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Introduction: Global Change and the World’s
Mountains—Perth 2010

Dear Readers,

From 26–30 September 2010, 450 people from 60 countries on 6 continents attended the international conference on ‘‘Global Change
and the World’s Mountains’’ in Perth, Scotland, organized by the Centre for Mountain Studies (CMS) at Perth College, University of
the Highlands and Islands, together with the Mountain Research Initiative (MRI). This was probably the largest international
mountain science conference ever held, and it truly was international because the majority of participants were not from the host
country; there were more people from the United States and Switzerland than from the United Kingdom. This article introduces the
conference, and is followed by articles that are a selection of the keynote presentations given at the conference. The volume concludes
with 3 articles that review and provide a series of conclusions regarding the content and emphases of the conference and suggest future
priorities.

The conference in 2010 was the second in a series in Perth; the first, held in 2005 as the Open Science Conference, concluded the 2-year
Global Change and Mountain Regions (GLOCHAMORE) project, primarily funded by the European Commission’s 6th Framework
Programme for Research and Development. The project aimed to further understanding of the causes and impacts of global change in
mountain regions through 5 product-oriented workshops and a final conference. The 2005 conference attracted 310 abstracts; the
conference was attended by 210 people from 41 countries on 6 continents. All plenary presentations were recorded and webcast. The
meeting led to the publication of a book of 197 extended abstracts (Price 2006) and of the GLOCHAMORE research strategy (Björnsen
Gurung 2006), which has since been used as the basis for proposals to the European Commission and the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

Context and aims

The context of both conferences was similar.Mountain areas occupy 24% of the Earth’s land surface; they are home to 12% of the global population,
and another 14% of the population live in their immediate proximity. Globally, mountain areas are vital sources of water for agricultural,
industrial, and domestic use. They include major centers of biodiversity, often coinciding with centers of cultural diversity where traditional ecological
knowledge is maintained. In an increasingly urbanizing world, mountain areas are key locations for tourism and recreation. Mountain systems are
particularly fragile, and they are subject to both natural and anthropogenic drivers of change. These range from volcanic and seismic events and
flooding to global climate change and the loss of vegetation and soils because of inappropriate agricultural and forestry practices and extractive
industries. Thus, many mountain ecosystems are moving along trajectories that couple high rates of environmental change with strong economic
changes. The collective effect may be the irrecoverable alteration of the ability of these ecosystems to provide critical goods and services to both
mountain and lowland people.

To understand these issues and processes, and to devise policy measures to address them, requires inter- and transdisciplinary research that
leads to three types of knowledge (Proclim/CASS 1997):

N Systems knowledge, to analyze how a system functions today, and how it may be altered by global change;
N Target knowledge, which includes values that show in which direction the system may develop: this knowledge is elaborated in extensive

participatory stakeholder processes; and
N Transformation knowledge, which is based on systems and target knowledge and provides measures and options for changing the system

in a certain direction and evaluates the consequences of these measures, thus providing the evidence basis for the political process of
decision-making.

Even though mountain research is quite active, as shown by the number of publications (Körner 2009), only a relatively small proportion
of articles address transformation knowledge. Overall, a key challenge for the participants in the 2010 conference was to bring together
these 3 types of knowledge to inform both their own research in mountain areas and long-term strategies for research, whether inter- or
transdisciplinary or within individual disciplines.

Specifically, the aims of the conference were to bring together leading scientists and others working in, and concerned with, mountain areas
around the world to:

N Present, evaluate, and synthesize progress in our understanding of global change in mountain regions since 2005;
N Evaluate progress with regard to the implementation and impacts of the GLOCHAMORE Research Strategy;
N Work proactively on a global agenda for research and action relating to global change and mountain regions, taking into consideration

global assessment and policy processes, such as those relating to the conventions on climate change and biodiversity signed at the Rio
Earth Summit in 1992, as well as the consideration of mountains at the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development in
2012.
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In addition, the conference was designed to contribute to, and inform the future direction of, 2 global initiatives:

1. The MRI: a global change scientific program that (a) develops strategies for detecting signals of global environmental change in
mountain environments; (b) defines the consequences of global environmental change for mountain regions as well as lowland systems
dependent on mountain resources; and (c) designs proposals toward sustainable land, water, and resource management for mountain
regions at local to regional scales;

2. The UNESCO Chair in Sustainable Mountain Development, located at the CMS, specifically its objectives to (a) facilitate the further
development and implementation of the GLOCHAMORE Research Strategy; and (b) organize and contribute to international
meetings that facilitate understanding of, and action toward, sustainable mountain development, taking global change into
consideration; and to publish the outcomes.

A further goal of the conference was to provide opportunities for presentation and further development of activities within
other global and regional programs and initiatives either by focusing specifically on mountain themes or with a mountain component.

Process

A key to the success of the conference was that key experts working on a wide range of themes, within both the natural and social sciences,
agreed to organize sessions that related to their interests. Thus, prospective participants could submit their abstracts for consideration within
28 global themes, of concern to scientists from a wide range of social and natural science disciplines; and 4 regional themes, one relating to a
specific initiative (the Western Mountain Initiative: see westernmountains.org), the others relating to global change in the European Alps, the
American Cordillera, and the Asian mountains. In total, 610 abstracts were submitted, which required considerable work by the session
organizers to select the best presentations; one had to review 128 abstracts! Eventually, 314 papers were presented in 42 parallel sessions over
3 afternoons, as well as a further 96 as posters. Extended abstracts of all of these papers were prepared as a compact disk for all delegates and
remain available for download (CMS 2010).

Complementing the parallel sessions, the morning sessions were devoted to plenary presentations and discussions. The plenary speakers
were internationally recognized experts from a wide range of disciplines and countries around the world. They were invited to give
plenary presentations, with a focus on interdisciplinary research in mountain areas, taking as broad a geographical overview as
possible, preferably global, on their specific topic, and to focus on new insights and knowledge gained since 2005. Various plenary
speakers took up this challenge to different extents, as can be seen from the articles in this volume. Although all plenary speakers were
invited to contribute to this special issue of Mountain Research and Development, not all were able to do so. However, all their
presentations, together with all other oral presentations at the conference, remain available at http://mri.scnatweb.ch/mri-events/perth-ii-
global-change-and-the-worlds-mountains-perth-uk. The final morning session was devoted to the process described in the synthesis
article by Björnsen Gurung (2012) and concluded with Bruno Messerli’s (2012) overview of the past, present, and possible future of
mountain research.

In addition, to achieve the goal of fostering global and regional programs and initiatives, the conference was preceded by 2 smaller
events—organized by the Global Observation Research Initiative in Alpine Environments (GLORIA) and the Mountain Invasion
Research Network (MIREN)—and specific thematic sessions and lunch-time sessions took place during the conference. After the
conference, the MRI organized a full-day session with invited people to discuss and adjust its agenda for future activities.

Overall, the conference provided exceptional opportunities for interdisciplinary knowledge exchange and social interactions. A wide range
of disciplines were represented; as in 2005, more participants were from the natural than the social sciences (see Björnsen Gurung et al
2012). On the last day, many participants expressed the wish for a further conference in 2015; resources permitting, it is anticipated that
this will take place.
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