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Reuters: AFGHANISTAN: Environmental crisis looms as conflict goes on
30 Jul 2007 11:05:57 GMT

Source: IRIN

KABUL, 30 July 2007 (IRIN) - Afghanistan will face a serious environmental crisis, which will have grave consequences for millions of its estimated 27 million population, if the government and international aid organisations continue ignoring the country's degrading environment, experts warn.

"More than 80 percent of [Afghanistan's] land could be subject to soil erosion… soil fertility is declining, salinisation is on the increase, water tables have dramatically fallen, de-vegetation is extensive and soil erosion by water and wind is widespread," said a recent report - called Sustainable Land Management 2007 - by Afghanistan's Ministry of Agriculture and Food (MoAF).

Abdul Rahman Hotaky, chairman of the Afghan Organisation for Human Rights and Environmental Protection (AOHREP), said there many reasons why the future of the country's environment was grim: more than 26 years of armed conflict, population displacement and extended drought; the misuse of natural resources; the lack of a law enforcement authority; and the lack of appropriate policies for the environment.

Deforestation

"In the last two decades, we have lost over 70 percent of our forests throughout the country," Hotaky told IRIN on 29 July in the capital, Kabul.

Extensive deforestation has has multiple social, environmental and economic implications for million of Afghans, Hotaky added.

One of the immediately visible humanitarian implications of deforestation is the country's increasingly vulnerability to various natural disasters, specialists say.

"Recently, we witnessed increasing numbers of floods, avalanches and landslides as a result of deforestation," said Hazrat Hussain Khaurin, the director of the forests and rangeland department in the food and agriculture ministry.

According to government statistics, until the early 1980s, about 19,000sqkm of Afghanistan's 652,225sqkm territory was covered by forests, which were a sustainable source of income for the government and its citizens.

Because of the many years of war since then, Afghanistan now faces the complete eradication of its forests, Khaurin said.

Desertification

While agriculture and animal husbandry constitute the backbone of Afghanistan's underdeveloped economy, up to 50 percent of its farmlands have not been cultivated for the last two decades due to various natural and human factors, indicated the Sustainable Land Management 2007 report.

Afghanistan's geomorphology has historically comprised highlands, rugged terrains and flatlands, and partly arid deserts. However, the deserts have been rapidly expanding in southern, eastern and northern regions of the country.

"Neither the government nor impoverished Afghan farmers have the basic technology or required resources to resist widening desertification," said Khaurin. "Thousands of hectares of agricultural land have been covered by moving sands in seven southern and southwestern provinces," he added.

Bushes and other plants that once created natural buffers against sand movement and flash floods flows have been used as fuel by local residents for many years.

Many Afghans refugees who return to their rural communities from neighbouring countries find it impossible to cultivate infertile and arid land with very little irrigation and farming facilities.

"Desertification has exacerbated already widespread poverty among many Afghan farmers who seem hapless to tackle problems created by this natural crisis," said Hotaky of the human rights and environment protection body.

Against a rapidly increasing population, which requires food, fuel and shelter, among other things, the volume of Afghanistan's agricultural produce has decreased by 50 percent decrease over the past few years, the food and agriculture ministry said.

Lack of attention

For decades, Afghan governments who have came to power have concentrated on winning wars, ensuring stability and solving political dilemmas while paying little attention to a degrading environment, specialists say.

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in a study found that Afghanistan's long-term environmental degradation is caused, in part, by a complete collapse of local and national forms of governance.

Should Afghanistan fail to address its environmental problems within its reconstruction period, it will face "a future without water, forests, wildlife and clean air", according to UNEP's Post Conflict Assessment for Afghanistan.

________________________________________________________________________

APP: UN chief hails California’s initiatives to foster energy efficiency  
  

UNITED NATIONS, July 30 (APP)  Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon wound up his trip to California Sunday, praising the state for taking measures to foster energy efficiency and invited Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger to U.N. talks on the issue this September. Ban’s two-day trip was aimed at spotlighting the issue of climate change as California has led the nation in introducing programmes to save the nation.

Speaking at a joint press conference with the Governor at the San José-based Echelon Corporation, which develops technology to improve energy efficiency, the secretary-general called for measures to foster conservation, renewable fuels and private market incentives.

“The UN’s environment and development programmes play a lead role in crafting strategies for achieving these aims,” Ban said. “What’s missing is political will and political leadership.”

Ban praised Governor Schwarzenegger, saying he “has demonstrated what a difference leadership can make.”

The Governor also hailed Ban for championing the cause. “You have called climate change the defining issue of the era, and so by making this the top United Nations priority I think is showing the kind of leadership that this really needs in order to tackle this big problem,” he said.

California has embarked on an ambitious programme to limit greenhouse gases with the target of cutting 25 per cent of emissions by 2020. “This is a very bold and courageous initiative,” said the Secretary-General.

Ban pledged to encourage world leaders to embrace “a similarly bold vision ­ one that can be applied beyond this Golden State to the entire world.” He also invited the Governor to attend a high-level meeting on the issue that the Secretary-General is convening in New York on 24 September.

“It will be very useful for other world leaders to hear from your vision and your experience,” the UN leader told the California Governor. “Initiatives by individual states and at the local government level or individual government initiatives  they are all welcome.”

Asked whether he would accept the invitation, Governor Schwarzenegger replied, “Yes, of course. I feel honoured.” ________________________________________________________________________

East African Standard Nairobi Kenya: Plastics Ban the Road to a Clean, Safe Environment

30 July 2007

Muusya Mwinzi
Nairobi

The war against the plastics' menace entered the homestretch when Finance minister Mr Amos Kimunya announced a 120 per cent levy on plastics in the Budget Speech.

This will lead to the ban of flimsy bags that have adversely affected the environment for many years. Already, the Nairobi City Council has banned plastic bags of less than 30 microns. For many years, the plastics problem has been an enormous challenge and a daunting task for any institution to tackle without the support of other players.

Notwithstanding the technical issues being addressed by the relevant agencies, the minister's decision is a move in the right direction that will rid the environment of the plastics' eyesore. As expected, the move has attracted dissenting voices from manufacturers, who have started charging consumers for the plastic bags used to carry goods even before the implementation date.

Sadly, industrialists have championed the notion that Kenya cannot revert to alternative packaging. They have used the spectre of job losses and high cost of living to oppose strict measures on plastic bags. But this is not the case.

The levy and ban on flimsy plastics neither applies to all categories nor implies ban on production. Already, the industry has been given time to offload flimsy plastics before the ban takes effect. Another significant thing to underscore is that the plastics' levy has not caught industrialists unawares as some allege.

Rather, the Government is implementing regulations on waste management, most of which were drafted in a participatory approach. Already, the Waste Management Regulations 2006 gazetted by the Minister for Environment and Natural Resources last year are being implemented in all sectors.

Kenya has not made this bold move in isolation. It joins other members of the East African Community that have measures to manage the production and use of plastics. About two years ago, Tanzania banned the use of plastics of less than 60 microns, while Uganda cracked the whip last week in a fashion similar to Kenya's.

There are 12 countries in Africa that have made similar directives, including Rwanda and South Africa, the best examples of plastics waste management in the region. Four years ago, the National Environment Management Authority (Nema) brought together stakeholders in programmes aimed at curbing the problem, especially in urban areas.

A joint plastics pilot project among Nema, Unep, Kenya Association of Manufacturers and the City Council of Nairobi proposed several approaches to address the problem.

They included policy, recycling, best practices and public awareness. The project gave stakeholders priority to harness their resources for sustainable waste management.

Industrialists, community organisations and the media were involved from the initial stages to the implementation of the project. A 10-point plan proposed strategies such as the ban of plastics with less than 30 microns after two years of implementation of recommendations.

After two years, most stakeholders questioned the achievements of the 10-point plan, given the continued rot of the environment due to haphazard disposal of plastics. Indeed, there was little success in reduction of pollution from plastics, mainly due to industrialists' delaying tactics. They argued that they needed more time to educate their members.

Added to this was the manufacturers' argument that the problem was not with production of plastics, but the management of waste. For the better part of the two-year pilot project period, Nema hearkened to industrialists' plea for more time to educate their members and consumers on anti-littering strategies and recycling of plastics.

Granted, nothing much came out of it. Instead, the environment has soaked in tonnes and tonnes of plastic bags that the industry is unable to recycle or transport to designated sites.

This is why measures on waste management such as the levy on plastics and ban of flimsy ones should be viewed as an alternative to a situation that was getting out of hand. Kenyans have a right to enjoy a clean and healthy environment.

All local authorities should emulate the Nairobi City Council and ban the use of flimsy plastic bag carriers. Individuals and the Government have a role to play in ensuring that development and business do not harm the environment.

Kenya's move on plastics has been informed by success in Rwanda and South Africa. Rwanda has banned plastics of less than 100 microns thickness. As a result, black plastic bags disappeared from Kigali, the capital, and other major towns.

The participatory approach Rwanda adopted involved the private and public sector, consumers and other players. Kenya adpoted the same method.

The media play a crucial role in creating awareness on the best practices besides promoting alterative packaging materials. Like South Africa, Kenya can curb plastics' pollution if it promoted re-use of thicker bags and encouraged recycling of used ones.

Voluntary intervention can focus on introduction of environmentally friendly bags made of sisal and cloth for tourists visiting parks and wildlife sanctuaries.

Prior to the influx of plastics, traditional bags, the kiondo included, were used. Despite the increase in population over the years, reduced use of plastic bags should be the long-term objective and solution that could revive cotton and sisal farming.

It is encouraging that some industries are recycling plastics and through economic incentives such as tax waivers on equipment, the industries can efficiently tackle waste.

The money generated from the plastics' levy will also be ploughed back to clean the environment and promote best practices and recycling.

====================================================================

Other Environment News 
____________________________________________________________________________

UN NEWS:IN FIRST PLENARY ON CLIMATE CHANGE, GENERAL ASSEMBLY TO SEEK SPEEDY ACTION

New York, Jul 30 2007  3:00PM

The United Nations General Assembly tomorrow <" http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs//2007/ga10606.doc.htm">opens its first-ever plenary session devoted exclusively to climate change, seeking to translate the growing scientific consensus on the problem into a broad political consensus for action following alarming UN reports earlier this year on its potentially devastating effects. 

The two-day meeting features interactive panel discussions with climate change experts, a plenary debate with statements on national strategies and international commitments by Member States, as well as addresses by Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon and two of his Special Envoys on climate change, former Chilean President Ricardo Lagos and former Korean Foreign Minister Han Seung-soo. 

“This debate is a testimony to the political importance of addressing climate change,” General Assembly President Sheikha Haya Rashed Al Khalifa said. “We will need political action if we are to protect our environment, secure our planet and safeguard our future, for our children and generations to come.  This is one of the greatest challenges of our time.” 

The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (<" http://www.ipcc.ch">IPCC) reported this year that the world’s temperature warmed by .74°C during the last century and that it is likely to rise 3°C in this century unless measures are taken to reduce the rate of warming.  The IPCC found that the evidence that warming was occurring is unequivocal and that it is due to human activities. 

The debate, featuring prominent scientists, business leaders and UN officials, is expected to raise awareness and momentum for action in preparation for the Secretary-General’s High Level Event on climate change in September. 

The debate is being billed as “carbon neutral” since emissions from air travel to bring experts to New York and the entire carbon-dioxide emissions of the UN Headquarters are being off-set by investment in a biomass fuel project in Kenya, Sheikha Haya said. 

The fuel switch project in Kenya supports the use of agricultural waste instead of traditional fossil fuels to power a crude palm oil refinery, thereby reducing greenhouse gas emissions and creating new economic opportunities for local farmers.  

Mr. Ban has made urgent international action to curb climate change a hallmark of his office since he became UN Secretary-General in January. Just last Friday he warned that failure to act would have grave consequences for all countries.

____________________________________________________________________________

CSM:As icecaps melt, Russia races for Arctic's resources

This week, it stakes territory in an internationally administered area said to contain vast oil and gas reserves.

By Fred Weir | Correspondent of The Christian Science Monitor

Moscow

Call it the global warming sweepstakes.

As milder temperatures make exploration of the Arctic sea floor possible for the first time, Russia's biggest-ever research expedition to the region is steaming toward the immense scientific prestige of being the first to explore the seabed of the world's crown. 

In the next few days, two manned minisubs will be launched through a hole blasted in the polar ice to scour the ocean floor nearly three miles below. They will gather rock samples and plant a titanium Russian flag to symbolize Moscow's claim over 460,000 square miles of hitherto international territory – an area bigger than France and Germany combined in a region estimated to contain a quarter of the world's undiscovered oil and gas reserves. 

The issue of who owns the North Pole, now administered by the International Seabed Authority, has long been regarded as academic since the entire region is locked in year-round impenetrable ice. But with global warming thinning the icecaps, the question has vaulted to the front burner. 

"The No. 1 reason for the urgency about this is global warming, which makes it likely that a very large part of the Arctic will become open to economic exploitation in coming decades," says Alexei Maleshenko, an expert with the Carnegie Center in Moscow. "The race for the North Pole is becoming very exciting." The US Geological Survey estimates that 25 percent of the world's undiscovered oil and gas reserves lie beneath the Arctic Ocean. Experts at the Russian Institute of Oceanology calculate that the saddle-shaped territory that Russia is planning to claim may contain up to 10 billion tons of petroleum, plus other mineral resources and vast, untapped fishing stocks. 

Russia stakes its claim

The 1982 Law of the Sea Convention establishes a 12-mile offshore territorial limit for each country, plus a 200-mile "economic zone" in which it has exclusive rights. 

But the law leaves open the possibility that the economic zone can be extended if it can be proved that the seafloor is actually an extension of a country's geological territory. 

In 2001, Russia submitted documents to the United Nations (UN) claiming that the Lomonosov Ridge, which underlies the Arctic Ocean, is actually an extension of the Siberian continental shelf and should therefore be treated as Russian territory. The case was rejected. 

But a group of Russian scientists returned from a six-week Arctic mission in June insisting that they had uncovered solid evidence to support the Russian claim. That paved the way for the current expedition, which includes the giant nuclear-powered icebreaker Rossiya, the huge research ship Akademik Fyodorov, two Mir deep-sea submersibles – previously used to explore the wreck of the Titanic – and about 130 scientists. 

The subs were tested Sunday, near Franz-Joseph Land in the frozen Barents Sea, and found to be working well.

"It was the first-ever dive of manned vehicles under the Arctic ice," Anatoly Sagelevich, one of the pilots, told the official ITAR-Tass agency. "We now know that we can perform this task." 

The upcoming dive beneath the North Pole will be far more difficult, and involve collecting evidence about the age, sediment thickness, and types of rock, as well as other data – all of which will be presented to the United Nations Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (a body of scientists chosen by parties to the Law of the Sea Convention) to support Russia's claim to the territory. 

The longer-term goal, says Mr. Sagelevich, is to get used to permanently working in that environment.

"The Arctic region is rich in natural resources, but we must find a reliable method of their development," he says. "This expedition is very important for the solution of this complicated task. No one has ever tried to dive and work under the Arctic ice." 

Canada and others also eye region

Other northern countries are getting into the race. Canada, which has the second-longest Arctic coastline, is currently conducting a $70 million project to map the seabed on its side of the Lomonosov Ridge, in what experts suggest is a prelude to making its own submission to the UN. Earlier this month Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper pledged to build eight new ice-capable patrol ships and a deep water Arctic port to defend Canada's stake. 

"Canada has a choice when it comes to defending our sovereignty over the Arctic: we either use it or lose it," Mr. Harper said. "And make no mistake, this government intends to use it." 

Norway and Denmark (via Greenland) are also possible entrants. The US could claim Arctic territory adjacent to Alaska, but is hampered by Congress's failure so far to ratify the Law of the Sea Convention. 

Three years ago, US lawmakers were already warning of the detrimental impact of failing to ratify the Convention. In a May 2004 speech advocating ratification, Sen. Richard Lugar (R) of Indiana – then chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee – told his audience at Washington's Brookings Institute that the UN "will soon begin making decisions on claims to continental shelf areas that could impact the United States' own claims to the area and resources of our broad continental margin." 

He specifically mentioned Russia's ambitions, as well.

"Russia is already making excessive claims in the Arctic," said Senator Lugar. "Unless we are party to the Convention, we will not be able to protect our national interest in these discussions." 

Possible disputes in future

Some experts are concerned about the potential for future conflict over Arctic territory and resources, and the Russian media highlighted reports of a "US spy plane" that allegedly shadowed the North Pole expedition this week. But others say that existing international law is adequate to enable boundaries of influence to be negotiated between the key players as global warming unlocks the north's treasures. 

"I don't see why this issue should worsen relations between Russia and other countries," says Pavel Zolotaryov, deputy director of the official Institute of USA-Canada Studies in Moscow. "We can solve our differences on the basis of information. And [after this expedition], Russia will be able to say that we've been there and conducted the research" to bolster Russia's territorial claims in the region. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

CSM: Earth too warm? Bury the CO2.

Texas alone could hold 40 years' worth of US emissions.

By Mark Clayton | Staff writer of The Christian Science Monitor

Snyder, Texas

Under a blazing west Texas sun, with a whiptail lizard and cattle looking on, Rebecca Smyth works with an assistant to lower a measuring line, then a hose, and finally a slender plastic capsule down an old water well 200 feet deep. 

She's hoping the water samples she collects will yield clues to what is, arguably, one of mankind's most pressing environmental questions: Can nations bury their greenhouse gases? 

If they can, then governments will have bought themselves a decades-long respite as they search for less carbon-intensive energy sources. If they can't, then a significant rise in global temperatures by 2100 looks inevitable, if fossil-fuel consumption continues at its current pace. 

And the answer may well lie here, atop an old west Texas oil field known simply as SACROC, where more CO2 has been pumped underground over a longer period of years than anywhere else on Earth. Her efforts – and those of the rest of a small army of scientists funded by the US Department of Energy – are being closely watched. Energy companies want to know their options as Congress mulls over legislative options to global warming. Environmentalists are eager to find ways to slow the rise of greenhouse gases. 

"If we don't sequester carbon from coal, we won't be able to stabilize the concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere," says John Thompson, director of the coal transition project of the Clean Air Task Force, a Boston-based environmental group. "It's the linchpin." 

Admittedly, pumping huge amounts of carbon dioxide into underground caverns sounds audacious. If the US captured just 60 percent of the CO2 emitted by its coal-burning power plants and reduced it to a liquid for injection underground, the daily volume would roughly equal what the US consumes in oil each day – about 20 million barrels, according to a report by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Cambridge. And the risks are substantial. 

Inject too much CO2 and the resulting pressure could cause earth tremors or push deep super-salty groundwater up into freshwater aquifers. Once pumped in, the CO2 may not even stay put in the sandstone formations, below layers of shale and other rock. 

Nevertheless, researchers sound confident. "I grew up near Love Canal, so I know the problems of putting stuff underground," says Sue Hovorka, a research scientist at the University of Texas at Austin. "But we're cautiously optimistic this is going to work." 

She is one of the scientists tracking the movement of carbon dioxide underground in the nation's first deep-sequestration experiment. 

Under a torrid midday sun in the old Liberty oil field south of Houston, she is tracking the progress of about 2,000 tons of food-grade CO2 that she had injected into a well in 2004 and again last fall. Unlike SACROC (Scurry Area Canyon Reef Operators Committee), no CO2 had ever been injected here before, so it should be straightforward to track. But at the moment, Dr. Hovorka is not happy. 

Nearly a mile below, her sensitive instruments are trapped in a five-inch steel pipe, and the roughnecks on the rig have spent hours trying to pull them out. A colleague opts to use small explosives to dislodge them. An hour later, the instruments are on their way to the surface and water samples are being analyzed from an adjacent well. 

So far, the results are positive.

"Right now the CO2 is stored as small bubbles in the pore spaces of the sandstone," Hovorka says. "We believe it's immobilized and will sit there on a 10,000-year time frame and that when we open this well later nothing will happen. We don't expect any geysers of escaping CO2 or any of the things that people worry so much about." 

The amount of potential storage is vast. Three of the five US geologic storage possibilities under review – salt basins a mile or more deep, mature oil and natural-gas reservoirs, and deep unminable coal seams – could permanently hold at least two centuries' worth of US CO2 emissions – about 6 billion metric tons a year, researchers estimate. 

But many steps lie ahead. These geologic formations must be tested for environmental safety and their ability to retain CO2. New power-generation technologies that can economically capture CO2 emissions must be developed. Finally, pipelines and infrastructure must be built to collect CO2 from emitters to move it to geologic storage. 

Perhaps America's best hopes for geologic sequestration lie with the sandstone formations holding super-salty groundwater here on the Texas coast – as well as the dwindling oil fields across its vast breadth, says Ian Duncan, associate director of the Bureau of Economic Geology at the University of Texas at Austin. Together, these two geological assets could hold all of America's CO2 emissions for at least the next 40 years, he estimates, enough time to help bridge the gap until solar power or other emissions-free sources of energy become common. 

"The question will end up being: How much capacity can we find for injecting large amounts of CO2 over decades?" says Ernest Moniz, an MIT professor and coauthor of the March report that criticized the government for not expediting large-scale sequestration research. "Will we, for instance, be able to inject the CO2 output of 50 big power plants in the ground and have it stay there?" 

High-volume CO2 injections of 1 million tons or more are expected to begin in Cranfield, Miss., later this year to push out hard-to-reach oil and to test further the feasibility of geologic storage. 

Back in Snyder, Smyth keeps a lookout for rattlesnakes from under her broad-brimmed hat as she collects water samples. She'll compare them with other samples from nearby areas where CO2 is not a factor. Slight chemical differences could yield clues about whether the CO2 is staying put or expanding upward. 

"We're not sure we're going to see any significant impact from CO2 here," Smyth says. "But if the impacts are going to show up anywhere in the world, they should show up here where CO2 has been injected so long." 

_____________________________________________________________________________
AP: Atlantic tropical storms have doubled 

By RANDOLPH E. SCHMID, AP Science Writer Sun Jul 29, 7:05 PM ET 

WASHINGTON - The number of tropical storms developing annually in the Atlantic Ocean more than doubled over the past century, with the increase taking place in two jumps, researchers say. 

The increases coincided with rising sea surface temperature, largely the byproduct of human-induced climate warming, researchers Greg J. Holland and Peter J. Webster concluded. Their findings were being published online Sunday by Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London.

An official at the National Hurricane Center called the research "sloppy science" and said technological improvements in observing storms accounted for the increase.

From 1905 to 1930, the Atlantic-Gulf Coast area averaged six tropical cyclones per year, with four of those storms growing into become hurricanes.

The annual average jumped to 10 tropical storms and five hurricanes from 1931 to 1994. From 1995 to 2005, the average was 15 tropical storms and eight hurricanes annually.

Even in 2006, widely reported as a mild year, there were 10 tropical storms.

"We are currently in an upward swing in frequency of named storms and hurricanes that has not stabilized," said Holland, director of mesoscale and microscale meteorology at the National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colo.

"I really do not know how much further, if any, that it will go, but my sense is that we shall see a stabilization in frequencies for a while, followed by potentially another upward swing if global warming continues unabated," Holland said.

It is normal for chaotic systems such as weather and climate to move in sharp steps rather than gradual trends, he said.

"What did surprise me when we first found it in 2005 was that the increases had developed for so long without us noticing it," he said in an interview via e-mail.

Holland said about half the U.S. population and "a large slice" of business are "directly vulnerable" to hurricanes.

"Our urban and industrial planning and building codes are based on past history," he said. If the future is different, "then we run the very real risk of these being found inadequate, as was so graphically displayed by (Hurricane) Katrina in New Orleans."

Hurricanes derive their energy from warm ocean water. North Atlantic surface temperature increased about 1.3 degrees Fahrenheit during the 100-year period studied. Other researchers have calculated that at least two-thirds of that warming can be attributed to human and industrial activities.

Some experts have sought to blame changes in the sun. But a recent study by British and Swiss experts concluded that "over the past 20 years, all the trends in the sun that could have had an influence on the Earth's climate have been in the opposite direction to that required to explain the observed rise in global mean temperatures."

As the sea surface temperatures warm, they cause changes in atmospheric wind fields and circulations, and these changes are responsible for the changes in storm frequency, Holland said.

Chris Landsea, science and operations officer at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's National Hurricane Center, said the study is inconsistent in its use of data.

The work, he said, is "sloppy science that neglects the fact that better monitoring by satellites allows us to observe storms and hurricanes that were simply missed earlier. The doubling in the number of storms and hurricanes in 100 years that they found in their paper is just an artifact of technology, not climate change."

But Kerry Emanuel, a hurricane expert at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, said the study was significant. "It refutes recent suggestions that the upward trend in Atlantic hurricane activity is an artifact of changing measurement systems," said Emanuel, who was not part of the research team. 

Improvements in observation began with aircraft flights into storms in 1944 and satellite observations in 1970. The transitions in hurricane activity that were noted in the paper occurred around 1930 and 1995. 

"We are of the strong and considered opinion that data errors alone cannot explain the sharp, high-amplitude transitions between the climatic regimes, each with an increase of around 50 percent in cyclone and hurricane numbers," wrote Webster, of Georgia Institute of Technology, and Holland. 

_____________________________________________________________________________
The Guardian: Big rise in number of Atlantic storms blamed on global warming

Monday July 30 2007

Climate scientists have blamed global warming for a dramatic rise in the number of storms in the Atlantic over the past century. Their study showed the average number of storms that develop every year has doubled since 1905. 

They suggest the trend is due to the rise in sea surface temperatures in the Atlantic, a phenomenon with a well-established link to climate change.

Tropical storms are powered by the energy in the oceans they pass over, with warmer sea surfaces leading to more intense storms. In the past century, the surface temperature of the Atlantic has risen by 0.7C.

The increase in storm frequency was most recently visible in 2005, with more than double the average number of storms, including Hurricane Katrina, the most costly natural disaster in US history. It claimed almost 2,000 lives. 

In the new study, Greg Holland of the US National Centre for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado, calculated the average number and intensity of Atlantic storms over the past century and identified three distinct climate regimes. 

The first, between 1905 and 1930, had an average of six major storms a year, four of which were hurricanes, meaning wind speed exceeded 74mph. During the second, from 1931 to 1994, the annual average rose to 10 storms, five of which were hurricanes.

From 1995 to 2005, there were an average of 15 storms a year, eight of which were hurricanes. According to the researchers, this last period has not yet stabilised, so the average could rise still further.

Last year, the hurricane season was less active than 2004 and 2005 because of El Niño, an upwelling of warm water off the coast of Ecuador. But even that activity was higher than a century ago with five hurricanes. The research comes as MPs warn that the government must strengthen climate change targets. They also call for the UK's share of emissions from international aviation and shipping to be included in goals in the draft climate change bill.

The environmental audit committee's report argues: "The government's policy towards the UK's 2050 target is clearly incoherent. The government remains committed to limiting global warming to a rise of 2C; but it also acknowledges that, according to recent scientific research, a cut in UK emissions of 60% by 2050 is now unlikely to be consistent with delivering this goal. This target should be strengthened."

Tim Yeo, the chairman, said the report exposed weaknesses in climate change policy. "Carbon-saving measures have not delivered as much as predicted, and forecasts of emissions have consistently drifted upwards. To make things worse, these forecasts have not been updated often enough." 

He added: "The use of international carbon credits must be limited and transparently reported - and not be used as an excuse for inaction at home."

The report praises improvements in joining up the work of different departments, but notes that fiscal policy was excluded from last year's climate change programme review. 

"In the future, there must be an integrated approach to climate change policymaking which considers the use of taxes and incentives," it says.

Hilary Benn, the environment secretary, said: "The 60% unilateral commitment is ambitious by any standard and consistent with our leading position internationally. However, we recognise that we will need to keep this goal under review in the light of emerging scientific evidence."

_____________________________________________________________________________
AFP:Philippine volcano erupts 

1 hour, 51 minutes ago 

MANILA (AFP) - A volcano erupted in the eastern Philippines on Tuesday, raining ash on two towns, but there were no reports of casualties, volcanologists said. 

No immediate evacuation of nearby communities was necessary unless the apparently short-term eruption of Bulusan volcano worsens, Julio Sabit of the Philippine Institute of Volcanology and Seismology told AFP.

Located on the southeastern tip of the main island of Luzon, the 1,559-meter (5,145-foot) Bulusan erupted at about 9:30 am (0130 GMT) with a burst of ash that shot up six kilometers (3.7 miles) above the crater, Sabit said.

The column drifted west toward the towns of Juban and Irosin. Government volcanologists were going to the site to evaluate the scale of the volcanic activity, he added.

"The eruption is nearly over although there could be more to follow based on previous activity," Sabit said. "People's lives are not in danger as of the moment and no evacuations have been ordered."

However, if the eruption persists several villages near the lower slopes could be under threat from volcanic ash carried down by rivers and streams, he added.

Bulusan is one of the Philippines' 22 active volcanoes. It is known to have erupted 16 time previously, the last one in early 2006.

Human settlements are banned within four kilometers (2.5 miles) of the crater.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: Deadly Fires and Flooding Hit South Africa 
SOUTH AFRICA: July 31, 2007

JOHANANESBURG - Fires killed several people in eastern South Africa while at the other end of the country, tourist spot Cape Town struggled on Monday to cope with floods affecting thousands of residents. 

The KwaZulu-Natal Fire Protection Association said it had controlled but not extinguished fires spread by heavy winds in unusually dry conditions, and winds were due to intensify. 
"If this goes on until Wednesday, when we are expecting the wind to get worse, then the damage could definitely get worse," said operations manager, Simon Thomas. 

Several people were killed over the weekend but authorities were still trying to determine details on casualties. 

Raging fires fanned by windstorms also hit neighbouring Swaziland, killing at least two people and driving thousands from their homes, said police in the tiny kingdom. 

In Cape Town, home to South Africa's parliament, thousands of shantytown residents used buckets to bail out flood water. 

Relief officials said some 38,000 people had been affected since heavy rain began lashing the city a week ago, with damage estimated to run into millions of rand. 

City disaster management spokesman Johan Minnie said it was the highest number of people hit by flooding in five years. 

"We are stretched, especially in terms of supplying disaster relief. We are at capacity at the moment," Minnie said. 

Heavy rains have stopped but forecasters expect them to resume mid-week. 

Many residents of tin shacks on the edge of Cape Town refused to move to emergency shelters, fearing their meagre possessions would be lost, he said. Officials provided 25,000 meals to flood victims on Sunday. 

Minnie said clean up operations would focus on clearing debris from storm water drains which have blocked roads. (Additional reporting by Wendell Roelf in Cape Town) 

____________________________________________________________________________________________

AFP: 500 dead in China's worst flooding for a decade: Red Cross 

Mon Jul 30, 12:04 PM ET 

GENEVA (AFP) - More than 500 people have been killed in some of the most devastating floods to hit China for a decade, the Red Cross said Monday, launching an emergency appeal for aid to the millions left homeless. 

"Over the past two months, more than 200 million people have been affected and over 500 have been killed nationwide by some of the worst flooding to hit the country in the last 10 years," the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies said in a statement.

Nearly five million residents have been evacuated from their homes because water levels have risen dangerously high along China's main rivers, while more flash floods, downpours and landslides are expected in the coming days, the statement said.

High temperatures have made life even more uncomfortable for those displaced.

"There's an urgent need for rice, clean drinking water, shelter, clothing, medical services and disinfectant," said Gu Qinghui, the federation's regional disaster management delegate for East Asia.

"It's the rural poor who are suffering the most, including many farmers," he said, as the Red Cross launched a preliminary emergency appeal for 9.5 million Swiss francs (7.7 million dollars, 5.7 million euros)

Gu said millions of hectares of farmland had been submerged, while hundreds of thousands of homes had been damaged or destroyed.

The Red Cross warned that it could take months or years for the poorest communities to rebuild and recover.

"When you look at the economic growth of the country, it's easy to forget that outside of the major cities, the rural areas are home to many families living in utter poverty," said Ewa Eriksson, the federation's acting regional head of delegation in Beijing.

"We don't want this disaster to become forgotten or neglected because the world's attention is elsewhere, or because there's a perception that help isn't required, because hundreds of thousands of people are in desperate need of assistance," Eriksson said.

____________________________________________________________________________________________
Reuters: Biofuels to Keep Global Grain Prices High - Toepfer 
GERMANY: July 31, 2007

HAMBURG - Rising biofuels production will keep grain and oilseed prices high in the coming year, German grain trading house Toepfer International, a unit of US agribusiness Archer Daniels Midland Co., said on Monday. 

"As simultaneously demand for food and animal feed continues to rise, above all in rapidly developing countries including China and India, all market participants, especially processing companies, must prepare themselves for a long phase of relatively high prices for agricultural commodities," Toepfer said in a statement on its annual results. 
Higher prices were needed to stimulate farmers to raise global grain and oilseeds production and to start cultivation on unused land, it said. 

"A relatively quick end to the current high prices can only be achieved through record harvests in 2008," it said. 

"Along with continued strong demand for human and animal foods, ever more grain and vegetable oils are flowing into production of bioethanol and biodiesel," it said. 

"In the 2005/06 grain season, about 72 million tonnes of grain were used worldwide for ethanol production, a year previously this was only 56 million tonnes and in 2000/01 only around 30 million tonnes." 

"In 2006, around 5.5 million tonnes of vegetable oil was used for production of biodiesel in comparison to 3 million tonnes a year previously and only 700,000 tonnes in 2000." 

"Until now biofuels were previously largely produced in the US and Brazil -- bioethanol from corn or sugar beet -- and in the European Union -- biodiesel from rapseeed -- now ever more countries are following their example and are investing in production of biofuels." 

"Sales of biofuels are being promoted in a targeted way using tax incentives or compulsory blending." 

"In turn, the growth in demand for agricultural commodities for biofuel production will continue in coming years." 

"According to our estimates, in 2007 for the first time more than 100 million tonnes of grain will be processed into ethanol. Processing of vegetable oils into biodiesel could rise to 8 million tonnes." 

Rising biofuel production would also lead to medium-term changes in global trading patterns, it said. 

"This is largely because the traditional exporting countries for agricultural products will increasingly produce biofuels which will reduce their export surpluses," it said. "This will open new marketing opportunities for countries such as Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Russia and also Bulgaria and Romania to export their increasing surpluses." 

Toepfer said it expected to profit from its previous decision to expand in these countries. 

Toepfer said it raised turnover in its 2005/06 financial year by 1 percent on the year to 5.8 billion euros. The company traditionally does not release earnings figures. 

Higher sales of animal feed, oilseeds and vegetable oils were largely behind a 3 percent increase in traded volumes on the year to 39.7 million tonnes. 
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Biodiesel fuels build of Microsoft data center; Microsoft's massive new data center is being built with trucks running on fuel from canola oil.

By Nancy Gohring
The Washington Post

Hydroelectric power isn't the only green energy driving Microsoft Corp.'s new data centers in eastern Washington.

The trucks ferrying cement to and from the massive building site and equipment used inside the first building are all powered with biodiesel made from Washington-grown canola oil, said the head of a company selling the biodiesel to Microsoft.

The construction company working on the new data centers approached Steve Verhey, the chief executive of Central Washington Biodiesel, with a problem earlier this year, he said. The company had built the shell, including walls and ceiling, of the 500,000-square-foot (46,451-square-meter), 11-acre building and found that laying the cement floor and finishing the rest of the interior presented a health and safety issue. That's because cement trucks and other machinery that run on diesel and propane emit harmful exhaust into the enclosed space.

They wanted to know if biodiesel might solve the problem, Verhey said. The exhaust from biodiesel contains half the carbon monoxide of regular diesel, he said. In addition, one gallon (3.78 liters) of biodiesel lets off just 1.5 pounds (0.68 kilograms) of carbon dioxide, compared to 22 pounds per gallon for regular petrodiesel, he said, so biodiesel has a much smaller impact on the environment.

During their first meeting, the construction company decided to switch fully over to biodiesel for the project, he said. Seven cement trucks were working 12 hour days, six days a week for a while, running on biodiesel, until the floor of the massive building was complete, he said.

Microsoft spokesman Lou Gellos confirmed that the construction company is using biodiesel at the Quincy, Washington, site. "It smells like you're in a fast-food restaurant in there," he said. Biodiesel, which in this case is made from the same type of oil that is often used in restaurant fryers, can let off a scent similar to fried food when it's burned in engines. The first building there is now finished, he said.

The site also includes two 33,000 gallon tanks of petrodiesel to power generators for backup power, Verhey said. While those tanks were already full by the time he met the construction crew, Verhey would have been cautious about filling them with biodiesel because it has a shorter shelf life compared to petrodiesel, he said.

Microsoft and other big Internet companies are building massive data centers in eastern Washington and Oregon. Those regions offer cheap electricity powered by hydroelectric plants. According to the Washington State Department of Community Trade and Economic Development, the state is the leading hydroelectric power producer in the country.

Microsoft said the data center at Quincy will be its largest yet and that it was designed to have minimal or no carbon footprint. Yahoo Inc. is also building a data center in Quincy and Google Inc. is building one in Oregon.

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/07/30/AR2007073000026.html

Lonely Planet; What would Earth be like if all the humans died out?

Reviewed by Michael Grunwald
The Washington Post

THE WORLD WITHOUT US
By Alan Weisman
If human beings vanished from the Earth, our ceramic pottery and bronze statues would last much longer than our wood-frame houses. New York's subways would be flooded within days; Lexington Avenue would be a river within decades. Head lice would go extinct, and predators would make short work of our doggies, but a lot of endangered fish and birds and trees would flourish in our absence. We endangered them, after all.

A diligent and intelligent science writer named Alan Weisman discovered all this while investigating what would happen to this planet if people suddenly disappeared. Now he has converted his thought experiment for Discover magazine into a deeply reported book called The World Without Us, and it's full of interesting facts. For example: The European starling spread like avian kudzu after some Shakespeare buff introduced every bird mentioned by the Bard into Central Park. The demilitarized (and therefore depopulated) zones of Korea and Cyprus have become undeclared wildlife sanctuaries; so have Chernobyl and abandoned forests in New England and Belarus. Almost every ounce of plastic that's ever been manufactured still lurks somewhere in our environment. And radio waves are forever, so extraterrestrials at the edge of the universe might be able to watch "I Love Lucy" reruns billions of years after we're gone. Who knew?

Also: Who cares?

Ultimately, The World Without Us is trivia masquerading as wisdom. By journeying around the world to interview biologists and paleontologists, engineers and curators, Zápara elders and Masai ecoguides, Weisman has done a remarkably thorough job of answering a question that doesn't particularly matter. Imagining the human footprint on a post-human planet might be fun for dormitory potheads who have already settled the questions of God's existence and Fergie's hotness, but it's not clear why the rest of us need this level of documentary evidence. It's nice to know that domesticated plants (like wheat) and animals (like horses) would be out-competed by their wild counterparts post-us, but it's not inherently important to know. If the larger point is that our domesticated plants and animals are not really natural, well, that we already know.

When Weisman does make larger points, they are achingly familiar. Yes, man is doing foolishly destructive things -- like warming the climate with carbon and tearing the peaks off mountains and littering the oceans with plastics -- that will have long-term consequences for the Earth. This no longer qualifies as news. And yes, nature and the Earth are resilient, while man and his works -- with exceptions such as Mount Rushmore, the caves of Cappadocia, and Styrofoam -- are fleeting. Ozymandias could have told us that. And while Weisman is an admirable reporter, his prose -- always lucid, sometimes elegant -- has an irritating look-ma-I'm-writing quality. This is how he describes one guy he meets: "His olive features bespeak Sicily; his voice is pure urban New Jersey." I think he's bespeaking of an "Italian-American." It's not an exotic species around Jersey.

For all its existential ruminations, this is basically an environmental book, an imaginative effort to make us think about our impact on the Earth. It reminds us: This is a nice Earth! It's going to be around for millions of years, and we're not, so let's stop littering it with nuclear reactors and plastic bags that will leave toxic messes long after we're gone! But as Weisman demonstrates, the Earth will do just fine without us. It's an excellent healer, and time -- especially geologic time -- is an even better one.

Actually, there's a much more compelling reason for us to stop despoiling the Earth and depleting its resources: If we don't, we might create that world without us. As Jared Diamond has shown, unsustainable civilizations tend to collapse; as countless environmental writers have shown, our gas-guzzling, water-wasting, plastic-producing civilization is not sustainable. This is an issue of policy and morality, not just theory.

Weisman knows this, but he believes that people don't like to hear about environmental destruction in those apocalyptic terms. It's too scary. He describes his ruminations as a non-threatening effort to change hearts and minds through indirection. If we imagine the world without us -- even though Weisman makes it sound as if the world could be better off without us -- we might start taking care of it. But just in case this philosophical bank shot proves insufficient, Weisman does offer one modest proposal in his final chapter, his single policy solution to all the planet's problems. And it's preposterous: "limit every human female on Earth capable of bearing children to one." Sure, right after we ration air, outlaw war and limit teenage masturbation to once a week.

Even as a thought experiment, a one-child policy is a terrible idea, a draconian one-size-fits-all solution to a variety of complex problems. (In America, for starters, our problem is overconsumption, not overpopulation.) It's also exactly the kind of nature-first idea that makes environmentalism so threatening to so many people. Humanity's goal should be to limit our impact on the Earth, not to limit our presence on Earth. We don't have to do it for the Earth's sake; we should do it for our own sake. It's our home.

At one of those depressingly apocalyptic environmental conferences, I recently heard a speaker give the best argument I've ever heard for saving the Earth: "It's the only planet we know of that has chocolate." There probably wouldn't be chocolate in a world without us. And even if there were, it wouldn't do us much good. ·

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/07/27/AR2007072701593.html

March of the Cuddly-Wuddly Documentaries
By Desson Thomson
The Washington Post

Call it the "fuzzumentary," this new documentary sub-genre in which creatures of the wild -- think the birds of "Winged Migration," or the emperors of "March of the Penguins" -- are turned into almost-human characters on the big screen. Wildlife footage is combined with an off-screen narrator to concoct a G-rated story of loyalty, survival, family togetherness and other themes designed to draw human empathy.

Forget the fact that some of these critters, particularly the polar bears and walruses in "Arctic Tale," opening Friday, might rip us apart if given half a chance. C'mon, they're so adorable! And when will the stuffed toy versions hit the shelves?

The answer is: probably soon. National Geographic Films, which produced "Arctic Tale" with Paramount Classics, already has plans for an "Arctic Tale" video game, a special week of ecological awareness (in conjunction with Starbucks), and a perfect storm of coverage within National Geographic's vast multimedia platforms, including its magazine and Web site. And there will even be a sweepstakes, according to National Geographic Entertainment's marketing head, William S. Weil, in which the winner travels to the Arctic and (presumably with some stun-gun-packing supervision) frolics with its feral residents.

Judging by the successes of 2005's "March of the Penguins" ($127 million worldwide) and 2001's "Winged Migration" (a fluttery international $32 million), this user-friendly type of documentary in which -- to steal from British filmmaker Peter Greenaway's sneery dismissal of BBC nature documentaries -- nature seems to exist purely for our delectation, seems here to stay.

Just a few miles up the road from National Geographic's downtown headquarters, in fact, Discovery Films is planning to release "Queen of the Kalahari," a quasi-anthropomorphic documentary about meerkats that is the playful prequel to Discovery Channel's "Meerkat Manor," a top-rated show for the network.

A fledgling unit of Discovery Communications, the Silver Spring broadcasting empire, Discovery Films (formed in 2004) has high hopes for "Kalahari" -- produced with Oxford Scientific Films in the United Kingdom -- but will wait to gauge the documentary's theatrical success before producing or acquiring more wildlife fare.

"We have a broader swath than National Geographic," says Discovery Studios President W. Clark Bunting, whose outfit has produced nine documentaries, including "With All Deliberate Speed," about the Brown v. Board of Education decision, and "Grizzly Man," Werner Herzog's film about the late bear activist Timothy Treadwell. As for wildlife documentaries, he adds, "it's not easy to find those projects. It takes a long time to film them. They're filmed under harsh conditions. We don't do these in closed soundstages in Burbank."

National Geographic Films (which started up in 2000) and Discovery Films have reason to be optimistic, according to industry analyst Wade Holden: "There is a compelling argument to be made that documentaries like 'March of the Penguins' that create a dramatic story arc can be successful at the box office." Of the 275 documentaries released from 2002 through 2006, he says, only eight were wildlife documentaries. But their combined gross of $163.1 million was a healthy 26 percent of the $631 million total gross, "showing that it is an important sub-genre."

* * *

Credit Adam Leipzig, president of National Geographic Films, with turning that sub-genre into box office gold -- at least by documentary standards. When he watched the original, French-language version of "Penguins" in 2005, Leipzig immediately saw an opportunity to "reinvent a genre for an audience -- wildlife adventures which document the animals as they actually live, made by the foremost photographers and directors who have committed their lives to exploring these creatures, and made in a way that was entertaining, powerful and emotional."

In collaboration with Warner Independent Pictures, Leipzig snapped up the U.S. distribution rights for $1 million, then retrofitted the documentary for the American market, adding Morgan Freeman's voice-of-God commentary, plus a classical music score. The makeover, which cost a modest $600,000, according to Variety, turned "Penguins" into the second-highest-grossing documentary of all time -- behind Michael Moore's "Fahrenheit 9/11."

Now Leipzig has unveiled "Arctic Tale," 15 years in the making, which follows the comings of age of Seela, a walrus pup, and Nanu, a polar bear cub, as global warming threatens to melt the ice from under them. A depressing subtext, for sure. But the movie, co-directed by Sarah Robertson and Adam Ravetch and featuring off-screen commentary from Queen Latifah, out-fuzzes "Penguins" with its paw-licking bears and mustache-twitching walruses. (And there's a kid-pleasing flatulence scene to rival the infamous campfire sequence in "Blazing Saddles.") Judging by the dewy-eyed, sniffly reactions to the movie at a recent screening, the story line will connect with many audience members.

"I don't call it a documentary," says Leipzig. "I call it a 'wildlife adventure,' because this is a movie you go to because it's fun and entertaining, not because it's, quote, good for you."

As Leipzig readily acknowledges, this new brand of storytelling has longstanding precedent. Disney (where Leipzig worked for some time) has been making anthropomorphic animated and live-action features for generations. For 1989's "Milo &amp; Otis," Columbia Pictures turned a Japanese nature movie about a cat and dog into an American hit with new music and narration from Dudley Moore. And the late "Crocodile Hunter" naturalist-showman Steve Irwin, whose programs were a cult hit on Discovery's Animal Planet, changed the way people perceive wildlife shows in general.

"I think of our new genre," says Leipzig, who oversaw "Honey, I Shrunk the Kids" and "Dead Poets Society" as a Disney executive, "as reinventing both the documentaries and the adventure movies of the past."

* * *

This reinvention brings with it some intriguing artistic -- and ethical -- challenges, as the films try to walk the line between documentary integrity and fictionalized drama. In other words (arguably), between harsh reality and entertaining cheese.

Leipzig and Bunting are happy to address the issue. "The audience gets a really deep connection with the characters of the animals," Leipzig says of "Arctic Tale." He notes that Latifah is a "storyteller" rather than a narrator. "And Queen Latifah is wise, funny and earthy, with a contemporary sense of humor and perspective. She's not some third person behind a wall of glass, removed from the experiences of the creatures." Regarding the audience-friendly qualities in "Kalahari," Bunting allows that the meerkats "have names, as they do in the series, but everything they do is based on natural-history behavior."

Then there are the filmmakers who spent a decade and a half in the Frozen North shooting "Arctic Tale" (they live on Vancouver Island). Leipzig recruited Robertson (who made the film with her husband, cinematographer and co-director Ravetch), Robertson thinks, because she'd made several documentaries for National Geographic Television that had employed the animal-point-of-view concept he was seeking.

In short order, Robertson found herself negotiating between her old-school documentary skills and the new demands for big-screen entertainment.

All parties -- Robertson, Ravetch, National Geographic Films and Paramount Classics -- agreed that the film needed to de-emphasize the animals' need to kill for food, a necessary activity for polars and walruses in the wilds, but a little too much for G-rated audiences.

"Certainly in documentary television, you see a lot more predation, a lot more red snow," says Robertson. "But we had to consider that on the big screen, that can be very graphic as well, so we purposely stayed away from that. But it was really important for us to show that animals get eaten, that it's part of what goes on. We didn't want to pretend it doesn't happen."

The result: "Arctic" shows one red-snow scene, but at a distance.

When Paramount Classics asked Robertson to include recognizable hits such as "We Are Family" and "Celebration" on the soundtrack, however, she was less agreeable. "They wanted audiences to recognize songs. . . . We wanted acoustic songs."

(Ultimately, "Family" stayed and "Celebration" took an electric slide.)

"They were respectful of our knowledge and passion for the place," says Robertson.

Also, in postproduction, Paramount Classics executives wanted to use a young A-list actor for the movie's storyteller -- the better to reach the youthful target audience, but Robertson insisted on a female, because "to me, it's a maternal story."

She got her way, but after they tried various candidates, "we found that with the young storytellers, you just didn't believe them. They had wispy, feminine voices. They just could not carry the depth and gravitas of the place, the epic-ness of it. So I said we need a low alto voice, we need an older woman, we need a wise, mother ice woman."

Hence the Queen Latifah casting. But when the studio hired television comedy writer Kristin Gore (who has written for "Saturday Night Live" and "Futurama" and is Al Gore's daughter) to create some contemporary chatter for their new storyteller, Robertson was unhappy with the material.

"There was this idea to write lines for Latifah and how she would speak, which I had a lot of problems with. I said, 'I think that's wrong, to have street talk.' We tried a little bit of that but we got rid of almost all of it. It wasn't appropriate."

But in the end, she declares herself to be fully satisfied with the result.

"We spent 15 years in the Arctic watching these animals, and discovering brand-new things about them that no one had ever known or seen," she says, "living with them in their space, seeing them make new decisions, seeing them respond to climate change, up close and personal, and in the here and now. 'Arctic' really brought to the forefront the celebration and admiration that we had for these animals."

* * *

So, lots of feel-good animal fun in the room. But what about the bottom line: Does Paramount Classics expect to see big box office on the back of "Arctic Tale"? What does the future hold for the fuzzumentary?

"By no means are we expecting 'March of the Penguins' numbers," says Megan Colligan, marketing president for Paramount Classics, which also distributed the Al Gore eco-documentary, "An Inconvenient Truth." But as a company, "it's important for us to put our money where our mouth is. We feel it's important people feel that just by going to the movie, they've done something. They've taken a step in the right direction." (Following the model they used for "An Inconvenient Truth," Paramount Classics is earmarking 5 percent of the movie's gross for a fund to benefit four pro-wildlife organizations.)

Weil of National Geographic Films puts it this way: "There's no shame in profit," he says. "We want to be wildly profitable, which is not exclusive from being mission-driven. Everything we do is tied to who we are. Authenticity and veracity and substance are really important to us."

The film unit has already made or acquired documentaries in other genres. Among their films: "God Grew Tired of Us," a 2006 documentary about three Sudanese refugees, and, for release later this year, Michael Apted's soccer documentary, "The Power of the Game." And it plans to continue producing and acquiring these projects at the approximate rate of four to six a year.

Both National Geographic and Discovery see filmgoers as having a strong appetite for wildlife films now as a reaction to what else Hollywood is churning out, and as more attention is paid to environmental concerns.

"As far as cinema audiences go, there is a massive hunger for authenticity," Leipzig says. "All of the big family films are computer generated to death. . . . What we really don't get is anything that's authentic, genuine and true." Leipzig says the culture at large cares more about "the planet, the world in which we live, and [has] a deep need to understand what's going in the environment, and other sub-societies and cultures. These are all attributes of what National Geographic has been doing for 120 years."

So, in effect, the fuzzfest is retro cool?

"Wouldn't that be nice?" says Leipzig. "Wouldn't that be lovely?"

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/07/27/AR2007072700731.html

U.S. environment chief draws fire on global warming
By Deborah Zabarenko

The Washington Post

WASHINGTON (Reuters) - The Bush administration's environment chief drew fire on Thursday from Democratic senators for delaying a decision on whether to let California regulate global warming emissions from cars and light trucks.

Stephen Johnson, head of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, has said the government will decide this question by year's end, two years after California's first request to set state air quality standards stricter than national rules.

Sen. Barbara Boxer, a California Democrat who heads the Environment and Public Works Committee, told Johnson at a hearing she found the delay incomprehensible.

"I fail to understand why it should take the agency until December, a total of two years, to decide this waiver request. In 30 years, EPA has granted over 50 waiver requests and has never denied one. ... Deciding this issue should not take so long," Boxer said.

Sen. Frank Lautenberg, a New Jersey Democrat, accused Johnson of "foot-dragging," and added, "The environment cannot wait any longer."

California, the most populous U.S. state, has passed a law requiring that cars and light trucks cut climate-warming greenhouse gas emissions, primarily carbon dioxide, by 18 percent by 2020.

In December 2005, California asked EPA for permission -- known as a waiver -- to implement these state air quality requirements that are stricter than the national standard. If the waiver is granted, 12 other states that have passed similar requirements would be free to put those into practice, too.

In April, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the EPA has the power to regulate greenhouse gas emissions that spur global warming, ordering the agency to reconsider its refusal to regulate carbon dioxide and other emissions from new cars and trucks that contribute to climate change.

Since then, the environmental agency has called for public comment on the California matter, and is conducting a "rigorous analysis" of the more than 60,000 comments it received, Johnson said.

Boxer noted that some 54,000 of these comments were brief letters urging EPA to grant the waiver. Johnson countered that there were also hundreds of pages of technical data that had been submitted and that must be analyzed.

Boxer, a longtime environmentalist, has introduced legislation to require the agency to make a decision by September 30.

She also said at the hearing she was troubled by documents that indicate staff at the U.S. Transportation Department "lobbied members of Congress and governors" to oppose the waiver. A Transportation Department spokesman confirmed these contacts had been made and said they were not unique.

To Boxer, these moves were "unprecedented, unprincipled use of taxpayer dollars to tilt the scales of another agency's decision-making process, even before public comments were considered."

Besides California, the 12 other states that have approved the higher greenhouse gas emission standards are: Connecticut, Florida, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont and Washington.

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/07/26/AR2007072601668_pf.html

In East Texas, Residents Take On a Lake-Eating Monster 

By Ralph Blumenthal

The New York Times

UNCERTAIN, Tex., July 25 — How this one-time steamboat landing on Caddo Lake got its name is, well, uncertain — as uncertain as the fate that now clouds this natural wonder, often called the state’s only honest lake.

With more submerged acreage than Minnesota, Texas has just 166 bodies of water commonly considered lakes. All but one of them, according to the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, are artificial reservoirs, most created in the 1950s to fend off drought. 

Now that one, Caddo Lake, a mystical preserve of centuries-old mossy cypress breaks, teeming fisheries and waterfowl habitats, is under siege by a fast-spreading, Velcro-like aquatic fern, Salvinia molesta, also known as Giant Salvinia. 

In what East Texans here liken to a horror movie, the furry green invader from South America, which is infiltrating lakes in the American South and abroad to growing alarm, is threatening to smother the labyrinthine waterway, the largest natural lake in the South, covering about 35,000 acres and straddling Texas and Louisiana.

“It’s probably the most dire threat that the lake has ever faced, and we certainly have had more than our share of threats,” said Don Henley, the drummer, singer and songwriter of the Eagles, who grew up in nearby Linden, keeps a double-wide trailer on Caddo Lake and has put his celebrity and fortune behind efforts to preserve it.

The United States Geological Survey calls Salvinia molesta one of the world’s most noxious aquatic weeds, with an ability to double in size every two to four days and cover 40 square miles within three months, suffocating all life beneath. The plant is officially banned in the United States, but it is carried from lake to lake by oblivious boaters, to the point where some private lake communities now limit access to boats already there. 

“It’s your classic 1950s drive-in-movie-monster plant,” said Jack Canson, director of a local preservation coalition and a former Hollywood scriptwriter who, under the pseudonym Jackson Barr, co-wrote a B-movie plant thriller, “Seedpeople,” released in 1992. 

On Tuesday, Mr. Canson and six local waterway and community officials gathered around a table here to trade sightings of the weed and plan how to spend $240,000 appropriated by the Texas Legislature. “I started to put down yellow markers,” said Robert Speight, president of the lake association, showing a map stuck with yellow pins. But he said he gave up: “I ran out of yellow.” 

With most of the growth spreading unchecked on the Louisiana side, where Texas residents say the authorities have been preoccupied with Hurricane Katrina recovery, local advocates raised $35,000 for a two-mile net, put up in June, to seal off Caddo Lake’s more contaminated eastern half. 

“We just stuck our necks out,” said Paul Fortune, a contractor who has lived his whole life on the lake. “We just did it.” But propagating leaves still float through gaps left open for boats, and are spread by the boats themselves. 

In one area of Louisiana, along a thicket of cypresses called the Big Green Brake, the Salvinia has already grown out into the lake as a luminescent green crust over the water. “It’s at the stage where it starts to lose its eerie beauty and starts to look like a real monster,” said Mr. Canson, the prow of his motorboat poking cracks in the matted covering like an icebreaker. Even flamethrowers have failed to kill it, he said. And beetles that devour the plant elsewhere die in the Texas cold. 

Now chemical weapons have been thrown into the battle.

Mike Turner, a burly boat mechanic who calls himself part of the “Caddo Navy,” has set aside his business to go out daily in his small boat for $25 an hour to spray Salvinia infestations with a government-approved herbicide mixture of diquat and glyphosate and surfactants to make it stick to the leaves.

“It gets in the water hyacinth and it hides, like it’s a thinking animal,” said Mr. Turner, removing the surgical mask that protects him from the chemicals. 

“I’m finding stuff that was not there two days ago,” he said, mopping his brow in the rising morning heat. He said he felt the task was hopeless at first and considered moving but changed his mind. When he was born 40 years ago, he said, his parents dipped his feet in the lake, and he did the same 12 years ago with his newborn daughter, Patte.

“I’m trying to preserve this for her and her grandchildren,” Mr. Turner said. “Who we are won’t mean a lot a hundred years from now; it’s what we leave behind.” 

Ken Shaw, chairman of the Cypress Valley Navigation District and a retired paper executive with a home and boat on Caddo Lake, said that no matter what, he too was there to stay. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” Mr. Shaw said. “If Salvinia takes over, so be it.” 

There is a lot to preserve, historians say. The only natural lake in Texas, perhaps augmented by a blockage of the Red River in the late 1700s or early 1800s, was home to the Caddo Indians said to have given Texas its name — tejas was their word for friend. The lake was once part of a navigation system that carried steamboats up the Mississippi River from New Orleans and along the Red River as far inland as Jefferson, Tex. The difficult landing here may have given Uncertain its name. A replica paddle-wheeler, the Graceful Ghost, now chuffs through the sloughs carrying tourists.

After Texas was founded in 1836, the lake became an outlaw haven so violent that two groups of warring vigilantes — the Regulators and the Moderators — fought each other to establish order, as chronicled in “Caddo Was...,” a published account by Fred Dahmer, a native of Uncertain, who died in 2001. A pearling business from the abundant mussels flourished here, and in defiance of county dry laws “beer boats” slaked local thirsts. Lady Bird Johnson was born in nearby Karnack where her father, Thomas Jefferson Taylor, ran a general store. And Howard Hughes Sr. tested his revolutionary rotary oil drilling bits on platforms in Caddo Lake.

The lake has long been called one of Texas’s best-kept secrets for its mirrorlike reflections of moss-draped cypresses along 88 miles of marked boat “roads,” bald eagle sightings, alligator haunts and prize fishing: a 500-pound bony fish called an alligator gar was once netted here and another, not much smaller, was caught on a rod and reel. Y. A. Tittle, the former star quarterback, keeps a lake house here with a cabin on the dock, Mr. Fortune said, where he can pull up a trap door and fish from inside.

Well before the Salvinia threat, Mr. Henley, having underwritten an effort to protect historic Walden Pond in Massachusetts, came home to Caddo Lake in the early 1990s to fight plans to dredge a transport canal that he called ruinous. On that victory, he and a lawyer-friend from Aspen, Dwight K. Shellman Jr., founded the Caddo Lake Institute in 1993. They were crucial in getting most of an 8,500-acre decommissioned Army ammunition plant turned over to the federal Fish and Wildlife Service for a Caddo Lake National Wildlife Refuge in 2004, although decontamination work at the site is continuing.

Some local businessmen who had pressed for an industrial park instead were further outraged when the Caddo Lake Institute formed a coalition in 2001 with other local groups concerned about protecting the lake under guidelines of the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, a conservation treaty signed in 1972 in Iran. Mr. Henley was denounced as a United Nations tool — “kooky stuff,” he called it — but the discovery of Salvinia in Caddo Lake last year overshadowed everything else. 

“We spent years here fighting politics, “ Mr. Turner said. “Now it’s Mother Nature.”

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/30/us/30lake.html?n=Top%2fReference%2fTimes%20Topics%2fSubjects%2fE%2fEnvironment&_r=1&oref=slogin&pagewanted=print

Navajos and Environmentalists Split on Power Plant 

By Felicity Barringer

The New York Times 

BURNHAM, N.M. — For the Navajo nation, energy is the most valuable currency. The tribal lands are rich with uranium, natural gas, wind, sun and, most of all, coal. 

But two coal-fired power plants here, including one on the reservation, belch noxious fumes, making the air among the worst in the state. Now the tribe is moving forward with plans for a bigger plant, Desert Rock, that Navajo authorities hope will bring in $50 million a year in taxes, royalties and other income by selling power to Phoenix and Las Vegas.

The plan has stirred opposition from some Navajos who regard the $3 billion proposal as a lethal “energy monster” that desecrates Father Sky and Mother Earth and from environmental groups that fear global warming implications from its carbon dioxide emissions. 

New Mexico, which has no authority over the tribal lands, has also expressed misgivings and has refused to grant the plant tax breaks.

The struggle is a homegrown version of the global debate on slowing climate change.

Developed countries are trying to reduce emissions of carbon dioxide, the most ubiquitous gas usually linked to climate change, and argue that rapidly growing nations like India and China should avoid building coal-fired power plants. The critics’ targets say it is unfair to keep them from powering their way to prosperity with cheap and abundant coal. 

The Navajo president, Joe Shirley Jr., said his tribe felt similar pressure. Mr. Shirley said the plant here would mean hundreds of jobs, higher incomes and better lives for some of the 200,000 people on the reservation. The tribe derives little direct financial benefit from the operation of the existing coal-fired plants and it has not yet invested heavily in casinos.

“Why pick on the little Navajo nation, when it’s trying to help itself?” he asked.

The Sierra Club and the Natural Resources Defense Council, teaming with local groups like the San Juan Citizens’ Alliance, point to environmental shortcomings in the federal government’s tentative blessing of the plant, as laid out in a 1,600-page draft environmental impact statement and an analysis by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 

The staff of Gov. Bill Richardson, a Democratic presidential aspirant, recently issued a statement saying that the plant “would be a significant new source of greenhouse gases and other pollution in the region” and that Mr. Richardson “believes, as planned, it would be a step in the wrong direction,” undoing his proposed reductions in emissions. 

In 2003, the Navajo invited Sithe Global Power, a merchant power company based in New York, to build the $3 billion 1,500-megawatt plant with the Navajo-owned Dine (pronounced dee-NAY) Power Authority.

In most respects, the plant would be relatively clean, with emissions of mercury, soot and smog-forming pollutants lower than most such operations. But each year, it would emit 12 million tons of carbon dioxide, the equivalent of adding 1.5 million average cars to the roads. 

Coal-fired electricity contributes more than half of the 57 million tons of annual carbon-dioxide emissions in New Mexico. Together, the two existing plants emit 29 million tons. 

Tom Johns, a vice president of Sithe Global Power, said he, too, was concerned about climate change. Desert Rock, Mr. Johns said, would be part of the solution.

“Carbon is emitted when we use energy,” Mr. Johns said. “By not building one plant but another or by using older inefficient plants instead of new ones, we don’t solve the problem. The solution to carbon issues is to be more efficient in how we use energy.” 

Worries about pollution from a new plant build on lingering concerns about the ill effects of previous energy exploitation on the tribal lands. Navajos have been sickened and killed by uranium tailings, leading the tribal government to ban uranium mining. Mercury contamination has led New Mexico to warn children and pregnant women against eating large carp and catfish from much of the San Juan River, which passes through the northeastern end of the 26,600-square-mile reservation. And the ozone levels in San Juan County, which includes the eastern part of the reservation, have exceeded suggested new federal standards.

Elouise Brown, a Navajo whose family is from the area around the proposed plant, has led a group called Dooda (pronounced dough-DAH) Desert Rock, Navajo for “No to Desert Rock,” in a seven-month protest at the site. 

The tribal council voted overwhelmingly to back the project, but Navajos are divided, with each side claiming to speak for the majority.

“It’s not just that it’s so close to my house or my family,” Ms. Brown said. “It’s the pollution and what the impacts are going to be from the pollution to all the people that live there. Not only the people that live there, but it adds to global warming. So it’s going to be a worldwide issue.”

The fight, in one of the emptiest regions, echoes in many respects the debates over the more than 100 proposals to build coal-fired power plants. 

Organizations like Environmental Defense and the Natural Resources Defense Council have the equivalent of strike forces criticizing proposed plants. They recently won a victory in Florida, where regulators rejected two plants. 

A major Texas utility, TXU, was bought by a financial group that agreed to scrap 8 of its 11 proposed coal-fired plants.

The Desert Rock fight is complicated by the status of the Navajos as a sovereign nation within a nation. Although some federal approvals are required for the project to proceed, no state regulators can tell the tribe what to do. Even with their divisions, the Navajos are thinking big about the possibilities. The tribal council is trying to find banks to lend it up to $750 million to buy a 25 percent ownership stake. 

The council also plans a transmission line to carry electricity from Desert Rock and, perhaps, future wind farms. 

The arrangement would be lucrative for the struggling tribe, which earns $102 million a year, much of it from selling coal and other minerals, and $400 million or so in government grants. The new power line might help send electricity to 20,000 remote houses — one-third of the residences on the reservation — that lack it. 

Local opponents, like Mike Eisenfeld of the San Juan group, are more concerned about potential health and environmental costs.

“Your conclusion when you read the federal environmental impact statement is things are so bad already that you won’t even notice another power plant,” Mr. Eisenfeld said.

Some backers of the plant hope that Desert Rock could be a proving ground for an experimental technology to reduce carbon emissions by capturing them and injecting them deep in the ground.

Mr. Johns of Sithe Global Power and Senator Jeff Bingaman, the New Mexico Democrat who is chairman of the Senate Energy Committee, expressed hope that the carbon-capture technology could be incorporated into the plant with an additional $1 billion investment.

The Senate Finance Committee approved a measure for a production tax credit of $20 a ton for sequestered carbon dioxide, and Mr. Bingaman said he was looking for bill to attach it as an amendment.

Mr. Shirley, the Navajo president, said he hoped that the plant would be running by 2012. That may be optimistic. The plans are subject to final approval not only by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, but also from at least three other federal agencies. If they come, lawsuits are a good possibility.

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/27/us/27navajo.html?n=Top%2fReference%2fTimes%20Topics%2fSubjects%2fE%2fEnvironment&pagewanted=print

Environmentalists Push, but Home Depot Refuses to Drop Ads on Fox News 

By Andrew Adam Newman

The New York Times

Activists are urging Home Depot, which recently unveiled an environmentally conscious marketing program, to withdraw advertising from Fox News, whose hosts and commentators dismiss global warming as liberal hysteria. But Home Depot is unswayed, and the environmentalists appear to be doing something they generally discourage: wasting energy.

A short video by Robert Greenwald, “Fox Attacks: The Environment,” has been viewed more than 380,000 times since it was posted on YouTube on July 9. Like his feature-length “Outfoxed: Rupert Murdoch’s War on Journalism,” the video highlights Fox News clips, in this case experts claiming that global warming caused by pollution is, among other things, a “hoax.” 

In April, Home Depot introduced an Eco Options label for thousands of products that it deemed environmentally friendly.

“You can’t say we’re green and give money to an organization that day after day, week after week and month after month says that global warming is something that is made up by a few kooky scientists,” Mr. Greenwald said. 

“It’s not our place to judge Fox News’s position or any other media outlet’s position on global warning,” responded Ron Jarvis, vice president for environmental innovation at the retailer, based in Atlanta. “Nor will we try to influence that position with our advertising dollars. We’re advertisers, not censors.” 

Mr. Jarvis said that he recently began receiving as many e-mail messages and calls urging Home Depot to continue advertising on Fox News as those from environmentalists.

Vaughan Turekian, chief international officer of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, which publishes the journal Science, said the truth about global warming is clear. 

The vast majority of “very, very capable scientists who have studied this issue for a long time have weighed in to say not only are the data showing that global temperatures are rising, but also that the linkage is clear between greenhouse gases and the rise in global temperature,” Mr. Turekian said.

Brian Lewis, a spokesman for Fox News, did not return a message seeking comment.

But Rupert Murdoch, chief executive of the News Corporation, which owns Fox News (and is making a bid for Dow Jones & Company, owner of The Wall Street Journal), is warming up to climate change. In a May 8 speech that Mr. Murdoch delivered via satellite to company employees worldwide, he unveiled a number of initiatives to reduce his businesses’ impact. 

“Climate change poses clear, catastrophic threats,” said Mr. Murdoch, who said that he recently purchased a hybrid vehicle. “There will always be journalists, including some of our own, who are skeptical, which is natural and healthy. But the debate is shifting from whether climate change is really happening to how to solve it.”

Home Depot, meanwhile, has not heard the last of Fox News’s detractors. Kristina Johnson, a spokeswoman for the Sierra Club, said that beginning tomorrow activists from groups like MoveOn.org would begin delivering copies of a petition with more than 40,000 signatures to Home Depot stores across the nation.

Mr. Greenwald’s company, Brave New Films, also recently posted a new video to YouTube, “Fox Attacks: Bloggers,” which chronicles the cable network’s animus toward liberal bloggers and urges viewers to call and complain to advertisers.

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/30/business/media/30depot.html

Int'l Grandmothers' Enviro Movement 

The New York Times

HOT SPRINGS, S.D. (AP) -- Several times a day over three days, 13 women from around the world, several in their 80s, gathered around an open fire as each led a prayer ceremony unique to her native tribe.

After each outdoor gathering they moved into a convention center auditorium, where they exchanged ideas and learned about problems that plague the Oglala Lakota who live on the nearby Pine Ridge Indian Reservation.

Among them: high unemployment, suicide, domestic violence, drug and alcohol abuse, diabetes and contaminated water.

The women share a common vision and mission to spare future generations problems that now vex much of society.

''It's hard to be proud of your cultural heritage and traditions if every day you face extinction,'' Debra White Plume of Manderson told the women.

The women, formally called the International Council of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers, come from Africa, Asia and the Americas. Their languages, cultures and traditions are as different as their lands.

''They're not women of politics. They're women of prayer,'' said Jeneane Prevatt of The Center for Sacred Studies in Sonora, Calif., who goes by the name Jyoti.

The indigenous grandmothers hope to ease war, pollution and social ills by teaching traditional ways that served their people long before the birth of modern peace and environmental movements.

Roughly every six months, they visit each other's homelands, most recently in June here in the southern Black Hills, near the Pine Ridge reservation that's home to two of the women, sisters Rita and Beatrice Long Visitor Holy Dance.

During the prayer ceremonies, they spoke very little. Often the only sounds were the crackling fire and traffic on a nearby road.

''We're praying for peace, which is not only the wars but in our homes and in the schools. We need that peace amongst children,'' said Beatrice Long Visitor Holy Dance, who believes social problems on the reservation are a direct result of people abandoning traditional ways of life.

The group first met in October 2004 in New York. So far their effort has earned them a meeting with the Dalai Lama and a relationship with the Bioneers environmental group.

The 13 women next plan to meet in October at San Rafael, Calif., for the annual conference of the Bioneers, who share the indigenous grandmothers' belief that there's a spiritual aspect to life and more to environmentalism than preventing pollution, said Nina Simons, co-executive director.

''We will never have environmental sanity and health while there are so many people living in abject poverty,'' she said. ''We can't expect people to care about the environment when they're worried about feeding their children.''

The grandmothers and Bioneers also believe that natural solutions can fix many modern problems, such as using a type of mushroom to digest petroleum spills, Simons said.

''Part of our challenge is to learn to have a relationship with nature that makes it healthier and stronger instead of weaker and depleted,'' she said.

The Black Hills conference attracted people from the United States, the United Kingdom, Switzerland, Spain, France, New Zealand, Australia, Japan, Mexico, Sweden, Nepal and Brazil.

Among the roughly 250 people attending the gathering was Jan Rhine of Newberg, Ore., who was raised in Africa by missionary parents. She said the grandmothers movement makes her appreciate a simpler way of life.

''As technology has grown, along with the gifts it brings, we've lost our roots to nature, to mother earth and to each other. And what they are doing is bringing back these old ways that they and their tribes have carried throughout the centuries, bringing it back into this new modern technology to help us remember who we really are and what this planet is really about,'' Rhine said.

http://www.nytimes.com/aponline/us/AP-Indigenous-Grandmothers.html?pagewanted=print

In California, Ban Ki-moon hails local initiatives to foster energy efficiency 

UN News Centre
27 July 2007 – Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, in California on a trip aimed at spotlighting the issue of climate change, today praised the state for taking measures to foster energy efficiency and invited Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger to United Nations talks on the issue this September. 

Speaking at a joint press conference with the Governor at the San José-based Echelon Corporation, which develops technology to improve energy efficiency, Mr. Ban called for measures to foster conservation, renewable fuels and private market incentives. 

“The UN's environment and development programmes play a lead role in crafting strategies for achieving these aims,” Mr. Ban said. “What's missing is political will and political leadership.” 

Mr. Ban praised Governor Schwarzenegger, saying he “has demonstrated what a difference leadership can make.” 

The Governor also hailed Mr. Ban for championing the cause. “You have called climate change the defining issue of the era, and so by making this the top United Nations priority I think is showing the kind of leadership that this really needs in order to tackle this big problem,” he said. 

California has embarked on an ambitious program to limit greenhouse gases with the target of cutting 25 per cent of emissions by 2020. “This is a very bold and courageous initiative,” said the Secretary-General. 

Mr. Ban pledged to encourage world leaders to embrace “a similarly bold vision – one that can be applied beyond this Golden State to the entire world.” He also invited the Governor to attend a high-level meeting on the issue that the Secretary-General is convening in New York on 24 September. 

“It will be very useful for other world leaders to hear from your vision and your experience,” the UN leader told the California Governor. “Initiatives by individual states and at the local government level or individual government initiatives – they are all welcome.” 

Asked whether he would accept the invitation, Governor Schwarzenegger replied, “Yes, of course. I feel honoured.” 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=23358&Cr=climate&Cr1=change

Secretary-General issues strong call for action to combat climate change 

UN News Centre

27 July 2007 – Warning that failure to act on climate change will have grave consequences for all countries, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today in San Francisco called for urgent international action to address the problem within the framework of the United Nations. 

“I am not a scientist; I am not an economist, but if you ask any scientist or economist they will tell you the science is clear, the economics are clear,” he told a breakfast meeting with staff of the San Francisco Chronicle. “They say action should have been taken yesterday, but it may not be too late if we take it today.” 

Mr. Ban said the international community has reached “almost the saturation point” on the issue, which the UN “takes very seriously.” 

The Secretary-General emphasized the toll that climate change is taking on developing countries, pointing out that they do not have the resources to cope that are available in developed States. “It is ironic that those people who have least [contributed] to this cause will have the brunt of serious responsibility [for its consequences],” he said, declaring: “The industrialized countries must help.” 

Mr. Ban laid out a clear timetable for action. The intergovernmental process includes a meeting of the General Assembly next week as well as the holding of a high-level meeting Mr. Ban will convene in New York on 24 September. Negotiations will begin in December in Bali. 

The Kyoto Protocol, the international community's current framework for reducing greenhouse gas emissions, will expire in 2012, and Mr. Ban said a successor pact must be ready for ratification three years before that date to allow countries to make it law in time. 

Asked about the role of the United States, Mr. Ban said he had a “very good meeting” on the issue 10 days ago with President George W. Bush, who “now realizes the seriousness” of the problem. 

US leadership on climate change will be “very important,” said Mr. Ban. The status quo “cannot be an option” for the US, which should, “look beyond its national situation.” 

All industrialized countries must show leadership on the issue, he said. “They should think about the future, not the present situation”

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=23353&Cr=Climate&Cr1=change#

House to take up renewable energy bill this week

By Alan Zibel

The Associated Press

House lawmakers are expected to debate this week a hotly contested effort to require electric utilities to produce more power from renewable sources such as wind and biomass.

The proposal is strongly opposed by the utility industry's biggest trade group, the Edison Electric Institute, and by Atlanta-based Southern Co., a major coal burner that has made defeating the measure a priority. 

In a letter sent to lawmakers last week, Thomas Kuhn, the trade group's president, said the industry is "deeply concerned" by the proposal, arguing that it would discriminate against utilities in places without lots of wind or other renewable resources.

However, the American Wind Energy Association, which includes big wind turbine makers such as General Electric Co., is aggressively pushing for it, running a series of television ads that argue wind power is an economic boon for rural areas.

The wind industry also argues that the requirement would reduce emissions of heat-trapping gases linked to global warming. "This is really an industry that is betting the country is going to do the right thing," said Gregory Wetstone, the wind trade group's director of government affairs.

A similar proposal failed last month in the Senate after Republicans refused to let the measure come up for a vote.

A proposed amendment to a broad energy package by Rep. Tom Udall, D-N.M., would require power companies to increase use of wind turbines, solar panels, biomass, geothermal energy or other renewable sources to produce at least 20 percent of their electricity by 2020. Only about 2.3 percent of the country's electricity is produced that way now.

The House proposal would be a more ambitious target than a Senate proposal that would have set a 15 percent target for renewables by 2020. Similar requirements already exist in 24 states and Washington, D.C., according to statistics compiled by Edison Electric Institute.

While many utilities around the country are able to meet state-level renewable requirements through the installation of wind turbines, Southern Co. says there are not enough windy areas in the Southeast for wind to be practical there.

The company has calculated that, to meet the requirements by burning biomass to make electricity, it would have to plant crops on an area the size of Connecticut, said Southern Co. spokesman Jason Cuevas.

"It would be an expensive proposal and one that we could not realistically meet in a cost-effective manner for our customers," Cuevas said.

Atlantic tropical storms more than doubled in a century in steps

By Randolph E. Schmid

The Associated Press

The number of tropical storms developing annually in the Atlantic Ocean more than doubled over the past century, with the increase taking place in two jumps, researchers say.

The increases coincided with rising sea surface temperature, largely the byproduct of human-induced climate warming, researchers Greg J. Holland and Peter J. Webster concluded. Their findings were being published online Sunday by Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London. Holland is director of mesoscale and microscale meteorology at the National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colo.

An official at the National Hurricane Center called the research "sloppy science" and said technological improvements in observing storms accounted for the increase. 

From 1905 to 1930, the Atlantic-Gulf Coast area averaged six tropical cyclones per year, with four of those storms growing into become hurricanes.

The annual average jumped to 10 tropical storms and five hurricanes from 1931 to 1994. From 1995 to 2005, the average was 15 tropical storms and eight hurricanes annually.

Even in 2006, widely reported as a mild year, there were 10 tropical storms.

"We are currently in an upward swing in frequency of named storms and hurricanes that has not stabilized," said Holland.

"I really do not know how much further, if any, that it will go, but my sense is that we shall see a stabilization in frequencies for a while, followed by potentially another upward swing if global warming continues unabated," Holland said.

It is normal for chaotic systems such as weather and climate to move in sharp steps rather than gradual trends, he said.

"What did surprise me when we first found it in 2005 was that the increases had developed for so long without us noticing it," he said in an interview via e-mail.

Holland said about half the U.S. population and "a large slice" of business are "directly vulnerable" to hurricanes.

"Our urban and industrial planning and building codes are based on past history," he said. If the future is different, "then we run the very real risk of these being found inadequate, as was so graphically displayed by (Hurricane) Katrina in New Orleans."

Hurricanes derive their energy from warm ocean water. North Atlantic surface temperature increased about 1.3 degrees Fahrenheit during the 100-year period studied. Other researchers have calculated that at least two-thirds of that warming can be attributed to human and industrial activities.

Some experts have sought to blame changes in the sun. But a recent study by British and Swiss experts concluded that "over the past 20 years, all the trends in the sun that could have had an influence on the Earth's climate have been in the opposite direction to that required to explain the observed rise in global mean temperatures."

As the sea surface temperatures warm, they cause changes in atmospheric wind fields and circulations, and these changes are responsible for the changes in storm frequency, Holland said.

Chris Landsea, science and operations officer at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's National Hurricane Center, said the study is inconsistent in its use of data.

The work, he said, is "sloppy science that neglects the fact that better monitoring by satellites allows us to observe storms and hurricanes that were simply missed earlier. The doubling in the number of storms and hurricanes in 100 years that they found in their paper is just an artifact of technology, not climate change."

But Kerry Emanuel, a hurricane expert at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, said the study was significant. "It refutes recent suggestions that the upward trend in Atlantic hurricane activity is an artifact of changing measurement systems," said Emanuel, who was not part of the research team.

Improvements in observation began with aircraft flights into storms in 1944 and satellite observations in 1970. The transitions in hurricane activity that were noted in the paper occurred around 1930 and 1995.

"We are of the strong and considered opinion that data errors alone cannot explain the sharp, high-amplitude transitions between the climatic regimes, each with an increase of around 50 percent in cyclone and hurricane numbers," wrote Webster, of Georgia Institute of Technology, and Holland.

EPA Picks 6 Firms for Climate Change Division Jobs

By David Hubler

The Washington Post

The Environmental Protection Agency has selected six companies with expertise in environmental issues and climate change to continue to provide technical assistance and outreach services to its Climate Change Division. 

The multiple-award contract sets individual ceilings for the companies, ranging from $27 million to $39.4 million. The maximum value is about $204 million, according to EPA solicitation documents.

Among those awarded is Perrin Quarles Associates in Charlottesville, selected as a small-business set-aside. The company could earn up to $32 million.

The other winners are ICF International of Fairfax; Science Applications International Corp. of San Diego; Stratus Consulting of Boulder, Colo.; Eastern Research Group of Lexington, Mass.; and Research Triangle Institute of Research Triangle Park, N.C.

"Interest in climate change has soared recently in the United States, and we expect EPA's policies and programs to expand and evolve rapidly over the next five years," Randall Freed, ICF's senior vice president and climate change expert, said in a news release. ICF will provide expertise in the use of clean technologies to control greenhouse gas emissions, he said.

The new contract replaces two smaller EPA contracts that ICF had and nearly doubles the amount of work, the company said. ICF could earn up to $37.4 million. The company holds five other prime EPA contracts on climate change issues.

As the small-business set-aside contract winner, Perrin Quarles Associates plans to bid on all task orders issued under the contract, said Perrin Quarles, the company's president. He said the tasks include scientific, economic and engineering analyses, developing software systems and tools, and participating in public outreach programs. "We're offering to do all of that, as everyone is," Quarles said.

The company is working with EPA's environmental outreach programs in Central America and Asia, he said. "We also have been helping [EPA] develop its greenhouse gas emissions report to the United Nations," Quarles said.

SAIC has provided climate-change-related services to EPA in the past, but this deal represents the company's first prime contract with the Climate Change Division, said Michael Mondshine, a program manager with the company. SAIC could earn up to $27 million through the contract.

Stratus Consulting has helped EPA resolve greenhouse gas emissions problems since 1996, said Joel Smith, a vice president at Stratus. "We've looked at the consequences of climate change and have done work on the science of climate change," he said. Along with EPA, Stratus also is helping several states develop energy-efficiency programs. The contract has a potential value of $39.4 million for Stratus.

The contract is Eastern Research Group's third similar EPA award in 10 years, said Heidi Schultz, vice president and director of climate and energy services. Climate change is one of many environmental topics in which the company specializes, she said.

ERG is participating in EPA's Landfill Methane Outreach Program, which advises communities on how to turn the toxic gas generated by landfills into electricity to heat homes, offices and greenhouses. "We help EPA identify opportunities for beneficial use of that methane and work with communities to help them understand it," Schultz said.

The contract could bring in $30.9 million for ERG and $37.9 million for Research Triangle Institute.

Garbage's burning question; As Toronto finds distant holes for its waste, the 905 sees incineration in a new, appealing light

By Phinjo Gombu

The Toronto Star

Despite skepticism and some opposition, Durham Region is deeply committed to building the GTA's first garbage incinerator in 15 years, says the region's works commissioner.

"Years ago, there was a fundamental commitment by Durham Region that there would be no new landfills established (here)," says Cliff Curtis. "And council seems to have bought into the concept that we need to look after our own waste."

That seems to be a unique position in the GTA, where disposing of trash in one's own backyard tends to stink politically. 

Sustainable self-sufficiency, with acceptance of some risk, is a goal other regions seem to be avoiding. Toronto and Peel have signed long-term deals to use landfills outside the GTA, though Peel already incinerates half its waste. York plans to turn some of its garbage into pellets to be burned somewhere else. For the time being, Halton has decided to continue to use a Milton landfill.

After the province promised Michigan legislators that Ontario would stop shipping garbage to landfills in the state by 2010, councils across the GTA scrambled to find alternatives.

Most have taken a step back from incineration, long fraught with concerns about emissions.

Halton Region decided to defer considering an energy-from-waste incinerator for five years.

Peel signed a long-term deal with a landfill near Sarnia for half of its trash, despite the fact its Algonquin Power plant in Brampton, built in 1992, already burns almost 140,000 tonnes of garbage a year and is undergoing a retrofit so it can dispose of more.

York signed a deal with a Vaughan company to produce burnable pellets compressed from garbage, while reducing its stake in the joint incinerator project with Durham. Toronto shut down its polluting Commissioners St. incinerator in 1988, and Mayor David Miller has dismissed considering another.

Incinerators are criticized in part because they need a constant stream of garbage to be economically viable. Environmentalists argue that runs counter to efforts to reduce and recycle, principles to which every GTA region has committed itself.

Incinerators are also viewed as a health hazard. But don't say that to the Durham politicians who recently returned from Europe, wowed by advances in incineration technology and how people and smokestacks live cheek-by-jowl, apparently without conflict or fear. "I have a high level of confidence in (incineration)," said Durham Councillor Howie Herrema.

For Curtis, the decision by Toronto to buy the Green Lane landfill site near London, Ont., is a short-term solution. "We are just filling up holes in the ground and eventually we will run out of holes."

York Region was supposed to have been a 50-50 partner with Durham in the joint incinerator project. Its recent decision to slash that involvement brought temporary hope to critics that the plan was dead. Not so, insists Curtis.

"We are still proceeding with the environmental assessment (for the incinerator). The preliminary business case we ran shows it will work even if Durham has to go alone."

It has been scaled down a bit, though. Original plans called for a plant capable of burning more than 250,000 tonnes a year. It's now 200,000 tonnes, Curtis said.

But if the tender call for the plant goes out by year's end as planned, it should be ready around 2011.

The trash stream that was supposed to come from York will be replaced in part by garbage generated by population growth in Durham and neighbouring municipalities such as Peterborough and Northumberland County, which have expressed interest in using it. And there's nothing to prevent York from increasing the amount it wishes to send to the Durham plant in years to come, Curtis said.

Rod Muir, of the Sierra Club of Canada, is skeptical as to whether the plant will be built. "I think politicians (in Durham) for the last three or four years have been kidding themselves if they think (finding a site for an incinerator) will be easier than finding landfill," he said.

Four of the five proposed sites are in Clarington, with a fifth in East Gwillimbury. 

Opposition has been slowly growing in Clarington, already home to a nuclear reactor, and East Gwillimbury's council has said they don't want it.

But even though Durham appears to be going it alone for now in championing incineration, it may yet find itself in good company.

Niagara Region and Hamilton have talked of building a joint incinerator, though Niagara has backed away from permitting one within its borders. And Rob Rivers, Halton Region's director of waste management, explains that his region's decision to defer incineration plans doesn't preclude a change of heart five years down the road.

Toronto may someday find itself ringed by incinerators, even as its trash trucks rumble down Highway 401 toward Green Lane.

http://www.thestar.com/News/article/241213

Xerox unveils first-of-its-kind paper that uses less trees while saving customers money

Canada NewsWire

Aligning business innovation with environmental responsibility, Xerox Canada today unveiled a first-of-its-kind paper for digital printing that uses half as many trees as traditional paper, while lowering the cost to mail printed material.

Developed by scientists and engineers at the Xerox Media and Compatibles Technology Center, a lab devoted to paper innovation located in Webster, N.Y., the Xerox High Yield Business Paper(TM) is a mechanical fiber paper that overcomes operational problems, such as curling and dust, which until now prevented mechanical fiber papers from being used with digital print devices.

Xerox High Yield Business Paper is made through a "greener" process than standard paper used with digital printers. For example, High Yield Business Paper uses 90 percent of the tree versus only 45 percent being used to create traditional digital printing paper. In addition, High Yield Business Paper requires less water and chemicals and is produced in a plant using hydroelectricity to partially power the pulping process. This process reduces fossil fuel use and results in up to a 75 percent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. 

"What's good for the environment and what's good for business come together in Xerox High Yield Business Paper," said Steve Simpson, vice president and general manager, Xerox Paper and Supplies Business Unit. "This paper brings the benefits of traditional mechanical fiber paper to digital printers who produce high quality, shorter-life print applications. And it delivers an environmentally friendly option with increased savings to our customers."

The lighter weight of High Yield Business Paper makes it ideal for transactional printers and direct-mail centers seeking to reduce shipping costs. A printer who used a carton of the new paper to print and mail 1,000 5-sheet sets of a document would save $80 in mailing costs because of its lighter weight.

Xerox believes print shops will use it to preprint offset shells for transactional documents like invoices, statements, and direct mail pieces, then use a digital press to add highlight colour or personalized information, such as names and regional details, to draw attention to documents. The paper can be used to produce manuals, catalogs and brochures, all key digital print jobs for commercial and in-plant printers.

The mechanics of it all

The pulp used for Xerox's uncoated 45 lb. text (17.7 lb. bond/67 gsm) sheet is produced by mechanically grinding wood into papermaking pulp instead of using the chemical pulping process traditional for producing digital business papers. The mechanical process converts more than 90 percent of wood weight to papermaking fiber, double the 45 percent yield from chemical pulping.

Xerox High Yield Business Paper has 10 percent more sheets per pound yet performs like 50 lb. text (20 lb. bond/75 gsm) made by a chemical pulping process, which is the most widely used type of paper for digital printing and copying. This reduces the cost per roll or 500-sheet ream, helping print providers increase profit margins.

With opacity - show-through resistance - equal to that of traditional 60 lb. text (24 lb. bond/90 gsm), the result is high quality, two-side printing where images and text on one side are barely visible from the other side of the paper.

"The functionality, weight and brightness of Xerox's High Yield Business Paper opens up new application opportunities and cost savings to print providers using digital equipment," said Merilyn Dunn, director, InfoTrends Communication Supplies Consulting Service. "This mechanical fiber paper fills a gap in the printing industry and is a great addition to Xerox's extensive paper portfolio."

High Yield Business Paper has a level of 84 brightness on a scale of one to 100 with 100 being the brightest and is whitened using a chlorine-free process. This softer shade allows for easy reading, making it ideal for short-run books, educational printing such as supplemental course books and worksheets, and temporary business documents, which do not need a long archival life.

Xerox High Yield Business Paper is designed to work on a variety of digital systems, including the Xerox DocuTech(R) and Xerox Nuvera(R) production families, Xerox 4110 Enterprise Printing Systems and Xerox continuous-feed digital printers. The product is offered in 10-ream cartons of 500 8.5" x 11" sheets or in 40" and 50" diameter rolls.

Availability

Xerox High Yield Business Paper is available for order taking in North America beginning August 1 through Xerox's direct sales force, authorized resellers and at http://www.xerox.com/supplies. Continuous-feed rolls are a custom solution available through Xerox Supplies sales representatives in North America.

'Ignition,' edited by Jonathan Isham and Sissel Waage; What the average person can do to fight global warming and spark a movement.
By Susan Salter Reynolds 

The Los Angeles Times

Scores of books on global warming have been published since rising temperatures first made headlines and inspired an increase in climate modeling in the 1980s.

The 1990s saw a blizzard of scientific papers and efforts in the media to both disentangle and capitalize on disagreement over the existence, threat and future of global warming trends.

The new millennium, post-Kyoto, added a fresh layer of acronyms as organizations sprang up to encourage research and activism. National Geographic called 2004 the year that global warming "got respect"; it was also the year of the movie "The Day After Tomorrow." In May 2006, "An Inconvenient Truth" debuted on-screen, with Al Gore bringing the issue home in the same way that Rachel Carson's 1962 book, "Silent Spring," convinced readers around the world of the toxic threat of pesticides and other chemicals to our health and the health of the planet.

Now that the debate over whether the climate is changing and whether human activity is contributing to this change has been settled according to the vast majority of scientists, the literature has gotten tighter, more focused and easier to digest.

Elizabeth Kolbert's 2006 book, "Field Notes From a Catastrophe," explained the mechanisms of climate change -- in particular the "feedback loops" that amplify the effect of higher temperatures on the environment and that make the danger to life more imminent each year -- in a stunningly clear scientific and literary way.

Part of its beauty lay in the fact that, unlike so many books on climate change, Kolbert's was told in a single voice, making it much easier to follow.

However, because the problem is so enormous, encompassing many scientific disciplines, not to mention social, political, economic, technological and psychological fields, books on climate change are most often written by teams of experts and academics.

Two seemingly incongruous problems arise with this model: first, too much diversity, a wide variety of writing styles under a single cover (each chapter forces the reader to refocus, to suss out that particular author's agenda); and second, a lack of diversity in point of view, not only political but also professional (usually heavily weighted on the academic end of the spectrum).

The first problem loses readers; the second is one of the gravest issues facing the environmental and climate-change movements: preaching to the converted. What good is all this work and time and money if it is spent creating, in effect, an emotional ark for the smug and chosen few?

"Ignition" goes a long way toward solving these two problems, in part, one suspects, because Bill McKibben, one of the greatest thinkers and writers on humans and nature, was one of the forces behind a march across Vermont last summer that framed and inspired this book as well as featured many of its contributors. Although there are many authors, there is a stylistic coherence one usually doesn't see in books on climate change.

More important, "Ignition" vastly enlarges the ark. The authors contend that climate change, what McKibben once called "the mother of all environmental challenges," is not just an environmental issue. It is all about community. Although scientists and economists provided the initial spark, only a widespread social movement, like the civil rights movement, will ensure the kinds of changes needed to reverse current trends. Nothing less than conscious evolution is required.

Although most of the contributors have academic backgrounds and many are longtime activists, they come from a wide array of professions: policymakers such as Gus Speth, dean of the Yale School of Forestry & Environmental Studies; attorneys; the heads of organizations including Greenpeace and Physicians for Social Responsibility; research scientists; a religious activist; economists; grant-givers; historians of social movements; and students.

Some of the chapters are quite practical, offering guidelines for framing issues, making movements successful and collaborative efforts to break congressional gridlock. A few read like speeches or lectures, but they are a small minority.

The afterword is written by two students in their early 20s, "the generation that came of age on September 11, 2001."

The lesson young people learned from that tragedy, they write, is that when the fate of the world is really at stake, our leaders often fail us, either calling for "baby steps" or scaring "Americans into thinking that nothing can be done about it."

"To avoid catastrophe in our generation," they write, "we need to start changing fundamentally the way the whole world produces and consumes energy in less than eight years.

"We cannot wait for Washington."

http://www.latimes.com/features/lifestyle/la-et-book30jul30,1,3128718.story?ctrack=7&cset=true

====================================================================

ROLAC Media Update

_____________________________________________________________________________

www.tierramerica.net
Argentina Aims to Expand Its Maritime Frontier
By By Marcela Valente* - IPS/IFEJ

The sea floor of the South American continental platform holds vast energy, mineral and genetic wealth. Argentina wants to claim its share. 
BUENOS AIRES, Jul 30 (Tierramérica).- Argentina is hoping push its national boundary to the east and incorporate a vast territory with energy and other natural resources of strategic value under the Atlantic Ocean. To do this, the country must demonstrate that its continental platform goes beyond the established international limit of 200 nautical miles.

An area off the Argentine coast of at least 700,000 square kilometers -- equal to one-third of Argentina's land surface -- holds petroleum, natural gas, minerals and genetic resources of high value for industry, an expert who is following the technical studies closely said in an interview, and who requested anonymity.

To draw up a definitive proposal for its maritime border, in 1997 Argentina created the National Commission of the Continental Platform Exterior Limit (COPLA), an inter-ministerial technical team that reportedly has already gathered 90 percent of the information necessary to demonstrate exactly where its territory covered by the ocean comes to an end.

Countries with ocean coasts have sovereign rights over the sea bed and subsoil to 200 nautical miles from land, which is known as the exclusive economic zone, or to where its continental platform ends, including the slope, up to a maximum of 350 miles. That includes the platform's natural resources, but not the water that covers it.

The data obtained in laboratories and sea missions will have to be presented before May 2009 to the Commission on Continental Platform Boundaries, a technical body of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, which will decide whether to authorize the new border demarcation.

Argentina is one of the 119 countries that in 1982 signed the Convention, considered a constitutional charter for the world's oceans, and which so far has been joined by 155 countries. The signatories agreed to a 10-year period in which nations could present their proposals for continental platform boundaries, counting from 1999.

According to the preliminary studies in Argentina, the country's continental border extends to 350 nautical miles in some areas, and in others even farther. "The proposal is going to approved without prejudice that it may be debated whether the limit is set five miles more here or five miles less there," said the source.

Interviewed for this article, marine geologist Salvador Aliotta, with the Argentine Institute of Oceanography, explained that countries' sovereignty over 200 miles off their coasts "constitutes a geographical limit, not geological."

"The fact there is a layer of water over the land marks just an instant in the geological history, but the continent extends under the sea and all that there is in the soil and subsoil on dry land can also be found under the sea soil," added Aliotta.

The expert noted that several companies are already exploiting oil fields in Argentine waters, extracting petroleum and natural gas, and he suggested that the possibility is also being explored to extract frozen methane, a fuel found at more than 1,000 meters underground.

But in the sea depths there are also minerals: iron, zinc and others of strategic industrial use, like polymetallic nodules of manganese, and cobalt or sulfur crusts, whose exploitation is being made increasingly possible as technology develops, he said.

The new jurisdiction would not include the water above the sea bed and, as such, does not include the area's fishery resources. However, there are living resources that form part of the sea floor.

In some not-so-deep areas there are species that live in contact with the sea bed, like mussels (Mytilidae) or scallops (Pectinidae). But there are also areas with genetic resources that have great potential for use in the pharmaceutical industry, said the source with ties to the report. 

It is essential to be very cautious with these little-known species, said doctor Claudio Campagna, of the National Patagonia Center and executive director of the Sea Modeling project, for sustainable conservation of the Patagonian waters.

"The bentonic environments -- over the sea bed -- beyond the 200-mile mark are unknown as far as their biodiversity, but it is hoped precisely because of this that they have great value for biology," said Campagna, a biologist with a doctorate from the University of California.

"In the slope are transversal canyons that unite the platform with the ocean basin, which need to be evaluated from the perspective of diversity and conservation," he said.

Campagna believes that placing those resources under Argentine jurisdiction would put them in an administrative framework that is stricter than the one existing as part of international waters.

"The current state of things does not facilitate monitoring. In contrast, in the context of sovereign interests there would be advances that are more difficult to achieve in the diffuse scenario of international waters," he said.

This could be beneficial only if the resources' biological relevance is the priority, but "as this has not been the case worldwide so far, the result would continue to be uncertain," commented Campagna.

Like Argentina, there are other maritime countries that are preparing their presentations for the Law of the Sea commission. One is Great Britain, which not only will propose the extension of borders of the platform surrounding its islands in the North Atlantic, but also around the Falkland/Malvinas in the South Atlantic, which involves Argentina in a sovereignty dispute.

The islands that Argentina claims as its own have been occupied by Britain since the 19th century. According to technical studies, the Falkland/Malvinas are inside Argentina's continental platform. The COPLA report does not comment on this matter.

The Argentine commission, made up of officials from the Foreign Ministry, the Finance Ministry and the Naval Hydrography Service, is limited to technical work, but its reports and the international response will not be able to avoid the sovereignty dispute. 

* This story is part of a series of features on sustainable development by IPS - Inter Press Service, and IFEJ - the International Federation of Environmental Journalists.
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Attacks against Afghan schools continue to disrupt education – UN

30 July - Security incidents in schools and threats against students and teachers in Afghanistan have spiked in recent months, disrupting education in the country, which this year has seen some of the worst violence since the fall of the Taliban in 2001, according to the United Nations mission there.

“Over 30 attacks against schools, many involving the torching or blowing up of school premises have been reported in all parts of the country from January until June,” Nilab Mobarez, Information Officer with the UN Assistance Mission in

Afghanistan (UNAMA), said at a press conference in Kabul today.

Deliberate attacks on girls and female teachers have resulted in at least four deaths and six injuries so far this year, he told reporters.

According to estimates by the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 262 of the total 740 schools in the southern provinces of Helmand, Kandahar, Uruzgan and Zabul are currently unable to provide education to their students.

“UNAMA appeals to all parties concerned for the resumption of normal education activities across the country, particularly in the south, so that boys and girls can exercise their right to education in a peaceful and secure environment,” Mr. Mobarez said.

Speaking out recently against continued attacks against schools and schoolchildren, Catherine Mbengue, UNICEF’s Representative in Afghanistan, expressed the agency’s concern at the incidents and intimidation in some communities aimed at stopping families from sending children to school. “Schools of course are a visible sign of reconstruction and progress, and there are those who perhaps fear such progress,” she stated.

UNICEF continues to be in discussion with local leaders, village elders and religious leaders to identify ways in which education can be continued, she said, adding that the agency stands ready to support any initiative “that will keep children learning in safety.”

Women’s advocate, Qatari ambassador chosen to head UN regional bodies

30 July - Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has named a leading women’s rights advocate from Singapore and the former Qatari ambassador to the United States to head up the world body’s regional arms working to advance economic and social development in Asia. Noeleen Heyzer of Singapore will head the Bangkok-based UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), UN spokesperson Marie Okabe announced today in New York.

Ms. Heyzer has been “the first executive director from the South to head the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), where she has worked to promote women’s empowerment and gender equality,” she stated.

She will replace Kim Hak-Su of the Republic of Korea, who has held the post of Executive Secretary of ESCAP since 2000. Mr. Ban also appointed Bader Al-Dafa of Qatar as the Executive Secretary of the UN Economic and Social Commission for

Western Asia (ESCWA).

His long and distinguished career includes representing his country in the Russian Federation, France, Egypt and Spain, and most recently in the United States where he also served as Qatar’s observer at the Organization of American States.

Mr. Al-Dafa will begin his Beirut-based appointment in early August, Ms. Okabe stated.

Conviction of Government soldiers in DR Congo welcomed by UN mission

30 July - The United Nations peacekeeping mission to the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) today welcomed the conviction by a Congolese court of nine Government soldiers for killing 31 unarmed civilians last year.

The court in Bunia, the capital of Ituri province in the north-east of the country, found nine defendants guilty of war crimes, rape, arson, pillaging and murder, UN spokesperson Marie Okabe told reporters in New York.

The court handed down lengthy sentences, including life in prison for the leader of the assault on 11 August 2006.

Most of the victims had been displaced by the violence in the vast Central African nation in recent years.

The UN mission, known as MONUC, said that although the ruling sends a strong message again impunity in the DRC, much remains to be done, including the prosecution of other similar cases.

In a related development, a UN independent expert said that violence against women in the DRC “seems to be perceived by large sectors of society to be normal.”

Yakin Ertürk, the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences, observed in a statement that “tragically, in a resource-rich country like DRC, poverty is all too striking and women disproportionately bear its hardships and burden.”

Ms. Ertürk visited the country from 16 to 27 July, and focused primarily on sexual violence, which she said “is rampant and committed by non-state armed groups, the Armed Forces of the DRC, the National Congolese Police and increasingly also by civilians.”

The situation in South Kivu province – which she said is the worst crisis she has come across so far – must be addressed immediately, she said.

The South Kivu Provincial Synergie on Sexual Violence, which brings together Government, UN and civil society representatives, has recorded 4,500 sexual violence cases in the first half of this year.

“The real number of cases is certainly many times higher as most victims live in inaccessible areas, are afraid to report or did not survive the violence,” the Rapporteur said.

The atrocities – mostly committed by foreign non-state armed groups – are “of an unimaginable brutality that goes far beyond rape” and are “structured around rape and sexual slavery and aim at the complete physical and psychological destruction of women with implications for the entire society,” she noted.

So far, the DRC armed forces, known as FARDC, have not been able to halt the violence against women in South Kivu.

Therefore, Ms. Ertürk said, the international community and the Government must act urgently to bring an end to such atrocities.

The FARDC, the National Congolese Police (PNC) and other State security forces also commit acts of sexual violence which is not isolated to the country’s troubled east. Particularly troubling is that major perpetrators of grave human rights violations are not excluded from being integrated into the regular armed forces, thus allowing a high number of such men to assume high ranks in the military.

The Rapporteur voiced alarm that in Equateur Province, the PNC and FARDC launch reprisal attacks targeting civilians and involving “indiscriminate pillaging, torture and mass rape.” Last December, the 70 members of the PNC took revenge for

the burning of a police station by torturing civilians and raping over three dozen women, as well as an 11-year-old girl, and yet no police officers have been charged or arrested, she said.

Security Council extends UN mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea

30 July - The Security Council today agreed to extend the mandate by six months of the United Nations peacekeeping mission monitoring the ceasefire that ended the border war between Ethiopia and Eritrea in 2000, voicing concern about the ongoing tensions between the two African neighbours. In a unanimous resolution, Council members said repeated violations by both sides of the Temporary

Security Zone (TSZ) along the border, and continued delays in the demarcation of that border, were creating a “potentially unstable security situation.”

The resolution called on Eritrea to immediately withdraw its troops and heavy military equipment from the

TSZ and on Ethiopia to reduce the number of additional military forces recently introduced in areas next to the TSZ, and urged both sides to de-escalate the situation by returning to December 2004 levels of deployment.

Ethiopia and Eritrea should show maximum restraint towards each other, refraining from threats of force or ending their exchange of hostile statements, the resolution added.

Earlier this month, in a report to the Council, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon had asked that the mandate of the UN Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea (UNMEE) be extended until the end of January next year – a request the Council endorsed today.

The Council resolution and Mr. Ban’s report also reiterated previous appeals to Eritrea to lift all restrictions it has imposed on UNMEE’s movement and operations, and said it would reconsider any changes to UNMEE depending on future progress towards demarcation.

The demarcation of the border has stalled despite the Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission (EEBC) handing down a final and binding decision in 2002, and today’s resolution voiced frustration at the lack of recent progress on the issue.

It stressed that Ethiopia and Eritrea also have primary responsibility for implementing the Algiers Agreements, the pacts which ended the border war in 2000, and called on the two countries to take concrete steps to resume and complete the demarcation process.

The EEBC has convened a meeting with Ethiopia and Eritrea in New York on 6 September, a move that has been welcomed by the Council.

The 15-member panel also welcomed a recent letter from the Ethiopian Foreign Minister to the Council President saying that his Government has accepted the EEBC border decision without preconditions, and called on Ethiopia to immediately take action to enable the Commission to carry out that decision.

Top UN envoy congratulates Iraq on capturing football’s Asian Cup

30 July - Congratulating Iraq’s football team on its victory in the Asian Cup, the senior United Nations envoy in Baghdad today urged the people of the war-torn country to realize this potential for victory in other aspects of their national life.

Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Special Representative, Ashraf Qazi, said in a statement that “the determination and ability that Iraqis brought to the game was a reminder that Iraq possesses so much potential.”

He also urged Iraqis “to come together to realize it in other aspects of the nation’s life.”

Last week, the Special Representative condemned two bomb attacks reportedly claiming the lives of more than 50 football fans after the Iraqi team’s semi-final victory.

In a related development, Mr. Qazi – recalling previous statements urging the abolition of the death penalty in Iraq – deplored the execution of a man convicted of participation in the August 2003 attack on United Nations Headquarters in Baghdad which killed Sergio Vieira de Mello and claimed the lives of 21 others.

Awraz Abdul-Aziz Mahmoud Sa’id, also known as Abu Umar Al-Kurdi, was convicted to death by the Iraqi Central Criminal Court on 30 March 2006 after being convicted for several terror-related offences. His death sentence was upheld by the Court of Cassation last August and subsequently ratified by the Presidency Council.

In a statement issued yesterday, Mr. Qazi “stressed the importance of fair trial principles that must be applied during criminal proceedings in the context of the fight against impunity, and in accordance with Human Rights Treaties to which Iraq is a signatory.”

The UN rejects the death penalty, including in cases of war crimes, crimes against humanity and genocide. The Special Representative also repeated his hope that the Iraqi Government will prevent further executions from taking place.

UN welcomes start of disarmament process in Côte d’Ivoire

30 July - United Nations officials in Côte d’Ivoire welcomed a “flame of peace” ceremony held there today to officially launch the disarmament process by setting fire to weapons handed over by rebels.

Abou Moussa, the Officer-in-Charge of the UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI), and a delegation of senior officials attended today’s ceremony in the northern town of Bouaké, a stronghold of the former Forces Nouvelles rebel group.

President Laurent Gbagbo and Prime Minister Guillaume Soro each set fire to the stockpiled weapons during the ceremony, which was also attended by Burkina Faso’s President Blaise Compaoré, the facilitator of the peace process in Côte d’Ivoire,

as well as by the heads of State of South Africa, Togo, Guinea-Bissau, Mali and Benin, and representatives of Angola, Ghana, Niger, Senegal and the international community.

“The important symbolism of the event marks the determination of the Ivorian authorities to reunify their country and their commitment to taking all the necessary steps, as outlined in the Ouagadougou Political Agreement, that would lead to the holding of credible elections,” UNOCI said in a press release issued in Abidjan.

The Ouagadougou deal, reached in March, is an attempt to heal the divide in Côte d’Ivoire, which has been split between the Government-controlled south and the Forces Nouvelles-held north since 2002.

The pact calls, among other steps, for: creating a new transitional government; organizing free and fair presidential elections; merging the Forces Nouvelles and the national defence and security forces through the establishment of an integrated command centre; dismantling the militias, disarming ex-combatants and enrolling them in civil services

programmes; and replacing the “zone of confidence” separating north and south with a green line to be monitored by UNOCI.

In first plenary on climate change, General Assembly to seek speedy action

30 July - The United Nations General Assembly tomorrow opens its first-ever plenary session devoted exclusively to climate change, seeking to translate the growing scientific consensus on the problem into a broad political consensus for action following alarming UN reports earlier this year on its potentially devastating effects.

The two-day meeting features interactive panel discussions with climate change experts, a plenary debate with statements on national strategies and international commitments by Member States, as well as addresses by Secretary-General Ban Ki moon and two of his Special Envoys on climate change, former Chilean President Ricardo Lagos and former Korean

 “This debate is a testimony to the political importance of addressing climate change,” General Assembly President Sheikha

Haya Rashed Al Khalifa said. “We will need political action if we are to protect our environment, secure our planet and safeguard our future, for our children and generations to come. This is one of the greatest challenges of our time.”

The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reported this year that the world’s temperature warmed by

.74°C during the last century and that it is likely to rise 3°C in this century unless measures are taken to reduce the rate of warming. The IPCC found that the evidence that warming was occurring is unequivocal and that it is due to human activities.

The debate, featuring prominent scientists, business leaders and UN officials, is expected to raise awareness and momentum for action in preparation for the Secretary-General’s High Level Event on climate change in September.

The debate is being billed as “carbon neutral” since emissions from air travel to bring experts to New York and the entire carbon-dioxide emissions of the UN Headquarters are being off-set by investment in a biomass fuel project in Kenya, Sheikha Haya said.

The fuel switch project in Kenya supports the use of agricultural waste instead of traditional fossil fuels to power a crude palm oil refinery, thereby reducing greenhouse gas emissions and creating new economic opportunities for local farmers.

Mr. Ban has made urgent international action to curb climate change a hallmark of his office since he became UN Secretary- General in January. Just last Friday he warned that failure to act would have grave consequences for all countries.

UN launches flash appeal for drought-stricken Lesotho

30 July - With one of the worst droughts in 30 years ravaging Lesotho, the United Nations has launched a $18.9 million flash appeal for the small Southern African kingdom where it is estimated that up to 553,000 people – one in four of the population – could face severe hunger.

Maize production, the country’s main staple, has dropped by 51 per cent compared to last year, a deficit that is likely to be further aggravated by decreased cereal production in parts of South Africa, also suffering from below-average rainfall, which supplies some 70 per cent of Lesotho's food requirements.

“While the immediate concern is food assistance to food-insecure households, there is an urgent need to restore their productive capacity in order to facilitate prompt recovery,” the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs

(OCHA) said in an update over the weekend.

“External assistance is urgently needed to allow poor households to resume their crop production activities for the upcoming

2007/2008 agricultural season; if this is not provided by October 2007, the planting season will be missed and food insecurity will extend another year,” it added.

The drought will further worsen the already precarious situation of acute poverty and food security in Lesotho, OCHA stressed. The most vulnerable have depleted their food reserves and due to rising prices are not able to replenish them, while  the lack of job opportunities will create a surplus of people looking for unskilled labour, thus driving wages down.

Wasting in children under five has surpassed the international threshold of 5 per cent for declaring a situation of concern, reaching 6 per cent this year from 2.4 per cent in 2006. An estimated 30 per cent of boreholes and wells for potable water have dried up, as have many small dam reservoirs on which livestock and gardens depend.

As part of its own national emergency response, the Government has allocated $119 million, of which $12 million to large cash-for-work projects through land reclamation, and $6 million to agricultural activities.

“Additional humanitarian assistance, both national and international, is greatly needed to take the most vulnerable through to the next harvest expected in late May 2008,” OCHA said.

Within the framework of the flash appeal, the international community has identified key priority needs to be covered over the next six months in agriculture, early recovery, food, health, nutrition, protection and water and sanitation.

Just last week, OCHA launched $15.6 million flash appeal for nearby and equally drought-stricken Swaziland.

Sierra Leone: UN, partners voice ‘utmost concern’ at electoral violence

30 July - The United Nations and its international partners have voiced renewed concern at widely reported cases of intimidation and violence ahead of elections in Sierra Leone next month, calling on all concerned to avoid incitement and provocation in the small West African country that is still recovering from a disastrous decade-long civil war.

“The UN and international community remain fully committed to supporting credible, fair and violencefree elections,” the partners said in a weekend statement, which welcomed positive steps by the Government, including a successful voter registration exercise and preparations for polling, counting, tallying and the announcement of results.

“However, since the official start of campaigning, cases of intimidation and violence have been widely reported. 

We view this development with utmost concern. It constitutes a threat to the democratic process. It also goes against the interests of the people of Sierra Leone, who want peaceful, free and credible elections,” they added.

The statement called upon leaders of all political parties to promote a peaceful campaign and prevent provocative conduct on the part of their supporters as the country prepares to vote in presidential and parliamentary elections on 11 August, the second since emerging from the civil war in 2002.

It urged the political parties, Paramount Chiefs and the media to respect the codes of conduct that they have signed and to use existing and legitimate mechanisms to resolve disputes peacefully.

“We urge all political parties to use accredited party agents at polling stations to monitor the elections. The leaders of all political parties are urged to declare that they will accept the results of the elections and to encourage their supporters to do the same,” it added.

Sierra Leone is one of the first beneficiaries of the UN’s new Peacebuilding Fund, launched last October to ensure that countries emerging from war and conflict do not relapse back into strife. Earlier this month the Fund approved four new projects to support the ongoing electoral process and improve the judiciary, water, sanitation and health facilities.

Nepal: UN election process monitors to start second visit this week

30 July - United Nations election monitors will this week begin their second visit to Nepal as part of the world body’s efforts to support the staging of Constituent Assembly polls there later this year.

The five-member UN Electoral Expert Monitoring Team (EEMT), which reports to Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, is responsible for reviewing all technical aspects of the Constituent Assembly electoral process and monitoring the conduct of the polls themselves.

The Assembly elections are scheduled for 22 November in the Himalayan nation, where a decade-long armed conflict that killed some 13,000 people came to a formal end when the Government and the Maoists signed a peace accord late last year.

The polls were to have been held in mid-June but had to be postponed because regulations governing the process were not ready. November was the next earliest available date because of the monsoon season and several major national holidays.

Last week, the top UN envoy in Nepal told reporters that while the peace process seems to be on track, it is vital to create a conducive political and security climate for the holding of credible Assembly elections.

Ban Ki-moon’s Special Representative for Nepal Ian Martin said that “considerable challenges” remain before the polls can be successfully staged.

Although the country’s peace process started out focused primarily on ending the conflict between the Maoists and the State, it has become increasingly more complicated as traditionally marginalized groups ask for fair representation in the process, he noted, calling for greater dialogue with the marginalized groups.

The EEMT’s report on its first visit to Nepal, held last month, was submitted by Mr. Ban to the Nepalese Government and the nation’s Chief Election Commissioner earlier this month. Established by the Security Council, the EEMT’s members are appointed directly by the Secretary-General and the team is not a part of the UN Mission in Nepal (UNMIN). The mission’s Electoral Assistance Office provides separate technical assistance to Nepal’s Election Commission.

Rafael Lopez-Pintor of Spain is the leader of the EEMT, and its other members are Ayman Ayoub (Syria), Stefanie Luthy (Switzerland), Antonio Reis (Brazil) and Bong-Scuk Sohn (Republic of Korea).

With fires ravaging Mediterranean, UN agency urges preventive education programmes

30 July - With record summer temperatures and hot dry winds turning parts of the Mediterranean into a tinder box, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has called for education

programmes to reduce the risk of wildfires, up to 95 per cent of which are caused by people through arson and negligence.

“While fire is an important and widely used tool in land management and maintaining ecological processes, wildfires destroy millions of hectares of forest and vegetation with a loss of human and animal lives causing immense economic and environmental damage,” the agency noted in its latest update on the situation.

In addition to increased temperatures, socio-economic development in the Mediterranean, like abandoning the countryside as people move into the cities, has led to a general decrease in grazing and in the collection of fuel wood and fodder resulting in a buildup of highly inflammable forest litter and shrubs, FAO added.

This leads to more intense and severe fires which are difficult to suppress. With fewer people living in the countryside, fires set for agricultural clearing are more likely to run out of control.

“Most countries have laws to prevent the setting of fires or to control the period during which fire may be used. Many have developed fire prevention programmes or plans, but few countries have the ability to enforce these legal provisions or the capacity to administer the programmes,” FAO Director of the Forest Resources Division Jose-Antonio Prado noted. 

A key to successful prevention are fire education programmes involving public service campaigns, schools and community groups, the agency said, citing India as an example for its awareness-raising projects in communities, which has led to more involvement in prevention and suppression activities that are reported to have reduced fire outbreaks by as much as 90 per cent in some regions.

Fire-fighters are currently working round the clock to control blazes threatening people and vegetation on thousands of hectares in southern Italy, Greece, and other parts of the Mediterranean. About 50 000 fires sweep through as many as 1 million hectares of Mediterranean forest and other woodlands each year with 30,000 workers, and sometimes many more, mobilized to fight them, according to FAO.

In the Mediterranean, up to 95 percent of fires are caused by people. Arson and negligence, especially in the disposal of discarded cigarettes and the careless handling of barbecues and fires in camping sites, are the cause of many wildfires, the agency noted.

Lebanon: UN force sharpens skills with live fire training exercise

30 July - The Field Artillery Group, part of the Quick Reaction Force of the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) carried out a major live fire training exercise today to hone its skills and expertise.

“The Quick Reaction Force’s field artillery battle group was already highly trained to conduct fire missions in support of UNIFIL before being deployed to Lebanon,” said Major Bertrand Taddei, an officer involved in the exercise, which was held near the Force’s headquarters at Naqoura in southern Lebanon.

“However every professional soldier needs to regularly hone his skills. Training is of the utmost importance to guarantee the accuracy needed to avoid any collateral damage in the case of combat action,” he added.

The Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) cooperated in ensuring security, both at sea and on the ground. To limit any potential disturbance to the local population, targets for the exercise were located at sea to reduce noise in any inhabited area and the firing position was located between the coastal road to Naqoura and the shoreline to prevent blocking local traffic. In a six-hour period, the battle group fired 76 rounds of artillery at targets located off the coastline, the mission stated.
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The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Marie Okabe, Deputy Spokesperson for the Secretary-General, and Ashraf Kamal, Spokesperson for the President of the General Assembly.

Briefing by the Deputy Spokesperson for the Secretary-General
Good Afternoon.

**Secretary-General Appointments
I have two senior appointments by the Secretary-General to announce:

Noeleen Heyzer of Singapore will head the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP).  And Mr. Bader al-Dafa of Qatar will become the Executive Secretary of the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA).

Ms. Heyzer, you will recall, has been the first executive director from the South to head the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), where she has worked to promote women’s empowerment and gender equality.  She played a critical role in the Security Council adoption of resolution 1325 (2000) on Women, Peace and Security.  She will replace Kim Hak-Su of the Republic of Korea, who has held the post of Executive Secretary of ESCAP in Bangkok since 2000.

Mr. al-Dafa has recently served as Ambassador of Qatar to the United States, and Permanent Observer to the Organization of American States.  His long and distinguished career includes representing his country in the Russian Federation, France, Egypt and Spain.  Mr. al-Dafa will begin his Beirut-based appointment early in August.

We have comprehensive bio notes available for both of them upstairs.

** Iraq
Ashraf Qazi, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Iraq, joined in the national jubilation on Sunday afternoon, congratulating the Iraqi football team on its well deserved victory that gained Iraq the Asian Cup.  Qazi said that the determination and ability that Iraqis brought to the game were a reminder that Iraq possesses so much potential, and he urged Iraqis to come together to realize it in other aspects of the nation's life.

We have that statement upstairs, as well as one concerning Mr. Qazi’s reaction to the execution earlier this month of the man who had been convicted on a number of terror-related offences, including the bombing of the United Nations headquarters in Baghdad on 19 August 2003.

Qazi noted his previous statements on capital punishment in Iraq and stressed the importance of fair trial principles that must be applied during criminal proceedings in the context of the fight against impunity, and in accordance with human rights treaties to which Iraq is a signatory.  He reiterated his hope that the Government of Iraq would abolish the death penalty and prevent further executions.

** Lebanon
The Field Artillery Group, part of the Quick Reaction Force of the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), today carried out a major live fire training exercise near UNIFIL headquarters at Naqoura in southern Lebanon.  The aim of the exercise was to hone the skills and expertise of the battle group.

In that six-hour period, the battle group fired 76 rounds of artillery at targets located off the coastline.  There are more details in a press release from UNIFIL.

** Afghanistan
Turning to Afghanistan, UNICEF says that security incidents in schools and threats against students and teachers have continued to disrupt education in Afghanistan this year.

Over 30 attacks have taken place in schools during the first six months of the year, while deliberate attacks on girls and female teachers have resulted in at least four deaths and six injuries so far this year.  There’s more information in today’s briefing notes from Kabul on this and other developments.

**Democratic Republic of Congo
The United Nations Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo earlier today welcomed the sentences imposed by a Congolese court on nine government soldiers convicted of killing 31 unarmed civilians a year ago.  Most of the victims were persons displaced by the armed conflict that has plagued the Democratic Republic of the Congo in recent years.

The court in Bunia, the capital of the north-eastern Ituri province, found the nine defendants guilty of war crimes, rape, arson, pillage and murder.  They were given life sentences, including life in prison for the leader of the murderous assault near Bavi, in Ituri, on 11 August 2006.

The UN Mission said that, while the ruling sends a strong signal against impunity in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, much more remains to be achieved.  It called on the authorities to vigorously pursue other similar cases.

** Côte d’Ivoire
In Côte d’Ivoire today, the “flame of peace” ceremony marked the official launch of the disarmament process in the country, an event where United Nations peacekeepers helped to provide security.

The ceremony took place in Bouaké -- the stronghold of the former New Forces rebels.  President Laurent Gbagbo and Prime Minister Guillaume Soro set fire to weapons handed over by the rebels in a symbolic act of reconciliation. 

Burkina Faso’s President -- the facilitator of the Côte d’Ivoire peace process -- attended the ceremony, as did the presidents of South Africa, Togo, Benin, and Guinea-Bissau.

The UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire’s (UNOCI) Officer-in-Charge, Abou Moussa, and a delegation of senior officials were also present. 

** Sierra Leone
In Sierra Leone, the United Nations and representatives of the international community in Sierra Leone welcomed the positive steps taken so far by the Government of that country ahead of elections planned for 11 August. 

In a joint statement, the UN and its international partners noted that the National Electoral Commission has conducted a very successful voter registration.  Other preparations for the poll, ballot counting and subsequent disclosure of final results are well on track.  The UN and its partners, however, expressed concern over increasing cases of intimidation and violence.  They view this development with utmost concern, and call on all parties to promote a peaceful campaign. 

And last week, in Freetown, the Executive Representative of the Secretary-General for Sierra Leone, Victor Angelo, was the keynote speaker at the opening of the National Youth Dialogue.  He said in that speech that the youth will have an enormous impact on the outcome of the August elections because 40 per cent of the registered 2.6 million are under the age of 27. 

**Security Council
Here at United Nations Headquarters, the Security Council this morning voted unanimously to extend the mandate of the UN Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea (UNMEE) by another six months, until the end of January 2008.

**Flash Appeal for Lesotho Drought
On Lesotho, the United Nations Emergency Relief Coordinator, John Holmes, is urging the international community to fully fund a nearly $19 million flash appeal.  Earlier this month, the Government declared a state of emergency in the wake of the country’s worst drought in 30 years.  Mr. Holmes did give you a briefing on this last week.

Last week, the Central Emergency Response Fund allocated nearly $4 million to jump-start emergency programmes, including therapeutic feeding centres, agricultural inputs and emergency food assistance.  There’s more information on this upstairs.

**Secretary-General in San Francisco
Just to recap:  the Secretary-General, as you know, ended his official visit to San Francisco, California, with a joint press conference with Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger.  At that event, he invited the Governor to address the high-level informal dialogue on climate change, which is planned for 24 September.  The Governor agreed to attend.

Earlier that day, the Secretary-General and the Governor toured a local company that is developing new energy-saving technologies to combat climate change.

The Secretary-General, as you know, was in San Francisco to mark the sixty-second anniversary of the founding in that city of the United Nations and discuss climate change with California’s leaders.

** United Kingdom Climate Change Event
Just to flag for you, in response to some questions we’ve been getting in the Spokesperson’s Office, the United Kingdom’s Mission is hosting an event on the Millennium Development Goals with British Prime Minister Gordon Brown at United Nations Headquarters early tomorrow morning.  UN Television will cover the whole event live.

In view of space constraints, access is by invitation only, according to the UK Mission.  The UK Mission will issue the Prime Minister’s speech as soon as possible after delivery.  The Secretary-General will also have remarks in response which, of course, we will make available to you too.

**Max King
And in the good news department, I’m delighted to be able to send a welcome message to Max Rene King, newly born son of SABC’s Nathan King and his wife Cristina.  Max arrived last night, and he and his mum are doing great.  

Congratulations to the entire King family.

That’s all I have for you.  We have Ashraf here to brief you on the General Assembly and tomorrow’s climate change meeting.  So if you have nothing ... yes, Benny.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  Last week, the Human Rights Council issued a statement basically saying it downgrades its relations with the Secretary-General due to his statements about its statements singling Israel out.  Does the Secretary-General have any response to it and does the Commissioner have any thing to say about it as far as you know?

Deputy Spokesperson:  You’re talking about the Human Rights Council President?  I have not seen anything from the Human Rights Council President.  As far as the Secretary-General is concerned, I’m sorry, I didn’t bring ...  Excuse me?

Correspondent:  There’s a resolution there ...

Deputy Spokesperson:  You wanted the Secretary-General’s response to some remarks made by ...

Question:  It’s after a resolution made by the Human Rights Council that it will downgrade its relations with the Secretary-General.  I don’t even know what that means, but I want his ... is he upgrading, is he downgrading ...?

Deputy Spokesperson:  I think you’re referring to some press remarks that were brought to our attention.  I believe it was referring to reported remarks made by one delegation in Geneva.  As far as the Secretary-General’s comments on the work of the Human Rights Council, I can only refer you to his latest statement made on that; I believe that was in June.  Masood?

Question:  I just want to find out about Iraq.  Over the weekend, it was reported that Iraqi refugees from Turkey are being sent back, and there was some concern about that.  Is there a figure of how many Iraqi refugees and how many children have been affected by this spate of violence in Iraq and are still existing in Iraq at this point in time?

Deputy Spokesperson:  On the issue of refugees, I would refer you to the United Nations refugee agency (UNHCR).  They have been referring to something like 2 million Iraqi refugees.  I’ll get you the specific breakdown on which countries they are in.  I don’t have anything specific on the press reports that you referred to about refugees in Turkey, but, as you know, the UN refugee agency is mandated to protect any asylum-seekers.  On the number of children.  Just as a general rule, refugee children generally make up more than half of a refugee population.  In fact, women and children make up about 80 per cent of any refugee population.

Question:  In the wake of the drawdown of the British soldiers from Iraq, which is happening even now as we talk, they’re talking about it on the White House, is the United Nations forming any plans to get involved more in Iraq, as has been requested by the United States?

Deputy Spokesperson:  I don’t know specifically the press reports you refer to, but the United Nations, especially the humanitarian agencies, are always looking for ways to try to step up assistance where they can.  The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) says the UN is currently working on a new humanitarian operation plan involving both UN agencies and NGO partners.  OCHA notes that the overall needs are believed to be much larger and more complex than currently understood, owing to the difficulties in access and availability of information.

In the meantime, the UN continues to provide humanitarian assistance to Iraqis.  The World Food Programme (WFP) is providing assistance through a three-year, $60 million emergency operation.  The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) helps conduct measles, mumps and rubella campaigns and also distributes essential learning materials, and as we mentioned just recently, both UNICEF and UNHCR have recently issued a $130 million joint appeal to try to get tens of thousands of Iraqi children back in school who have been unable to do so.

Question:  One last question.  Has the Secretary-General made the decision on who is going to be his new special representative in Iraq?

Deputy Spokesperson:  The appointments I have today are the ones I read out.  I have nothing on that.

Question:  I have two questions.  One, I wondered if there is any update about the Korean hostage situation in Afghanistan.  

Deputy Spokesperson:  No, I don’t.

Question:  The second question is, I wondered if the Secretary-General has any comments or thoughts about supposedly some people were removed from his presentation in San Francisco on Thursday who were trying to ask a question about the enforcement of the General Assembly resolutions about Palestine, and they reported that there was no way to ask such a question and they were removed for trying.  Is there any comment ...?

Deputy Spokesperson:  I am not aware of anything like that.  My understanding is that there was a small protest during his address to the World Affairs Council, involving gay rights.  I think there’s a reference to that in the Secretary-General’s statement that he gave there.

Question:  Two questions.  One, it’s reported that in Uganda, the Lord’s Resistance Army has said no more negotiations in which Mr. Chissano is involved, unless they get $2 million to move their people.  The report in Uganda says that the UN turned them down for these funds.  Can you confirm that the UN was asked and turned them down ...?

Deputy Spokesperson:  No, I can’t, but I can look into that for you.  It’s the first I hear of this.

Question: Okay.  The other is this United Nations Communications Group (UNCG) I asked you about before.  We now have the minutes and it seems to say that the head spokespeople of 37 funds, programmes and agencies are putting under review the accreditation of new media that should be kept under review.  So I’m wondering:  has any review taken place since late June?  Who is doing the review?  If it’s the Secretariat, then what the Secretariat’s position would be if a fund or programme of the UN adopted a policy of not answering questions by a particular media organization.  

Deputy Spokesperson: As you know, these criteria are something that the Department of Public Information is charged with.  What I can tell you from what I’ve received from them:  The media accreditation criteria at UN Headquarters, which is available on the UN website, have not changed.  At the meeting to which you refer in Madrid -- it was a Communications Group meeting -- there was a wide-ranging discussion on the UN’s engagement with new media -- how best and most practically to meet information requests while continuing to serve traditional media.  That’s what I have for you.

Question:  But can you respond to reports that at this meeting, two agencies, at least the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the World Health Organization (WHO), have discussed not responding to questions from particular media organizations?

Deputy Spokesperson:  The UN can only speak for the Secretariat, so we cannot speak for UNDP and WHO.  You might want to refer the questions to them.  

Question: I guess I was asking what would be the Secretary’s [sic] position if -- because he spoke by videoconference to this UNCG.  So did Deputy Secretary-General Asha-Rose Migiro.  So it seems like they are taking the lead in the UN’s communications strategy.  Are you saying that they have absolutely no power over what agencies do, in terms of ...?

Deputy Spokesperson: As you know, the UN Communications Group brings together all entities within the UN system to discuss various aspects of public information.  My understanding is that media accreditation at Headquarters was a small part of that discussion.  As far as these other organizations are concerned, you’d really have to ask them the questions about their decisions. 

Question:  There’s also a report that Michael Williams will be leaving his post with the Secretary-General to become the United Kingdom’s envoy to the Middle East.  Do you have any comments to confirm that?  Has he given notice?

Deputy Spokesperson:  No, I cannot confirm that.  I don’t think there’s anything official to announce.  As far as the Secretary-General is concerned, he will respect Mr. Williams’ decision.

Question: I would like to know, in the light of recent media reports regarding Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs Ibrahim Gambari’s letter to Nigeria’s Vice-President, what is the involvement of the United Nations in the reconciliation efforts in Nigeria’s Niger Delta? 

Deputy Spokesperson:  I think at this point it’s exploratory, but I can try to find out more for you.  

The Deputy Spokesperson later added that Mr. Gambari had written to the Nigerian Government recently about the Niger Delta.  This is a discussion that has been going on for some time now, and was raised between the Secretary-General and the President of Nigeria on the sidelines of the G8 summit in Germany.  The UN has indicated its willingness to work with the Government of Nigeria in finding ways to achieve peace and sustainable development in that region.

Okay, if there are no other questions -- Ashraf?

Briefing by the Spokesperson for the General Assembly President
Hello, everybody.  Hi, Benny.

**Thematic Debate on Climate Change
You already know about the General Assembly thematic debate on climate change taking place tomorrow and Wednesday.  The two-day meeting will feature interactive panel discussions with climate change experts, a plenary debate with statements on national strategies and international commitments by Member States, as well as addresses by the Assembly President, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon and two of his Special Envoys on climate change, former Chilean President Ricardo Lagos and former Korean Foreign Minister Han Seung-soo.

The debate, which will mark the first time the General Assembly has ever devoted a session exclusively to a discussion of climate change in plenary, will be carbon neutral.  The emissions from the air travel to bring experts to the debate and the entire carbon-dioxide emissions of the United Nations Headquarters, are being offset by investment in a biomass fuel project in Kenya.

The fuel switch project in Kenya supports the use of agricultural waste instead of traditional fossil fuels to power a crude palm oil refinery, thereby reducing greenhouse gas emissions and creating new economic opportunities for local farmers. 

We can provide you more background information on the carbon offsetting and the Kenya project.

The Office of the President is funding the carbon offset from its budget for the debate and the debate is funded by contributions from the UN Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, the European Commission and the Government of Japan. 

Just to give you a little about this, the carbon emissions from the travel of the panellists to here is equal to about 43,300 kilogrammes and the emissions by the Secretariat in two days is about 52,890 kilogrammes of C02.  This is being offset by funding the project in Kenya.

Question:  What’s the project?

Spokesperson:  It’s a carbon-offsetting project, a carbon-neutral project.  Basically, you use natural waste, bio-waste, instead of emitting carbon dioxide from carbon fuels. 

In connection with the debate, we will have, tomorrow afternoon at 1 p.m. here in room S-226, a press briefing by three of the panellists -- Sir Nicholas Stern of the London School of Economics, Jim Rogers, the Chairman and CEO of Duke Energy, and Sunita Narain, a writer and environmental campaigner based in India -- on what they think is necessary to move forward in addressing climate change. 

Also on Wednesday, at 11:15 a.m., there will be a press briefing by Yvo de Boer, the Executive Secretary of the UNFCCC (the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change).

Further details on the debate are available on the GA website.  Just for your information, Reuters beat everybody to a story today about the thematic debate and about the UN becoming carbon-neutral for two days.

That’s all I have.  Yes, sir?

**Questions and Answers
Question: I wanted to know what is the attitude of the General Assembly to the issue of the Officeof Special Adviser for Africa.  Is the General Assembly trying to hold some consultations?  Has the Secretary-General initiated any moves, considering that the General Assembly has had a mandate to establish the office?

Spokesperson:  As I said last week when this was announced, this is something that the Secretary-General has to address, but if he needs the good offices of the President, the President is more than willing to look at it. 

Anything else?  Nothing for me, Matthew?  Alright, have a good afternoon.

* *** *
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The Washington Post – Biodiesel fuels build of Microsoft data center


The Washington Post – Lonely Planet; What would Earth be like if all the humans died out?


The Washington Post – March of the Cuddly-Wuddly Documentaries


The Washington Post – U.S. environment chief draws fire on global warming


The New York Times – In East Texas, Residents Take On a Lake-Eating Monster 


The New York Times – Navajos and Environmentalists Split on Power Plant


The New York Times – Environmentalists Push, but Home Depot Refuses to Drop Ads on Fox News 


The New York Times – Int'l Grandmothers' Enviro Movement


UN News Centre – In California, Ban Ki-moon hails local initiatives to foster energy efficiency 


UN News Centre – Secretary-General issues strong call for action to combat climate change 


The Associated Press – House to take up renewable energy bill this week


The Associated Press – Atlantic tropical storms more than doubled in a century in steps


The Washington Post – EPA Picks 6 Firms for Climate Change Division Jobs


The Toronto Star – Garbage's burning question


Canada NewsWire – Xerox unveils first-of-its-kind paper that uses less trees while saving customers money


The Los Angeles Times – 'Ignition,' edited by Jonathan Isham and Sissel Waage; What the average person can do to fight global warming and spark a movement� ��
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