
Safeguarding Australia’s Climate Record

Climate variability and change affect all Aus-
tralians. The Bureau of Meteorology is provid-
ing accurate observations, information and
advice to help Australians manage and plan for
short and long-term changes in the climate.
This information relies on the rigorous collec-
tion and management of Australia’s historical
climate record.

A long history of observation
Instrumental weather observations began in Australia
not long after the first European settlers arrived. Many
settlers realised that building the nation would require
good quality climate data, particularly as conditions
were generally warmer and drier than those they were
familiar with. However, it was not until the second half
of the 19th century that weather observations began
to be taken in a coordinated way by specific colonial
organisations.

Comprehensive meteorological
observations
Australia’s meteorological observation network has
grown to include about 850 land-surface stations
recording a wide variety of weather elements; many
thousands of volunteers recording daily rainfall; and
dozens of weather balloon stations and weather-watch
radars. The nation also has access to international ma-
rine and satellite observations.

A valuable national asset
For the past century the Bureau of Meteorology has
been responsible for collecting, managing and safe-
guarding Australia’s climate record. The archive in-
cludes digital data, manuscripts, documents, charts,
forms, journals and books. Managing the data not only
requires safely storing the data, but also quality check-
ing and digitisation of hardcopy records for storing in
computerised databases. The archive allows data
recorded today to be placed in historical perspective.

Thermometer shelters at Adelaide Observatory, 1900.

Weather balloon launch at Davis Station in Antarctica.

Time-series of annual mean maximum temperature at
Launceston showing raw (red) and high-quality (green)
data adjusted for a thermometer move in 1940.

In order to study how climate varies over time, it is critical
that observational records are not contaminated by
changes such as variations associated with the growth of
surrounding vegetation, urban development, different in-
strumentation or a shift of the instruments. All variations in
a record arising from such changes need to be identified
and, if possible, adjusted to remove the non-climatic in-
fluence. Several high-quality climate data-sets have now
been developed which exclude artificial discontinuities and
trends, and allow the detection of the true changes in the
Australian climate.
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