contribution to knowledge. Here, we present and explore the possibilities
of song-writing as creative geographical practice.
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The journey began as a mapping exercise. And as an experiment in bringing together art, social
science and science to understand environmental change on the Great Barrier Reef. We turned our
efforts to writing a song.

Images of bleached coral on the Great Barrier Reef are circulated widely through online and
print media. Stark white static forms where one expects colour, movement and life have become a
symbol of climate change. In the summers of 2016 and 2017, mass coral bleaching events funda-
mentally transformed coral communities. On the northern Reef, elevated sea surface temperatures
killed tens of millions of corals — up to 80 per cent of live corals on reef crests.!

What is equally stark is the Australian and Queensland Governments’ ongoing commitment to
coal mining. The mining, and inevitable burning, of coal is without doubt one of the most signifi-
cant factors contributing to rising sea surface temperatures, which are, in turn, the chief cause of
coral bleaching.?

The science is unequivocal on the link between coal and climate change.? The ‘change’ of cli-
mate change is not located far off in the future, but is occurring now, in a multitude of places and
lives. Yet, governments worldwide — and certainly in Australia — are choosing to ignore the science
and carry on with the industries, economies and practices of the 20th century.

And so, if the science cannot sway the thoughts and actions of politicians, many suggest we
need other techniques.* Climate scientists and other scholars have described the value, in this con-
text, of different methods of investigation, expression and affect. Experimental and creative prac-
tice forms part of a social move to respond and generate new insight into past, present and emerging
climatic conditions.

In this light, we have come to work together: two artists, a coastal and spatial scientist, and a
cultural geographer. We seek to understand environmental change of the coast and sea and to explore
what such an interdisciplinary collaboration can do. One element of our work has been a fieldtrip to
the Great Barrier Reef, on a live-aboard research vessel. Our most musical colleague, Kim, ensured
that evenings in the saloon involved singing. In this, we continued a long historical and cultural
practice of working and singing at sea. And despite our relative (or complete) inexperience, in time
we turned our attention fully to singing and song-writing as a key element of our collaboration.

Environmental and social justice singing and song-writing has a strong tradition.’ From Joan
Baez and Woody Guthrie in the United States, to Chile’s Violeta Parra and the Nueva Cancidn, to
Australia’s Ted Egan and Vincent Lingiari’s Gurindji Blues (1969) and several decades of song by
Midnight Oil. For us, singing quickly became a fun release after a full and demanding day on the
islands, on the water or underwater. Song offered a means of coming together to reflect on our
research aims and personal motivations; on the delight and the grief, we were experiencing in this
climate-changing land and seascape.

Writing an original song became a central focus of our work. Chief musician, Kim, led the song-
writing, and together we developed other elements of our project: professional recording and vinyl
pressing of ‘Rock the Boat’ (bluespottedrays.bandcamp.com) and ‘The Reef Song’, scholarly notes
to our song lyrics, visual representation of our music as annotated score printed as posters, written
reflections on the process and its contribution to knowledge.

Song-writing has allowed new ideas and priorities to rise to the surface. As research practice it
has taught us to use our voices well, in a physical and symbolic sense; to negotiate changing project
expectations and demands; and it has seen vulnerabilities exposed and expertise shared within our
group. Singing and song-writing has become a method for exploring and expressing new aspects
of our thinking and feeling about the reef and climate change; reach different audiences through
our work; and create different affects. It has let us rock the boat, in new ways (Figure 1).
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Rock the Boat

Music and lyrics by Kim Williams
As performed by the Blue Spotted Rays
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Figure |. ‘Rock the Boat’. Original song with notes.
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SCORE NOTES

1. The Great Barrier Reef attracts more than 1.6 million visitors per year
(Australian Government, no date). It is the world’s most extensive coral reef
ecosystem. In 1981 it was listed as a World Heritage site, based on four of the
World Heritage Convention's ten criteria: (vii) ‘The GBR is of superlative natural
beauty above and below the water’; (viii) it ‘is a globally outstanding example of
an ecosystem that has evolved over millennia’; (ix) ‘the globally significant
diversity of reef and island morphologies reflects ongoing geomorphic,
oceanographic and environmental processes’; and (x) ‘it is one of the richest
and most complex natural ecosystems on earth, and one of the most significant
for biodiversity conservation’ (UNESCO, no date). As well as protecting
tremendous ecological and physical diversity, the Great Barrier Reef contributes
more than $5 billion to the Australian economy, and generates about 63,000
jobs (Australian Government, no date).

2. Climate change is having profound effects on coral reefs around the world.
Rising sea surface temperatures place stress on corals and reef ecosystems.
Over the past four decades, ocean warming has led to mass coral bleaching
throughout the tropics. Coral bleaching occurs when thermal stress disrupts the
relationship between the coral—an animal—and its algal symbiont, or
companion. When corals experience heat stress, they expel their algae and lose
their colour. Prolonged stress can lead to widespread coral mortality (Hughes et
al. 2017). The Great Barrier Reef saw two major bleaching events in 2016 and
2017, triggered by climate change. Previous events of a similar scale occurred
in 2002 and 1998.

3. The average summer sea-surface temperature on the central Great Barrier
reef is approximately 29°C (Lough 1999). This is optimal for the aerobic
performance of reef fish.

4. There are several types of blue spotted ray. Here we specifically refer to
Taeniura lymma, a species commonly seen skittering across shallow reef flats.

5. Australia has a system of democracy, which provides formal means for
citizens to participate in decision-making. The country also has a suite of formal
and informal institutions that enable input. When publics are dissatisfied with
formal decision-making processes and outcomes, protest is a common result. In
Australia, all of these avenues—referred to collectively as ‘environmental
governance’—are used by people wishing to contribute to society. Australia has
a history of public intervention in environmental decisions; e.g. protests to
protect the Franklin River and Tasmanian wilderness in the early 1980s
triggered a landmark case for environmental conservation and constitutional
law. Presently, public debate and action on climate change are escalating,
nationally and internationally. On 30 November 2018 thousands of school
students across Australia protested the lack of action on climate change by the
Australian Government. Days later, on 3 December, tens of thousands marched
in Brussels ahead of COP24 (the 24th Conference of the Parties to the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change).

6. According to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC 2014), sea levels could increase by 1 to 3 meters by
2100, depending on future global emission levels.

7. Parrotfish teeth are remarkably hard because parrotfish eat corals. Their teeth
are made of a ‘chain mail-like’ interwoven crystal structure, which allows them to

chew up and grind down large volumes of live calcium carbonate coral into fine
sands each year, making a substantive contribution to the production of
beaches (Marcus et al. 2017).

8. Who does have political teeth? The Grattan Institute report Who's in the
room? Access and influence in Australian politics (Wood & Griffiths 2018)
highlighted the vulnerability of Australian politics to well-resourced interests (big
businesses and industry coalitions) who use money, resources and relationships
to influence policy to serve their interests, often at the expense of the public
interest. In The Coal Truth, David Ritter (2018) exposed multiple interweaving
sources of political power in the Australian coal industry, stemming from
excessive spending on political lobbying and donations and exaggerated claims
of the national economic significance of coal. Another strong influential force
within Australia’s political systems is the continual shifting of individuals in and
out of roles in politics, fossil fuel industry groups, energy and mining companies
in a phenomenon dubbed the ‘revolving door’ (Krien 2017). Such influence
operates through promises made, factions formed, donations offered, royalties
and taxes agreed, and is thought to underpin remarkable changes in the
attitudes of elected Prime Ministers towards coal (noteworthy transitions include
Tony Abbott, Julia Gillard, Malcolm Turnbull and Scott Morrison). Against such
powerful lobbying, how can the political teeth of parrotfish—and other
nonhumans invested in the survival of the Great Barrier Reef—be sharpened?

9. Corals can recover from bleaching; bleached coral is not necessarily dead
coral. But reducing the incidence of bleaching and coral mortality demands
addressing environmental stressors (Hughes T et al. 2015). The greatest threat
to the Great Barrier Reef is climate change (Hughes L et al. 2018). Nations
around the world are attempting to curb climate change, through international
agreements from the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 to the Paris Agreement of 2015.
The central aim of these strategies is to reduce global warming. Specifically, ‘to
strengthen the global response to the threat of climate change by keeping global
temperature rise this century well below 2 degree Celsius above pre-industrial
levels and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase even further to 1.5
degrees Celsius’ (UNFCCC 2018). But Australia is lagging behind. Its leadership
has failed to develop appropriate emissions reduction policy; and as at
November 2018, it was not on track to reach its emissions reduction targets
under the Paris Agreement (UN Environment 2018).

10. On average, sea turtles lay 110 eggs in a nest (varying by species), and
average between 2 and 8 nests in a season (Sea Turtle Conservancy 2017). Six
of the seven species of sea turtles are currently listed on the IUCN Red List of
Threatened Species as, variously: Vulnerable, Endangered and Critically
Endangered (for one species data is deficient) (IUCN 2018).

11. Herbivorous damselfish are notoriously territorial and adopt ‘farming’
behaviours to maintain their algal ‘lawns’ (Lassuy 1980).

12. A report by the Climate Council (Steffen 2015) estimates that if the coal from
the 250,000km? Galilee Basin in western Queensland was burned, it would
release 705 million tonnes of CO2 each year, more than 1.3 times Australia’s
current annual emissions. Consequences for the reef have been reported by
scientists for decades. They include increased ocean acidification, which
reduces the capacity of corals to build their calcified skeletons (Kleypas et al.
1999), and coral bleaching (Hoegh-Guldberg 1999).
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