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Other Environment News
· Associated Press: Food scientists say stop biofuels to fight world hunger
· BBC: UN sets up food crisis task force
· Reuters: U.S. renewable energy could quadruple in 10 years: GE
· AFP: Brazil forecasts record ethanol production in 2008
· Associated Press/IHT:Higher energy costs from climate bills
· Associated Press: UN to set up task force to tackle global food crisis
· Reuters: World Bank Tackle Food Crisis, Bush Backs Ethanol
· BBC: UN sets up food crisis task force
· Reuters: As Food Prices Surge, So Could Amazon Destruction
· Business Daily (Nairobi) Reality of Climate Change is Dawning On Country
· AFP: Global warming expert raises concerns for tourism industry
· BBC: US ordered to act on polar bear
· Reuters: Judge orders polar bear decision by May 15
· Reuters: Asian vultures disappearing faster than dodo
· AFP: China hails 100-day mark to Olympics amid Tibet, torch troubles
· AFP: Drink wine and save Mother Earth
· Reuters: Tokyo's panda dies; a chance for China diplomacy?
· Biocarburants: l'UE pourrait refuser les fournisseurs non-signataires d'accords
Environmental News from the UNEP Regions
· ROA
· ROAP
· RONA
· ROWA
Other UN News
· Environment News from the UN Daily News of 29 April 2008 (none)
· Environment News from the S.G.’s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing of 29 April 2008 (none)
UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
Asia News: UN’s emergency plan against world food crisis
A two-day meeting ends today in Berne. It was convened to decide short-term interventions and long-term planning to tackle current food crisis. Participants split between those who want production for food only and those who do not want to give up biofuels. First problems develop in Viet Nam and Thailand as the crisis gets worse in the Philippines.

Manila (AsiaNews/Agencies) – UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon began talks yesterday in Berne (Switzerland) with key development agencies on how to tackle the crisis provoked by soaring food and fuel prices and put an estimated 100 million of the world's poorest people on the brink of starvation.

The prices of staple foods like rice, grain, oil and sugar are all at least 50 per cent higher than they were this time last year.

The UN's two-day meeting in Berne is being attended by the heads of 20 agencies like the World Bank and the World Trade Organization. Short term emergency measures as well as long term plans are expected.

Speaking to the press in Geneva, the UN special rapporteur on the right to food, Jean Ziegler, has called for a suspension of biofuel production, and has criticised the International Monetary Fund which he claims has “imposed on the poorest countries” the cultivation of non-food products, thereby further cutting down on food production.

Conversely, Achim Steiner, head of the UN Environment Programme, said biofuels are needed as a low cost alternative source of energy, blaming the recent hike in prices on speculation.

Whatever the cause the food crisis is already evident in many regions of Africa and Central America. It has had a limited impact on Asia though where more than 80 per cent of the world's rice is consumed. Countries like China, India and Japan are in fact self-sufficient.

Viet Nam, which is also self-sufficient in rice, has banned export till June. However, yesterday rice supplies in stores were running low after a bout of panic-buying by consumers. In the capital Hanoi rice supplies have already run out, whilst in the southern city of Ho Chi Minh City supermarket chain Saigon Co-op Mart said it was selling only 10kg of rice per purchase.

The Vietnamese government blamed hoarding and speculation for the weekend buying spree and reacted by ordering local authorities to regulate markets and ban non-food traders from trading rice.

In the Philippines, the world’s largest rice importer, things are tough, forcing the Filipino government to call on the World Bank to persuade rice-exporting nations to lift shipment curbs that threatened the food security of importing countries. The authorities also began implementing a relief programme that should benefit some 300,000 families. It includes giving out ‘rice passes’ to the poorest families and cash subsidies of about 1,400 pesos (US$ 33)—500 pesos a month, plus a 300 pesos monthly support per child for a maximum of three children. In addition a kilogram of the government-subsidized rice costs 18.25 pesos (US$ 4.40), or roughly half the price of rice being sold in grocery stores.

Eyes are also on Thailand, the world’s top rice exporter. However, the recent frantic pace of price increases looks set to cool in the weeks ahead.

In Singapore, the second richest country in Asia, inflation rate has rocketed to 6.7 per cent (a 26-year high) and the government has began advertising food stalls that offer meals for 2 Singapore dollars, or about US$ 1.50, setting up a website that lists food stalls where the public "can find cheap, tasty food”. (PB)
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Philly.com: Futures markets tied to food prices 
GENEVA - Two U.N. officials yesterday blamed market speculation for the jump in global food prices. "We have enough food on this planet today to feed everyone," the head of the U.N. Environment Program, Achim Steiner, said in an interview. But "the way that markets and supplies are currently being influenced by perceptions of future markets is distorting access to that food."

The U.N.'s right-to-food advocate, Jean Ziegler, also told reporters at the U.N.'s European headquarters in Geneva yesterday that the "daily massacre of hunger" was being worsened by private-equity companies seeking to profit from price swings on international commodities markets.

The U.N. officials' view contradicted Bart Chilton, a commissioner with the U.S. Commodity Futures Trading Commission, who said last week that commodities markets were functioning properly and that shrunken harvests, smaller grain inventories, and the declining value of the dollar were the reason for the all-time price highs. - AP
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AMEInfo: One Million Tree Campaign pledges get a boost from Jumeirah Rotary Club

The One Million Tree Campaign pledge of EEG has increased by 35 more indigenous trees through the effort of Jumeirah Rotary Club, which planted 35 indigenous trees at Al Safa School for Boys - Dubai.

The One Million Tree Campaign pledge of EEG has increased by 35 more indigenous trees through the effort of Jumeirah Rotary Club, which planted 35 indigenous trees at Al Safa School for Boys - Dubai.

The One Million Tree Campaign pledge of EEG has increased by 35 more indigenous trees through the effort of Jumeirah Rotary Club, which planted 35 indigenous trees at Al Safa School for Boys - Dubai.

   1. EEG organizes its eighth Inter School Environmental Public Speaking Competition

   2. 'Education for Sustainable Development Teachers' workshop held by EEG

   3. 'Glass Recycling- A clear vision of the future'

   4. Emirates Environmental Group along with Sabban Properties Plants 50 trees at National Charity School- Dubai

   5. EEG hosts lecture on 'Cooling our Cities: Understanding the Urban Heat Island Phenomenon'

» more Emirates Environmental Group news

Teachers', Jumeirah Rotary Club Members, EEG staff and enthusiastic students of Al Safa School for Boys, fielded shovels and dug pits and planted the saplings inside the school campus. The students took the initiative to spruce up their school campus and planted trees with gusto.

The tree planting was carried out under the EEG - Rotary Jumeirah School Project, which had the Rotary Club of Jumeirah Dubai partnering with the Emirates Environmental Group.

EEG Chairperson, Mrs. Al Marashi, said:

    'The One Million Tree Campaign for EEG aims to complement the urban environment and also combat the spin - off of human activities. Planting indigenous trees will not only help offset the carbon count of our daily lives, but also provide a cleaner, greener future for our next generation. EEG is thankful to organisations such as the Jumeirah Rotary Club for lending a helping hand to EEG's Programmes'.

Commenting on the campaign Mr.Donal Kilalea, Vice President of the Rotary Club of Jumeirah said, 'As Rotarians, our role is to help as businessmen and women in projects that benefit the community, both locally and internationally. Education, health and the environment are key projects for us and we are very proud to be a partner in the school tree planting campaign'.

EEG is accredited to United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) and United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) governing Council.

Tree planting is a part of EEG's commitment to the UNEP's Billion Tree programme, wherein EEG had pledged 1.5 million indigenous trees to be planted in UAE in the year 2007.

EEG surpassed its target and succeeded in planting more than 1,612,954 million indigenous trees.

The One Million Tree Campaign is continuing in the year 2008, as an ongoing commitment to UNEP and the New Year has already brought together numerous corporate organisations and schools to plant trees for the latter that are committed to the cause of environmental protection and preservation.

The Rotary Club of Jumeirah was chartered in July 2007 and is made up of senior businessmen and women in industries in the UAE with the aim of working together to assist in charitable projects.

Part of the International Rotary Organization, that led the fight against polio world wide, the Rotary Club of Jumeirah is further involved in a micro financing project in Afghanistan and the organization of the first Raft race here in the UAE.
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The Economic Times: Big B lends support to UN Billion Tree Campaign

29 Apr, 2008, 1616 hrs IST, AGENCIES

BANGKOK: Bollywood superstar Amitabh Bachchan, will show his support to the United Nations Billion Tree Campaign by planting a tree at the UN's Asia-Pacific regional headquarters in Bangkok on Wednesday. 

The Billion Tree Campaign was launched by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) in January 2007. Since then, close to two billion trees have been planted around the globe. 

Along with a focus on tree planting, the campaign also highlights the importance of voluntary action by all sectors of society to address issues such as climate change, air quality and water, among others. 

"All of us can play a role in helping our planet. This involves simple actions that each of us can take," said Bachchan ahead of the planting ceremony. 

"UNEP's Billion Tree Campaign, which is set to meet its two billion mark soon, is testimony to the tenacity and will of people to do their part. I encourage you to join the millions who helped turn this small 'acorn' into a tree of hope," he added. 

Amitabh Bachchan will be joined by Noeleen Heyzer, UN Under-Secretary-General and Executive Secretary of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP); Hiroshi Nishimiya, Deputy Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific; and Latha Reddy, India's Ambassador to Thailand and Permanent Representative to ESCAP.  
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Actu-environnement.com Agricultures, OGM et guerre des mondes

Les OGM ont mobilisé le débat politique de ces dernières semaines. Comme les agrocarburants, ils relèvent d'une vision de l'agriculture soutenue par l'agro-industrie, mais inadaptée aux besoins de l'immense majorité de l'humanité.
	


Les récentes violences en Haïti et les manifestations en Egypte, les émeutes en Indonésie, les tensions au Burkina Faso, au Cameroun, en Bolivie et au Mexique ne sont que les premiers symptômes d'une grave crise de structure des modes de répartition des productions agricoles dans le monde. La planète se dirige vers une très longue période d'émeutes et de conflits liés à la hausse des prix et à la pénurie des denrées alimentaires, estime Jean Ziegler, rapporteur spécial des Nations Unies pour le droit à l'alimentation. Avant la flambée des prix déjà (...) 854 millions de personnes étaient gravement sous-alimentées. C'est une hécatombe annoncée, met en garde M. Ziegler, qui s'en est pris par ailleurs aux agrocarburants, qu'il a qualifiés de « crimes contre l'humanité »*. 

Il est urgent de repenser le modèle alimentaire de demain. Comment éviter la multiplication d'émeutes de la faim dans des pays qui ont perdu toute souveraineté alimentaire sous la pression du marché mondial ? Les OGM peuvent-ils résoudre la famine ? Est-il encore temps de promouvoir une alternative à un modèle agricole façonné par les institutions financières et économiques mondiales, qui surproduit d'un côté et affame de l'autre ? Les réponses à de telles questions sont à rechercher dans les travaux de l'Evaluation des sciences et technologies agricoles au service du développement. Cette organisation intergouvernementale encore méconnue, l'IAASTD (International Assessment of Agricultural Science and Technology for Development), est parrainée par la FAO, le PNUD, l'OMS, l'Unesco et le PNUE. 

Un Grenelle international de l'agriculture 

Sa méthodologie originale, ouverte à la société civile, évoque un Grenelle international de l'agronomie. Son fonctionnement en réseau international d'experts la rend comparable au GIEC, fameux groupe d'études sur le climat, placé sous l'égide des Nations Unies. Coïncidence, le président de cet organisme agronomique international, Robert Watson, connu pour son dynamisme et son engagement en faveur de la cause du climat, fut à la tête du GIEC, jusqu'à sa mise à l'écart par l'administration Bush pour ses positions radicales. 

Les conclusions des 400 experts internationaux de ce groupe intergouvernemental, agronomes et spécialistes de l'alimentation, fournissent un foisonnement de pistes pour l'avenir. L'IAASTD propose une réorientation autour des savoirs locaux et communautaires, afin de retrouver une autosuffisance alimentaire, explique le Français Michel Dodet, de l'Institut national de la recherche agronomique (Inra), membre du bureau de l'IAASTD. On ne peut pas jouer sur le seul facteur de la technologie. 

L'agro-écologie se présente comme l'alternative au modèle de l'agro-industrie, intensive et spécialisée. Fondée sur la prise en compte des écosystèmes dans les pratiques agricoles, elle a été prophétiquement théorisée par René Dumont dès les années soixante-dix. La voici reconnue sur la scène internationale. Les savoirs agricoles recoupent des pratiques diverses, qui renvoient à des conceptions parfois antinomiques du rôle des agricultures, de leur mode de production et de leur type de rapport à l'environnement, inhérent aux sociétés dont elles relèvent. Il n'y a pas une vision de l'agriculture, mais une multitude de pratiques et de savoirs agricoles, dont « les pouvoirs politiques et économiques ont eu tendance à ne privilégier qu'une seule dimension »**, selon une logique de profits à court terme plutôt que selon une approche privilégiant des pratiques soutenables pour les agro-écosystèmes. Cette logique a suivi les prescriptions d'une partie du monde agricole, liée à l'agro-industrie, au détriment des savoirs paysans vernaculaires. Le rapport insiste sur la nécessité de « réencastrer » les activités agricoles au sein de leurs terroirs, en fonction d'échelles et de systèmes de gestion variables selon les territoires. 

Régimes juridiques et visions conflictuelles 

Ces conflits de vision parcourent le droit international. L'Organisation mondiale du commerce est parvenue à faire prévaloir l'accélération et la libéralisation des échanges de marchandises, quels que soient leurs impacts sociaux, culturels et environnementaux et leur méthode de fabrication. Ce régime de libéralisation draconienne s'est révélé profitable aux pays riches, à l'agro-industrie et aux oligopoles industriels. Quant à la défense de la diversité locale et des petits producteurs, elle ne relève pas des préoccupations de l'OMC, mais se retrouve dans le Protocole de Carthagène sur la biosécurité adopté en 2000, issu de la Convention des Nations Unies sur la biodiversité de 1992. Ce Protocole donne aux Etats qui l'ont ratifié la possibilité de refuser l'importation sur leur territoire d'organismes vivants génétiquement modifiés au nom de la protection de la biodiversité. Les négociations résultant de ce Protocole sont en cours. Elles doivent définir, au plus tard en mai 2008, le futur régime de responsabilité auquel les industries biotechnologiques, productrices de semences transgéniques, seront soumises. 

La France a pris acte de la possibilité juridique de suspendre l'autorisation du maïs transgénique MON 810, en faisant jouer la clause de sauvegarde en janvier dernier. Mais au printemps, pressé par les lobbies de l'agro-industrie et par le retard pris dans la transcription de la directive européenne 2001/18, le gouvernement a présenté la loi OGM, dans laquelle les décisions du Grenelle de l'environnement sont apparues dénaturées. 

Les travaux du Grenelle de l'environnement se sont en effet interrogés sur la coexistence possible de la diversité agricole avec la diffusion à grande échelle d'organismes génétiquement modifiés. L'intergroupe sur les OGM s'est inquiété de la réduction de la diversité des cultures en cas de recours généralisé aux semences transgéniques. La liberté de cultiver et de consommer sans OGM est devenue le principe pivot du Grenelle. Mais elle s'est transformée, dans la loi adoptée de justesse en première lecture à l'Assemblée nationale le 9 avril dernier, en liberté de cultiver avec ou sans OGM, renvoyant dos à dos deux visions antinomiques de l'agriculture, à charge, pour les préfectures, de régler au cas par cas les problèmes posés par la « coexistence » problématique de cultures de terroirs et de monocultures transgéniques. 

Au-delà du débat technique, c'est une interrogation sociétale qui a sous-tendu le débat parlementaire. Le retentissement de l'amendement Chassaigne, le fameux « amendement 252 », signale la discordance de modèles et d'échelles de développement à terme incompatibles. Cet amendement prévoyait effectivement que l'utilisation des OGM ne pouvait se faire « qu'en respectant non seulement l'environnement et la santé publique, mais aussi les structures agricoles, les écosystèmes régionaux et les filières commerciales qualifiées sans organismes génétiquement modifiés ». Un autre amendement, issu du groupe majoritaire UMP, a été voté à l'unanimité dans le même esprit. Il précisait que « la liberté de consommer et de produire avec ou sans OGM » doit se faire « sans que cela nuise à l'intégrité de l'environnement et à la spécificité des cultures traditionnelles et de qualité ». L'empressement du gouvernement à en atténuer la portée par un sous-amendement signale que le ver est dans le fruit, et que la loi OGM pourrait être victime de ses propres incohérences : biodégradable, en quelque sorte. 

Il n'est pas sûr que, dans cette guerre des mondes agricoles, Monsanto gagne la bataille. Les utilisateurs de semences transgéniques prendront-ils le risque de contaminer le champ du voisin alors qu'aucune compagnie d'assurance n'est prête à couvrir des risques encore mal estimés ? Il est encore moins sûr qu'à l'heure où le sac de 50 kilos de riz coûte plus de 70 dollars là où 80% de la population vivent avec moins de 2 dollars par jour, les semences sous brevet de Monsanto constituent une réponse à la pénurie alimentaire, au changement climatique et à la concurrence effrénée des producteurs du Nord. On se souvient des slogans de Monsanto promettant monts et merveilles grâce au riz doré transgénique enrichi en bétacarotène. Et on attend encore les prouesses du riz résistant à la sécheresse et capable de pousser dans des eaux saumâtres. 

L'agriculture de demain sera sans doute plus proche de l'agriculture biologique d'aujourd'hui que des grandes monocultures transgéniques qui ont transformé une partie de l'Argentine en désert vert de soja monochrome, destiné à nourrir le bétail des peuples européens et des classes moyennes chinoises, carnivores impétrantes. Certes elle bénéficiera de tous les acquis de la science moderne pour être à la fois productive et durable. Mais il faudra surtout changer de modèle agricole, manger moins de viande, soutenir les plantes locales en Afrique comme le mil, réorganiser les marchés locaux et développer les circuits courts. 

Agnès SINAI 
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L’Expression: La Terre face aux dégradations

30 Avril 2008 - Page : 8

Lu 80 fois 

Assurément, la mondialisation se présente comme une tentative de standardisation de la sociologie des peuples d’une part, caractérisée d’autre part, par un flux de densité informationnelle jamais égalée.

De la nature même de sa portée, les retombées de la mondialisation ont affecté presque tous les secteurs de l’activité humaine. L’environnement mondial n’échappe pas à la règle.

Le déclin de la biodiversité s’est accentué en 2006 où il était établi que 16.118 espèces étaient en danger. Ce nombre est passé à 16.306 en 2007 selon le Rapport annuel 2008 du Pnue (Programme des Nations unies pour l’environnement)

Convaincu de l’urgence d’approfondir la compréhension des impacts de la mondialisation, le Pnue, a dédié son Rapport annuel 2008 à l’économie verte. L’urgence d’une transition mondiale vers une économie plus écolo pour sauvegarder l’avenir de l’environnement mondial est devenue une nécessité.

Il faut dire que la cadence de motivation des Etats et des gouvernements en matière de politique de protection de l’environnement ne suit pas le niveau des engagements pris dans des rencontres internationales, ni d’ailleurs, le degré d’alerte des indicateurs environnementaux.

Paradoxalement, la communauté internationale est plus que jamais consciente des interactions profondes entre les politiques adoptées et l’environnement mondial de la planète. La mondialisation apparaît comme une tendance à la globalisation des modes et des modèles. Les effets d’annonce prennent de plus en plus consistance sur le terrain des faits. Si les résidus industriels constituent la cause principale des perturbations environnementales, souvent localisées dans un espace d’influence défini, la politique avec le nouveau schéma de management des relations intercommunautaires, détient le sinistre privilège de l’effet boule de neige. Avec la mondialisation, les pressions exercées sur les ressources naturelles vont se globaliser, elles aussi, à l’image même de la nouvelle doctrine mère tentaculaire et hégémonique.

L’avenir de l’environnement mondial est plus que jamais menacé; la quantité et la qualité de la pollution produite au cours de ces cinquante dernières années a modifié profondément et rapidement les écosystèmes: dégradation des forêts et des herbiers marins, altération de la couche d’ozone, effet de serre, acidification des océans...

Un modèle unique des modes de consommation

Les climatologues décrivent le climat du futur en se basant sur six scénarios prenant en considération plus ou moins d’émissions de CO2. Le scénario le plus optimiste codifié B1, prévoit une augmentation de +1,8°C d’ici 2100.

L’analyse des répercussions éventuelles du scénario B1 fait ressortir les contours d’un monde convergent en interactivité toujours plus croissante et plus sensible entre ses éléments vulnérabilisés sous l’effet de la mondialisation. La population culmine au milieu du siècle et décline ensuite, par suite de la concomitance des aléas de la globalisation. De l’avis des spécialistes, l’accent sera, obligatoirement, mis sur des solutions mondiales orientées vers une viabilité économique et environnementale. Une meilleure équité est essentielle pour l’équilibre au sein du groupe ou de la communauté. Selon Emmanuel Le Meur et les chercheurs du Laboratoire de glaciologie et géophysique de l’environnement (Lgge, Cnrs / Université Grenoble 1), le modèle B1 combien optimiste ne manque pas toutefois d’inquiéter. En effet, selon les projections faites, d’ici à 2060, une grande partie des glaciers de montagne en Europe méridionale - dans la limite des 4000 mètres d’altitude - aurait disparu. La tropicalisation de l’Europe centrale et de la région méditerranéenne conduira à l’amplification du phénomène de la désertification en Afrique du Nord et, notamment en Algérie (qui détient déjà le plus grand désert du globe) ainsi que de la raréfaction des ressources hydriques. L’Afrique du Nord, les pays du Sahel et le Proche-Orient seront les premiers touchés.

Au vu de la situation politique à l’échelle planétaire, l’idéologie de la force, au sens absolu du terme, semble fournir le substratum où s’abreuve la philosophie de la mondialisation. La globalisation dans un model unique des modes de consommation à outrance de l’espace et des ressources (par la dotation - pour les besoins de l’échange - de standards imposés, de toute évidence, par une oligarchie scientifico-technico-militaire) est la réalité frappante de ce début du troisième millénaire. Les impacts sont donc violents: multiplication des conflits, exclusion économique et sociale, inflations, mais aussi par l’effet d’interaction haute densité, la dégradation de l’environnement prendra une allure exponentielle. Par ailleurs, l’élévation du niveau de vie avec comme conséquence immédiate, la croissance de la consommation, va générer un énorme flux de résidus au cours des processus de fabrication et en fin de cycle de vie du produit en usage. Vis-à-vis des normes de protection de l’environnement, les méthodes actuelles de production sont pour la plupart inefficaces, ce qui va amplifier les pressions exercées sur les ressources naturelles. La conception d’un processus se préoccupe plus de la qualité du produit en fin de cycle et de la plus- value économique engendrée, que des nuisances générées dans chaque compartiment de la chaîne de production. Préoccupations et ordre de priorité découlent, certes, de considérations politiques, prises comme base pour évaluer les notions de l’intérêt et de l’utile. A cet effet, la mondialisation, comme support doctrinal des pratiques socio-économiques, détiendrait, par voie de conséquence, le sinistre privilège d’universaliser les modes de consommation et de rejets: demande excessive en amont, et taux de rejets dépassant les charges critiques du milieu récepteur en aval: «La mondialisation pourrait se transformer en une débâcle spectaculaire plutôt qu’en outil de libération», prévient Achim Steiner, Secrétaire général adjoint des Nations unies et directeur exécutif du Pnue, lors des délibérations des ministres de l’Environnement réunis à l’occasion de la 24e session du Conseil d’administration du Pnue et du Forum ministériel mondial sur l’environnement clôturant l’année 2007 à Nairobi au Kenya. Du coup, et de la dimension même de cette nouvelle tendance (la mondialisation) en matière de management des relations intercommunautaires, les solutions, elles aussi, doivent revêtir un caractère spécifique en réponse à la circonstance.

Une mondialisation plus sage

Le concept de développement durable (DD), favorisant les approches bio, peut ainsi fournir les outils nécessaires à une mondialisation plus sage, pour la mener sur des voies plus écologiques assurant un compromis entre les besoins du progrès, l’équité entre des communautés souveraines et la préservation de l’environnement pour les générations futures. A cet effet, le Pnue a établi un annuaire dans lequel il fait le point sur l’évaluation des écosystèmes pour le Millénaire. Les préoccupations majeures semblent se focaliser autour de 5 questions essentielles. Ainsi, le problème de l’épuisement des réserves halieutiques du monde représente, selon cette étude, l’un des grands défis auxquels les décideurs doivent faire face. La demande croissante de fruits de mer et d’autres produits marins provoquera l’épuisement des réserves d’ici 2050 estiment les scientifiques.

Le dépérissement et la destruction systématique des forêts, constitue une réelle menace sur les dérèglements climatiques, la modification du ruissellement des eaux et les perturbations sur la chaîne trophique. La certification, en vue d’une politique d’approvisionnement plus éco-responsable est, depuis 2002, adoptée par plusieurs pays.

Le Pnue propose également le recours aux procédés propres dans les chaînes de production, ce qui permet, d’une part, de réduire les déchets et d’épargner, d’autre part, des ressources à l’amont. Le recours aux énergies renouvelables encourage, en effet, les soutiens financiers.

Par ailleurs, l’évolution rapide des technologies, notamment les nanotechnologies, qui représenteront d’ici 2015, un marché mondial de plus de mille milliards de dollars va générer plus de deux millions d’emplois(*).

Une donnée de taille qui doit impérativement appeler un effort de réflexion en matière de structures réglementaires, cadrant les caractéristiques précises de cette technologie afin de minimiser les retombées négatives éventuelles. Cette technologie du futur est l’apanage exclusif des pays du Nord comme sa grande importance dans le domaine des Ntic’ (nouvelles technologies de l’information et de la communication), risque de constituer un moyen de pression spectaculaire dans la globalisation des effets de la mondialisation sur les pays du Sud, premiers touchés par les aléas d’un environnement fragilisé.

De l’avis des spécialistes (Bernard Cassen: mondialisation contre nationalisation), les affres de la mondialisation ont touché et vont toucher plus spécifiquement les pays du Sud.

L’Algérie, à proximité de l’Europe, mais dont l’arrière-pays s’étend jusqu’aux pays du Sahel, semble être plus préoccupée par les enjeux liés à la désertification, la gestion intégrée de l’eau, et par conséquent, la sécurité alimentaire. La conjoncture que vit le citoyen algérien, liée aux déboires des dérèglements climatiques depuis quelques années, est pour une bonne part, une conséquence de la mondialisation: entreprises en faillite, barrages envasés, érosion des bassins versants et des pouvoirs d’achat, forêts en dépérissement, ensablement, désertification et désertisation. Le Nord, plus industrialisé et riche en ressources hydriques, est en, revanche, plus préoccupé par son avenir énergétique.

Si la mondialisation tente d’engouffrer dans le giron d’une quelconque oligarchie l’environnement du village planétaire, il n’en demeure pas moins qu’il existe une autre réalité que celle d’imputer les raisons de la dégradation des conditions de vie de la communauté, aux seuls effets de la mondialisation. Un alibi, une formule toute faite, une marque déposée, un prétexte tout-venant et bien venant, pour expliquer les retards de développement et justifier la paupérisation des peuples. Il est clair que les conséquences sur l’environnement, constatées de visu, ou déduites par analyse, ne reflètent que la volonté que nous avons, nous-mêmes, délibérément ou par ignorance fait exercer sur les terrains des faits pendant des décennies. La pérennisation d’un environnement mondial performant et vivable ne sera demain qu’une fonction inversement proportionnelle au mode de consommation que nous aurons consacré dans les faits. La recherche scientifique, pour la maîtrise des processus industriels constituera, elle aussi, une autre solution pour la préservation de l’écologie du globe, mais à défaut d’une bonne volonté qui serait elle inhibitrice des hantises les plus subtiles et friandes de stratégies à caractère de globalisation, l’environnement mondial ne sera demain que plus malade.

(*) US National Science Foundation
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Spiegel Online: Uno will mit Task Force Nahrungsmittelkrise bekämpfen

29. April 2008 Dienstag 9:08 AM GMT 

Uno und Weltbank wollen gemeinsam die Explosion der Lebensmittelpreise stoppen. Eine Task Force soll von den reichen Staat Geld beschaffen, damit die ärmsten Länder der Welt Saatgut bekommen.; http://www.spiegel.de/politik/ausland/0,1518,550355,00.html

TEXT:

Bern - Alle Kräfte der Vereinten Nationen müssten gebündelt werden, um den Hungernden zu helfen und weitere Lebensmittelkrisen zu verhindern, schlug Uno-Generalsekretär Ban Ki Moon Alarm. Zunächst seien 755 Millionen Dol-lar (485 Millionen Euro) Soforthilfe notwendig, wie sie das Welternährungsprogramm (WFP) bereits gefordert habe, sagte Moon. Außerdem will die Landwirtschaftsorganisation der Vereinten Nationen Bauern in den ärmsten Ländern der Welt für 1,7 Milliarden Dollar (1,09 Milliarden Euro) Saatgut zur Verfügung stellen. 

Im Kampf gegen die Explosion der Lebensmittelpreise gründete die Uno zusammen mit der Weltbank eine Task Force. Die jüngsten Preissteigerungen seien für die Staatengemeinschaft eine beispiellose Herausforderung globalen Ausmaßes, erklärten die Vereinten Nationen zum Abschluss eines halbjährlichen Treffens ihrer Organisationen in Bern. "Die Krise trifft die Schwächsten der Welt."

Die Weltbank gab die Verdoppelung ihrer Kredite für landwirtschaftliche Projekte in Afrika innerhalb eines Jahres bekannt. Die Summe werde 800 Millionen Dollar (rund 515 Millionen Euro) erreichen. Es wird außerdem erwogen, armen Staaten zur Bewältigung der Nahrungskrise Schnellkredite anzubieten. Außerdem will die Landwirtschaftsor-ganisation der Vereinten Nationen Bauern in den ärmsten Ländern der Welt für 1,7 Milliarden Dollar (1,09 Milliarden Euro) Saatgut zur Verfügung stellen.

In Asien, Nordafrika und der Karibik ist es wegen der Verteuerung von Lebensmitteln wiederholt zu Protesten ge-kommen. Grund für die Preissteigerungen sind höhere Energiekosten, eine stärkere Nachfrage nach Nahrungsmitteln in Asien und der durch staatliche Subventionen geförderte Biosprit-Boom.

Der Chef des Uo-Umweltprogramms (Unep), Achim Steiner, hatte zuvorSpekulanten für die massiven Preis-steigerungen bei Lebensmitteln verantwortlich gemacht. Es gebe ausreichend Lebensmittel, um alle Menschen in der Welt zu ernähren, sagte der deutsche UN-Diplomat in einem Interview der Nachrichtenagentur AP. Aber die Spekula-tion an den Märkten bringe die Ärmeren durch überhöhte Preise ins Abseits.

Der Unep-Generaldirektor warnte die Regierungen vor Panikreaktionen und mahnte langfristige Lösungen an. Steiner sprach sich für eine nachhaltige Landwirtschaft in der Welt aus. Er forderte in diesem Zusammenhang ein Stopp des exzessiven Einsatzes von Düngemitteln und Wasser. Beides sei teuer und verschwenderisch. 

Mit Notmaßnahmen wollen die Regierungen der Philippinen und Malaysias die Folgen der Reisknappheit für die Ärmsten der Armen mindern. Die malaysische Regierung kündigte am Montag Subventionen für die heimische Reis-produktion an, die derzeit rund zwei Drittel der Bevölkerung versorgt.

In Manila sollen Reiskarten ausgegeben werden, mit denen Grundnahrungsmittel zur Hälfte des Marktpreises gekauft können. Der heimische Reisanbau soll mit einem Investitionsprogramm über 750 Millionen Euro angekurbelt werden.

In Vietnam drohen harte Strafen für jeden, der aus der Krise Profit schlagen will. Die Behörden erklärten, in den vergangenen Tagen hätten mehrere Unternehmen massenhaft Reis aufgekauft, um ihn später mit Profit weiterzu-veräußern. Außerdem hielten Großhändler Vorräte zurück, sagte eine Sprecherin. Die Reisvorräte in Vietnam seien für den heimischen Verbrauch ausreichend, betonte Ministerpräsident Nguyen Tan Dung den staatlichen Medien zufolge. Die Tageszeitung "Phapluat" titelte am Montag mit der Schlagzeile "Keine Panik".

Hart getroffen von der Entwicklung werden auch die israelischen Verbraucher. Die Preise für Reis stiegen in der vergangenen Woche um 60 Prozent, für Mehl um 25 Prozent und für Nudeln um 12 Prozent. Eine Supermarktkette be-grenzte den Einkauf auf zwei Beutel Reis pro Kunden.

als/Reuters/AP

UPDATE: 29. April 2008
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Other Environment News
Associated Press: Food scientists say stop biofuels to fight world hunger 

By SETH BORENSTEIN, AP Science Writer Tue Apr 29, 5:27 PM ET 

WASHINGTON - Some top international food scientists Tuesday recommended halting the use of food-based biofuels, such as ethanol, saying it would cut corn prices by 20 percent during a world food crisis. 

But even as the scientists were calling for a moratorium, President Bush urged the opposite. He declared the United States should increase ethanol use because of national energy security and high gas prices.

The conflicting messages Tuesday highlighted the ongoing debate over food and fuel needs.

The three senior scientists with an international research consortium pushing a biofuel moratorium said nations need to rethink programs that divert food such as corn and soybeans into fuel, given the burgeoning worldwide food crisis. The group, CGIAR, is a global network that uses science to fight hunger. It is funded by dozens of countries and private foundations.

If leading nations stopped biofuel use this year, it would lead to a price decline in corn by about 20 percent and wheat by about 10 percent from 2009-10, said Joachim von Braun. He heads the International Food Policy Research Institute in Washington, the policy arm of CGIAR. The United States is the biggest biofuel producer.

He and the other scientists said work should be stepped up on the use of non-grain crops, such as switchgrass, for biofuel.

Another scientist, not associated with the group, agreed with their call for a halt on the use of grain for fuel.

"We need to feed the stomach before we need to feed our cars," said Rattan Lal, an Ohio State University soil sciences professor who in the past has been a critic of some of CGIAR's priorities. "We have 1 billion people who are food insecure. We can't afford the luxury of not taking care of them and taking care of gasoline."

In an interview after the CGIAR teleconference, von Braun said the United States and other countries have to make a hard choice between fighting high fuel prices and fighting world hunger.

"If you place a high value of food security for poor people, then the conclusion is clear that we step on the brake awhile," said von Braun. "If you place a high value on national energy security, other considerations come into play."

Energy security is what Bush emphasized in his press conference. When asked about the conflict with world hunger and the rising cost of food at home, he said the high price of gasoline would "spur more investment in ethanol as an alternative to gasoline.

"And the truth of the matter is, it's in our national interest that our farmers grow energy, as opposed to us purchasing energy from parts of the world that are unstable or may not like us," Bush said.

Still, Bush said the international food crisis "is of concern to us" and said the U.S. government earlier this month added another $200 million in food aid.

A World Bank study has estimated that corn prices "rose by over 60 percent from 2005-07, largely because of the U.S. ethanol program" combined with market forces.

Other nations, such as South Africa, have stopped or slowed the push to ethanol. But because the United States is the biggest producer, if it does nothing, other nations' efforts will not amount to much, von Braun said.

Von Braun said many issues are causing the food crisis, especially market forces and speculation, but that biofuel use also ranks high among the causes.

Scientists say the diversion of corn and soybeans for fuel helps force prices higher, and removes farm land from food production. Ethanol supporters say the corn used for fuels is the type only fed to livestock. However, other experts say it leads to higher livestock feed prices, thus higher food prices.

Because of this issue, legislators in Missouri are considering lifting a requirement that fuel in that state contain 10 percent ethanol. 

Just how big biofuel's effect is on food prices depends on who is talking. President Bush said it's responsible for about 15 percent of the rise in costs. U.S. Department of Agriculture spokesman Keith Williams put it closer to 20 percent. 

A soon to be released International Food Policy Research Institute analysis blames 30 percent of the overall food price rise from 2000-2007 on biofuels. An industry-funded study put the food cost rise from biofuels at 4 percent. 

Matt Hartwig, a spokesman for the Renewable Fuels Association, said, "World agriculture can both feed and fuel the globe." 
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BBC: UN sets up food crisis task force 

The United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-moon is setting up a task force to tackle the global food crisis. 

Mr Ban said the world faced "widespread hunger, malnutrition and social unrest on an unprecedented scale" because of soaring food prices. 

He said the priority was to feed the hungry by closing a $755m (£380m) funding gap for the UN's World Food Programme (WFP) this year. 

He urged donor countries to make more money available now. 

The WFP believes 100 million people are currently going short of food. 

It says only 62% of the $755m it needs to feed them has been pledged so far, and, of that, only $18m has actually been received. 

Supporting farmers 

The task force, to be chaired by Mr Ban, will be made up of the heads of UN agencies and the World Bank. 

"The first and immediate priority issue that we all agreed was that we must feed the hungry," Mr Ban said after a meeting of agency heads in the Swiss capital, Bern. 

"Without full funding of these emergency requirements, we risk again the spectre of widespread hunger, malnutrition and social unrest on an unprecedented scale." 

Mr Ban said it was essential to support farmers in poor countries who were producing less because of the high cost of fertilizer and energy, and to this end he said the task force hoped to: 

· offer $200m financial support to farmers in the worst affected countries to boost food production 

· set up a $1.7bn programme to help countries with a food deficit to buy seeds

For its part the World Bank said that it would: 

· double its lending for agriculture in Africa over the next year

· consider providing quicker and more flexible financing for poor countries 

Mr Ban said Africa could double its production of food in a few years with an annual investment of $8-10bn. 

The BBC's Alastair Leithead visits a World Food Programme service near Kabul

He also called on the international community to "urgently address trade-distorting subsidies in developed countries, and the ongoing Doha trade round. 

"But also in the long term we need to address the challenges caused by climate change," Mr Ban added. 

The head of the World Bank, Robert Zoellick, who also attended the meeting in Bern, urged countries not to use export bans to protect food stocks. 

"These controls encourage hoarding, drive up prices and hurt the poorest people around the world who are struggling to feed themselves," he said. 

His comments came as India decided to tax exports of basmati rice as it tries to control domestic inflation, Reuters news agency said. 

India banned exports of non-basmati rice in March. 

Renting fields 

The prices of staple foods including rice, grain, oil and sugar are all at least 50% higher than they were this time last year. 

On Tuesday the Beijing Morning newspaper reported that China might lease fields in Latin America, Australia and the former Soviet Union to replace farmland lost to urban and industrial development. 

Meanwhile in Washington, US President George W Bush said he was "deeply concerned" by high food prices at home and abroad. 

He said that diverting corn for the production of biofuels had only accounted for 15% of the rise in prices, which had otherwise been caused by weather, energy prices and increased demand. 

"It's in our national interest that we - our farmers - grow energy, as opposed to us purchasing energy from parts of the world that are unstable or may not like us," he added. 

Mr Bush said the long-term solution would be to switch to cellulosic ethanol, which uses grasses or other non-food sources to produce fuels. 

He also said he had made a proposal to Congress on buying food from local farmers so that countries could become "self-sustaining". 
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Reuters: U.S. renewable energy could quadruple in 10 years: GE

Tue Apr 29, 2008 5:04pm EDT

By Nichola Groom

BEVERLY HILLS, California (Reuters) - Solar, wind and other sources of renewable energy could double or even quadruple their presence in the United States in the next 10 years, an executive in General Electric's energy finance unit said on Tuesday.

Kevin Walsh, managing director of the renewable energy group at GE Energy Financial Services, said renewables could make up between 5 percent and 10 percent of the nation's energy mix, up from 2.5 percent currently, in 10 years.

"Biomass and other forms of renewable is 2.5 percent, so very, very small," Walsh said at the Milken Institute Global Conference in Beverly Hills, California. "We are blessed with some of the best wind and solar and biomass resources in the world."

Asked what the percentage of renewables, excluding hydroelectric power, would look like in 10 years, Walsh said, "Five to 10 percent."

In an interview following his appearance at the conference , Walsh said wind would make up a large portion of that increase.

"Wind is going to be a big part of it," Walsh said. "Wind is very competitive. We still have quite a bit of wind resources to exploit in this country."

Solar, geothermal and biomass will also make up big portions of the increase in renewables, Walsh added.

GE has invested in all those technologies as part of a plan to pour $6 billion into renewable energy by 2010. It has invested $4 billion of that so far, Walsh said.

Most of the conglomerate's portfolio is made up of large-scale investments such as a string of wind farms across the United States and a major hydroelectric project in Canada.

But GE also has less than $100 million of investments in venture-stage companies including lithium-ion battery maker A123Systems Inc, wave power producer Ocean Power Delivery Ltd and Norwegian electric car maker Think Global.

In an interview, Walsh said GE's venture investments would remain a small part of the overall renewable portfolio, adding up to between $50 million and $100 million a year.

Still, he said they were important not only for their promising financial returns but also as a means for GE to keep its finger on the pulse of new technologies.

"It does give GE a window on emerging technologies that we might not otherwise have," Walsh said. "We think of these as technology scouts for us."

Walsh also said GE was open to partnering with Google Inc on renewable energy investments, though he added that so far Google's investments in companies including solar thermal company eSolar and high-altitude wind company Makani Power have been earlier-stage than GE is accustomed to.

Google has said it will spend hundreds of millions of dollars to help drive the cost of electricity made from renewable sources below the price of power generated from dirty coal-fired plants.

Looking ahead, Walsh said renewables would make up half, or close to half, of GE's energy financial services portfolio within five to ten years.

He also said the renewable portfolio would be less focused on the United States going forward. Currently, U.S. investments make up 75 percent of the total, but Walsh said GE sees big opportunities in China and India.

(Reporting by Nichola Groom)
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AFP: Brazil forecasts record ethanol production in 2008 

Tue Apr 29, 9:09 PM ET 

BRASILIA (AFP) - Brazilian officials forecast on Tuesday record sugar cane crops and record ethanol production for 2008 that will boost exports of ethanol by more than 23 percent. 

The Agriculture Ministry forecast that Brazil is expected to produce between 15 and 19 percent more ethanol than in 2007, or up to 27,400 million liters.

Of that, ethanol exports are forecast to reach 4,200 million liters, up from the current 3,400 million liters a year.

Sugar cane production will also set historic records, expected to increase between nine and 13 percent over last year's production.

Brazil is the world's leading ethanol producer, with the bulk of its production going to the internal market as fuel or additive for gasoline.

Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva dismissed as an "absurd distortion" on Tuesday talk that the global food crisis is due to the boom in crops dedicated to ethanol production.

According to the agriculture ministry, a mere 2.8 percent of Brazil's agricultural land is dedicated to sugar cane production, mainly destined for ethanol.
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Associated Press/IHT:Higher energy costs from climate bills 


The Associated Press 
Wednesday, April 30, 2008 

WASHINGTON: People will be paying higher energy prices under a Senate bill to limit greenhouse gases, but how much will depend on how well the country can shift away from burning fossil fuels, an Energy Department analysis said Tuesday.

The Energy Information Administration said annual energy costs could increase on average of as little as $30 or as much as 10 times that much by 2020. The projected cost increases per household ranged from $76 a year more to as much as $723 a year more by 2030.

The agency said the difference depends on how successful the country will be in replacing significant amounts of energy production from coal and oil to nuclear power as well as solar and wind energy, and how successfully it adopts conservation measures.

Overall, the report said the U.S. economy will continue to grow, but at a lower pace.

The Senate bill, co-sponsored by Sens. Joe Lieberman, I-Conn., and John Warner, R-Va., calls for capping carbon dioxide emissions from power plants, transportation and industrial sources to attain a reduction of 70 percent in greenhouse gases by mid-century.

The bill is expected to come up for Senate debate in June, although it is unlikely that it will pass this year. Some Republican senators have vowed to force a filibuster unless it is dramatically changed.

Lieberman welcomed the EIA analysis saying it shows overall economic growth would not change much if the carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas restrictions are enacted.

He said another analysis by the Environmental Protection Agency had come to similar conclusions. The EPA study also had a wide range of potential energy cost scenarios.

"Two separate government analysis have now come to the same conclusion," said Lieberman in a statement. "Our bill curbs global warming without harming the U.S. economy."

The EIA report used a half dozen computer models to reach its range of cost estimates. Lieberman said with development of more alternative sources of fuel for power plants, the report estimated electricity costs increasing 5 percent in 2020 and 11 percent in 2030.
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Associated Press: UN to set up task force to tackle global food crisis


By Associated Press  |   Tuesday, April 29, 2008   

BERN, Switzerland - The United Nations will set up a top-level task force to tackle the global food crisis and avert "social unrest on an unprecedented scale," Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said today.

Ban, who will lead the task force, said its first priority will be to meet the $755 million shortfall in funding for the World Food Program.

"Without full funding of these emergency requirements, we risk again the specter of widespread hunger, malnutrition and social unrest on an unprecedented scale," he told reporters in the Swiss capital, Bern, where the U.N. agency chiefs have been meeting.

"We anticipate that additional funding will be required," he said.

The skyrocketing cost of food staples, stoked by rising fuel prices, unpredictable weather and demand from India and China, already has sparked sometimes violent protests in the Caribbean, Africa and Asia.

Ban added that new measures must go beyond the usual approach of simply providing emergency food relief when crises hit.

"In addition to increasing food prices, we see at the same time farmers in developing countries planting less, producing less, due to the escalating cost of fertilizer and energy," he said. "We must make every effort to support those farmers so that in the coming year we do not see even more severe food shortages."

To that end, the U.N.’s Food and Agriculture Organization has developed a $1.7 billion plan to provide seeds for farmers in the world’s poorest countries, Ban said.

The effort needs to focus on Africa, which could double food production over a very few years, Ban said later in a speech at the U.N.’s European headquarters in Geneva.

It will "cost a relatively modest $8 to $10 billion annually," he said.

Ban said the food crisis has a number of causes, including climate change, long spells of drought, changing consumption patterns in major developing countries and the planting of crops for biofuel.

He said he hoped world leaders would come to a June meeting in Rome to find ways to alleviate the food crisis. He said the international community had previously not listened to warnings from the U.N.’s Food and Agriculture Organization and others.

World Bank President Robert Zoellick said 100 million people are estimated to have been pushed into poverty over the past two years.

"This crisis isn’t over once the emergency needs are met," said Zoellick, who also attended the meeting. "We can’t just replay this year after year after year."

He said $475 million has already been pledged to WFP but that more is needed.

"The world can afford this," said Zoellick. "I think we’ve now got the attention of the world community."

He also praised Ukraine for lifting its ban on exporting food and urged other countries to do the same, saying countries had to think of the global needs.
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Reuters: World Bank Tackle Food Crisis, Bush Backs Ethanol

US: April 30, 2008

BERNE/WASHINGTON, - UN agencies and the World Bank on Tuesday pledged to set up a task force to tackle soaring global food prices, while US President George W, Bush said high crop prices should not slow biofuel efforts.

The international bodies called on countries not to restrict exports of food to secure supplies at home, warning that could make the problem worse.

"We consider that the dramatic escalation in food prices worldwide has evolved into an unprecedented challenge of global proportions," the United Nations said in a statement.

The world's most vulnerable people, including the urban poor, are at risk, it said after a meeting of 27 international agency heads in Berne to chart a solution to food price rises that have caused hunger, riots and hoarding in poor countries.

"Though we have seen wheat prices fall over the last few days, rice and corn prices are likely to remain high, and wheat relatively so," World Bank President Robert Zoellick told a joint news conference.

Higher costs of wheat, rice, and other staples have put extreme pressure on aid providers such as the World Food Programme, a UN agency.

Many antihunger activists have said the biofuels industry is exacerbating the crisis by diverting needed crops. But in Washington, Bush said he believes corn-based ethanol production is responsible for only a small part of food inflation.

"And the truth of the matter is, it's in our national interests that we -- our farmers -- grow energy, as opposed to us purchasing energy from parts of the world that are unstable or may not like us," he told reporters.

Aid workers and others contend diverting more than a a quarter of the US corn harvest to make ethanol is making food much more expensive the world's poor. A leading agriculture research group said a moratorium on grain- and oilseed-based biofuels would help cut crop prices substantially.

"Our models analysis suggest that if a moratorium on biofuels would be issued in 2008, we could expect a price decline of maize by about 20 percent and for wheat by about 10 percent in 2009-10. So it's this significant," Joachim von Braun, heads of the International Food Policy Research Institute, told reporters in a briefing.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon called on the international community to provide the World Food Program the $755 million in emergency funds it needs for the crisis.

"Without full funding of these emergency requirements, we risk again the spectre of widespread hunger, malnutrition, and social unrest on an unprecedented scale," Ban said.

Concern about soaring food costs has toppled Haiti's government and caused riots in parts of Africa.

The task force, bringing together the heads of UN agencies, funds and programmes, the IMF and the World Bank under the leadership of Ban, will set priorities for a plan of action and make sure it is carried out.

Ban, said later in Geneva the crisis threatened to "undo all our good work" toward reaching the Millennium Development Goals, ambitious targets set by the heads of UN member states in 2000 to alleviate poverty, hunger and disease by 2015.

WORLD BANK PLEA

The UN Food and Agriculture Organization's Food Price Index, measuring prices of cereals, dairy produce, meat, sugar and oils, was up 57 percent in March 2008 from a year earlier.

Developing world farmers, often the poorest in their countries, are not benefiting from higher prices, World Bank analysis shows, because they tend to eat most of what they grow rather than selling it. Also, they can't afford to grow more crops because of higher prices for fuel and fertilizer.

"Even in some areas where people know that prices are higher, they are not planting more because they are fearful that they face very high input costs," Zoellick said.

Prices of key commodities eased on Tuesday but remain much higher than last year.

US rice futures fell more than 4.0 percent, retreating further from last week's record high as the world's biggest exporter, Thailand, said it would release government stocks for domestic use and traders looked ahead to Asian harvests.

India slapped export taxes on basmati rice and other products as the government unveiled moves to tackle inflation.

The World Bank urged countries not to ban food exports. "These controls encourage hoarding, drive up prices and hurt the poorest people around the world who are struggling to feed themselves, World Bank President Zoellick said in a statement.

(Additional reporting by Sambit Mohanty in Bangkok, Miyoung Kim in Seoul, Apornrath Phoonphongphipat in Bangkok, Carmel Crimmins in Manila and Ho Binh Minh in Hanoi, Stephanie Nebehay in Geneva; Writing by Valerie Lee, Keith Weir and Jonathan Lynn; Editing by David Gregorio)

Story by Laura MacInnis and Russell Blinch

REUTERS NEWS SERVICE
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BBC: UN sets up food crisis task force 

The United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-moon is setting up a task force to tackle the global food crisis. 

Mr Ban said the world faced "widespread hunger, malnutrition and social unrest on an unprecedented scale" because of soaring food prices. 

He said the priority was to feed the hungry by closing a $755m (£380m) funding gap for the UN's World Food Programme (WFP) this year. 

He urged donor countries to make more money available now. 

The WFP believes 100 million people are currently going short of food. 

It says only 62% of the $755m it needs to feed them has been pledged so far, and, of that, only $18m has actually been received. 

Supporting farmers 

The task force, to be chaired by Mr Ban, will be made up of the heads of UN agencies and the World Bank. 

"The first and immediate priority issue that we all agreed was that we must feed the hungry," Mr Ban said after a meeting of agency heads in the Swiss capital, Bern. 

"Without full funding of these emergency requirements, we risk again the spectre of widespread hunger, malnutrition and social unrest on an unprecedented scale." 

Mr Ban said it was essential to support farmers in poor countries who were producing less because of the high cost of fertilizer and energy, and to this end he said the task force hoped to: 

· offer $200m financial support to farmers in the worst affected countries to boost food production 

· set up a $1.7bn programme to help countries with a food deficit to buy seeds

For its part the World Bank said that it would: 

· double its lending for agriculture in Africa over the next year

· consider providing quicker and more flexible financing for poor countries 

Mr Ban said Africa could double its production of food in a few years with an annual investment of $8-10bn. 

The BBC's Alastair Leithead visits a World Food Programme service near Kabul

He also called on the international community to "urgently address trade-distorting subsidies in developed countries, and the ongoing Doha trade round. 

"But also in the long term we need to address the challenges caused by climate change," Mr Ban added. 

The head of the World Bank, Robert Zoellick, who also attended the meeting in Bern, urged countries not to use export bans to protect food stocks. 

"These controls encourage hoarding, drive up prices and hurt the poorest people around the world who are struggling to feed themselves," he said. 

His comments came as India decided to tax exports of basmati rice as it tries to control domestic inflation, Reuters news agency said. 

India banned exports of non-basmati rice in March. 

Renting fields 

The prices of staple foods including rice, grain, oil and sugar are all at least 50% higher than they were this time last year. 

On Tuesday the Beijing Morning newspaper reported that China might lease fields in Latin America, Australia and the former Soviet Union to replace farmland lost to urban and industrial development. 

Meanwhile in Washington, US President George W Bush said he was "deeply concerned" by high food prices at home and abroad. 

He said that diverting corn for the production of biofuels had only accounted for 15% of the rise in prices, which had otherwise been caused by weather, energy prices and increased demand. 

"It's in our national interest that we - our farmers - grow energy, as opposed to us purchasing energy from parts of the world that are unstable or may not like us," he added. 

Mr Bush said the long-term solution would be to switch to cellulosic ethanol, which uses grasses or other non-food sources to produce fuels. 

He also said he had made a proposal to Congress on buying food from local farmers so that countries could become "self-sustaining". 
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Reuters: As Food Prices Surge, So Could Amazon Destruction 
RIO DE JANEIRO - Vast areas of idle land in Brazil could be part of the solution to the world food crisis but there is a danger that surging prices will lead to more burning of the Amazon rain forest. 

Experts say deforestation in the Amazon closely tracks moves on global food markets as farmers along Brazil's vast agricultural frontier react to the prospect of greater profits by cutting trees and burning the land to make way for pasture or crops. 

"At the very edge of the agricultural frontier, it's very dynamic and that's why you get statistics for deforestation that swing wildly from one year to the next," said Roberto Cavalcanti of Conservation International. 

"A small shift in food prices can have a big impact on whether it's economical or not to move into the forest." 

The governor of Mato Grosso, one of Brazil's biggest farming states, last week advocated more deforestation as a solution to the sharp rises in staples such as rice that are threatening to push millions of people into hunger. 

"There is no way to produce more food without occupying more land and taking down more trees," Blairo Maggi, also Brazil's largest soybean producer and widely known as the "King of Soy", told the Folha news agency. 

Brazil has become one of the world's breadbaskets, a leading exporter of foods such as soybean and beef, fuelled by strong demand from Europe and developing giant China. 

The demand has helped feed the destruction of the world's largest rain forest for cattle ranching and crop production. 

With up to 50 million hectares (193,000 sq. miles) in degraded farm land that could be reused -- an area bigger than California -- experts say Brazil could raise its farm production without making further inroads into the forest. 

"We are trying to get farmers and producers to have access to new technologies so that they don't have to advance into new areas," Environment Minister Marina Silva said last week when asked about Maggi's comments. 

But weak public policy and enforcement mean economics still work against the forest, which has shrunk by about a fifth -- an area the size of France -- since the 1970s. 

"No-one (in the government) says how to recover that area, because in the Amazon basin it's more easy and cheaper to cut down trees than recover the degraded land," said Paulo Moutinho of IPAM, an Amazon research institute in Brasilia. 


OPPORTUNITY 

Cavalcanti said the fact that fuel prices were also rising meant the food crisis was an opportunity for governments in Brazil and elsewhere to encourage farming in areas away from forests, where productivity is often low and costs high. 

"By providing incentives for the use of these degraded areas, you could redirect the pressure," he said. 

Deforestation hit a record high in 2004 when commodity prices were high and Brazil's currency was weak. 

About 7,000 square km (2,700 square miles) of the forest was lost between August and December last year, coinciding with a rise in global food prices and marking a sharp annualised increase after three years of declines. 

In response, the government launched the "Arc of Fire", its biggest operation yet against illegal logging, which resulted in dramatic riots by loggers in Para state in February. 

Hundreds of police and federal agents in the giant frontier states of Para, Mato Grosso and Rondonia have been deployed, imposing fines, making arrests and confiscating wood. But the vastness of the area alone makes slowing deforestation difficult. 

Roberto Smeraldi, Amazon director of Friends of the Earth, said a preliminary study showed that less than 1 percent of the fines imposed during the operation had been collected. 

A further 1,500 square km (580 square miles) of forest was cut down in the first three months of this year, according to preliminary figures from Brazil's National Institute for Space Research, a high figure considering it was the wet season. 

"If there is no law enforcement ... the correlation between commodity prices and deforestation is high. If there is law enforcement you would see a correlation with increased productivity," said Carlos Nobre, a scientist with the institute and a leading Amazon expert. 

(Editing by Kieran Murray) 

Story by Stuart Grudgings 

Story Date: 30/4/2008
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Business Daily (Nairobi) Reality of Climate Change is Dawning On Country 

OPINION
29 April 2008 
Posted to the web 29 April 2008 

By David Mataen

"Climate change is top of mind for many executives. Media attention is high, political discussions are intense, valuations for clean-technology companies have increased considerably, and the corporate carbon footprint has become an important topic among senior managers," read an article in The McKinsey Quarterly recently. 

Among global mega-trends climate change has worked its way to the top. The International Framework Convention on Climate Change (IFCCC) sponsored the Kyoto Protocol that almost, if for US regressiveness, became the first universal agreement on anything. Climate change is worrying, it is alarming, and it is urgent. As citizens of the world we need to act and act now to save the world from mankind's compulsive destructive tendencies. 

	


Back here what have we done about it? Let's take stock. I don't know about you, but I hear deafening silence, an eerie gnawing quiet. 

That is if you tune out the occasional lone and plaintive cries of Wangari who most of our political class would really wish she could shut up. We tell ourselves that nothing is the matter, and go about life in ignominious bliss. 

We say that we do not have the toxic heavy industries of China nor the permanently snaking columns of gas-guzzling automobiles of San Francisco. 

My view is we stand on precarious, fast shifting quicksands. And if we do not act fast, and act collectively we may be staring great parallels of frightening. Lets look at it from a commercial sense. Climate change is and has become a very real and expensive cost of conducting business right here in Kenya. 

Near depletion of the water catchments areas has rendered rainfall erratic; silting up of the water dams has made reservoir and turbines management expensive and reduced their capacity to hold water. 

The result is a very costly energy regime and escalating power costs. 

Just last week we were awakened to a sombre prospect that our electricity bills could be reading 60 per cent more by June. 

In a situation as we find ourselves where alternative energy is not a feasible nor ready option, we have no option but to swallow the bitter pill. 

On the other hand power consumption per capita is sky-rocketing. For an apt illustration, when I first came to Nairobi not a single building had air-conditioning. Now those without are the exception. For nine months in a calendar year, outdoor motors suspended outside of windows are humming and whining endlessly. 

For industrial and manufacturing concerns power costs have already become a barrier to doing business. Very soon our cement manufacturers will have to seriously consider locating out of Kenya if they are to remain competitive in the region. Egyptian and Far Eastern manufacturers are taking them out purely on the strength of much lower energy costs in their economies. 

At this rate, there are myriad industries essential to economic growth we might never have because of our extremely high unit costs of power: a serious steel industry for one. 

Modern industrialisation is directly correlated to energy availability; no economy can prosper without an abundant supply of energy. It is however inversely correlated with its costs; no economy can prosper either on a high and deteriorating power cost base. 

How about the national sanitation situation? How many estates in Nairobi have constant running water? How many new ones are subtracting from the list every year? 

Will it only become critical when the taps in Serena Nairobi or State house run dry? Did you know that one of the reasons our coffee isn't branded is because we haven't got enough water to clean it to international standards? 

Those of us who think that protecting, even reclaiming, the environment is doing Prof Wangari a favour, think again. 

Mataen is Corporate Finance director, Faida Investment Bank. 
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AFP: Global warming expert raises concerns for tourism industry 

by Elizabeth Gibson Tue Apr 29, 5:36 PM ET 

BANGKOK (AFP) - Nobel Peace Prize recipient Rajendra Pachauri Tuesday warned tourism industry chiefs they need to reduce their impact on climate change as consumers become more environmentally aware. 

"The tourism industry, for its own sake, will have to adapt," Pachauri said to more than 200 Asia Pacific airline, hotel and tourist company chief executives at a conference on tourism and climate change.

"I would appeal to you and urge you to take steps so that you are seen not as the problem but as part of the solution," the head of the UN's Nobel prizewinning climate panel said in a pre-recorded video.

Global warming has the potential to melt ski resorts out of business and drown island getaways with rising sea levels, Pachauri told the first Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) climate change conference.

Promoting energy efficiency and offsetting carbon emissions, he said, must become standard business practices as oil prices rise and savvy tourists start demanding green credentials.

"Climate factors, which are major determinants of tourist demand, could induce tourists to go to new destinations," Pachauri said. "There are issues that will have to be carefully considered and mapped out."

Pachauri and former US vice president Al Gore accepted the Nobel Peace Prize in 2007 for their work to publicise the dangers of global warming.

Tourism industry leaders said it was time they stopped being defensive every time someone mentioned climate change and did something about it.

"It's fine to lobby, it's fine to justify why we're not as bad as other industries," said Rohit Talwar, CEO of tourism consultant agency Fast Future.

"But I've never seen a good bit of lobbying that could stop a glacier from melting."

Tantalising slideshows of gleaming silver resorts rising from the water near Dubai were shadowed by charts of climbing carbon emissions which contribute to global warming.

The tourism industry accounted for about five percent of global emissions in 2007, according to the UN World Tourism Organisation. Growth in the tourism industry could increase emissions by as much as 150 percent in 30 years.

European and Australian international travellers are already pressuring companies to offset their emissions and to follow environmentally friendly building standards. The European Union has threatened to ban airlines which do not offset their emissions.

Tourism chiefs said they cannot let their Asian resorts and transport agencies fall asleep or they will lose business from the West and from increasingly concerned Asian customers.

"Climate change is a deal breaker," said PATA president Peter de Jong.

"Our customers are at issue. They believe we've been apathetic."

Consumer sentiment and possible energy savings have companies scrambling, with projects ranging from Virgin Airlines' efforts to run jets on biofuel to Marriott International's goal of recyclable pens at every hotel reception desk.

Pachauri said businesses have a responsibility to help tourists make green choices instead of trying to woo customers with eco-gimmicks. 

The industry can build new value into its services by taking the lead instead of waiting for government regulations, he said. 

"You would certainly have performed a great service to humanity by leading them in the right direction," Pachauri said.
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BBC: US ordered to act on polar bear 

By Richard Black 
Environment correspondent, BBC News website

A judge has told the US government to decide within weeks whether to list polar bears as an endangered species. 

The decision was hailed by conservation groups which have been hounding the government on the issue for years. 

The federal judge rejected the Bush administration's pleas for a further delay, and ordered it to make and implement its decision by 15 May. 

A listing could restrict oil and gas exploration in the US Arctic, and lead to curbs on greenhouse gas emissions. 

"Today's decision is a huge victory for the polar bear," said Kassie Siegel, climate program director with the Center for Biological Diversity, one of the conservation groups behind the legal challenge. 

"By 15 May, the polar bear should receive the protections it deserves under the Endangered Species Act, which is the first step toward saving the polar bear and the entire Arctic ecosystem from global warming." 

Static violation 

The conservation groups argue that with polar bear numbers declining, there is an urgent need to protect its remaining habitat. 

But the government had stalled on making a decision since the original petition went forward in 2005. 

At the court, Judge Claudia Wilken ruled that the slow progress put the government in breach of its obligations. 

"Defendants have been in violation of the law requiring them to publish the listing determination for nearly 120 days," she concluded. 

Judge Wilken also denied the government's request for a further delay, and ordered it to forgo the traditional 30-day waiting period between making a decision and implementing it. 

The US Fish and Wildlife Service must now decide whether to list the polar bear as endangered, or to put it in a lesser category of risk such as threatened, or to keep it off the list entirely - an option which would immediately lead to further legal action from the conservation coalition. 

If it is listed, campaigners will argue that anything that might impinge on the creature's habitat, such as recently announced plans for oil and gas exploration off the Alaskan coast, must either be cancelled or put under much more rigorous scrutiny. 

They will also argue that the only way to prevent the Arctic becoming entirely ice-free in summers in the coming decades is to make drastic cuts in greenhouse gas emissions. 

Two years ago the internationally recognised Red List of Threatened Species included polar bears for the first time, giving them a listing of Vulnerable to Extinction. 

Warming Arctic seas and a marked decline in sea ice during the summer months had, said the Red List, reduced numbers by about one third in three generations (45 years). 
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Reuters: Judge orders polar bear decision by May 15

Tue Apr 29, 2008 3:47pm EDT

By Deborah Zabarenko, Environment Correspondent

WASHINGTON (Reuters) - The Bush administration must decide by May 15 whether polar bears in the United States should be listed as threatened by climate change under the Endangered Species Act, a federal judge ruled on Tuesday, barring further delay.

U.S. District Judge Claudia Wilken in Oakland, California, ruled in favor of the plaintiffs -- the Natural Resources Defense Council, the Center for Biological Diversity and Greenpeace -- finding the U.S. government broke the law by missing the deadline for a polar bear decision by four months.

The Interior Department, which has responsibility for endangered species, was supposed to issue a decision in January but postponed that for a month. Most recently, it asked for a delay until June 30 so its lawyers could finish reviewing and revising the decision.

Wilken denied this request.

"Defendants offer no specific facts that would justify the existing delay, much less further delay," she said.

"To allow defendants more time would violate the mandated listing deadlines under the ESA (Endangered Species Act) and congressional intent that time is of the essence in listing threatened species."

The government must decide whether to classify polar bears living in Alaska as threatened, meaning they might face a risk of extinction in the future. If it does, then it must develop a plan to stave off the threat, a complicated process that could take years. The action would not affect polar bears living in other Arctic countries, such as Russia or Canada.

Environmental groups have pressed the U.S. government to decide on the polar bears' fate, arguing that the disappearance of their icy habitat due to global warming threatens their existence.

"The federal court has thrown this incredible animal a lifeline," said Andrew Wetzler of the Natural Resources Defense Council. "The Endangered Species Act requires the decision to be based solely on science, and the science is absolutely unambiguous that the polar bear deserves protection."

Shane Wolf, a spokesman for the Interior Department, said by e-mail: "We have received the court's decision and are reviewing it. We will evaluate the legal options and will decide the appropriate course of action."

OIL LEASES AND POLAR BEARS

Polar bears live only in the Arctic and depend on sea ice as a platform for hunting seals. A report by the U.S. Geological Survey said two-thirds of the world's polar bears -- some 16,000 -- could be gone by 2050 if predictions about melting sea ice hold true.

This is the first time global warming has been a factor in proposing a threatened status for any U.S. species.

Until the U.S. government issues its decision on polar bears' status under the Endangered Species Act, there should be no more oil and gas development in the Arctic bear's habitat, according to the environmental law group Earthjustice.

Earthjustice, which was not involved in the current polar bear lawsuit, is proceeding with a separate suit challenging the Bush administration's sale of oil and gas development rights in the Chukchi Sea off the Alaskan coast, a prime polar bear area.

During the first delay in issuing the polar bear decision, the Interior Department sold oil and gas rights on February 6 across some 29.7 million acres in the Chukchi Sea for a record $2.66 billion -- about four times what the government expected to get.

"Only after deciding what level of protection polar bears warrant can informed decisions be made about how, where and when oil and gas development might go forward in polar bear habitat," the group's Erik Grafe said in a statement.

Interior Department officials have acknowledged that the science on the polar bear's future is not in doubt but have said that any plan to remove the threat to the animals' existence would be complicated, since climate change is a global phenomenon rather than a particular limited area with a specific problem.

In Canada, where two-thirds of the world's polar bears live, an advisory panel -- the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife -- said last Friday that the polar bear is of "special concern" but is not endangered or threatened with extinction.

(Editing by Cynthia Osterman)

(For more information on the environment, see blogs.reuters.com/environment/ )
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Reuters: Asian vultures disappearing faster than dodo

Tue Apr 29, 2008 7:28pm EDT

 By Michael Kahn

LONDON (Reuters) - Wild Asian vultures could become extinct in 10 years unless officials stop the use of a livestock drug that has caused the birds to decline faster than the dodo, British and Indian scientists said on Wednesday.

A new study shows the population of oriental white-backed vultures has plunged 99.9 percent since 1992 while the numbers of two species, the long-billed and slender-billed vultures, together have fallen by nearly 97 percent.

A wider ban of the veterinary drug diclofenac and more captive breeding centers are the only way to save the birds found mainly in India, the researchers said in the Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society.

India banned manufacture of the veterinary form of the anti-inflammatory in 2006, but a version formulated for humans is still used to treat livestock, the researchers said. When the vultures feed on carcasses they ingest the drug, which shuts down their kidneys and kills them within days.

"The ban on diclofenac production for veterinary use was an excellent first step," Vibhu Prakash, a researcher at the Bombay Natural History Society and colleagues wrote. However, this action is insufficient on its own to save these species."

The birds are critical to the ecosystem and for human health in India because they are the primary means of getting rid of animal carcasses in the nation of some 1.12 billion people, added Andrew Cunningham, who worked on the study.

Their demise is has led to a sharp increase in dead animals around villages and towns, which has boosted the numbers of disease-carrying rats and rabid stray dogs, he said.

"This is a direct consequence of the decline of the vultures," Cunningham, a veterinarian at the Zoological Society of London, said in a telephone interview.

The researchers counted vultures in northern and central India between March and June last year. They surveyed the birds from vehicles along more than 160 sections of road totaling 18,900 kilometers.

The study followed four previous counts and was the first since 2003. The researchers warned that all three species could dwindle down to a few hundred birds or less to the verge of extinction in fewer than 10 years.

The researchers believe the number of oriental white-backed vultures in India could now be as low as 11,000 from tens of millions in the 1980s. Populations of the long-billed vultures have likely dropped to 45,000 while only an estimated 1,000 of the slender-billed species remain, they said.

The dodo was hunted to extinction barely 100 years after it was discovered in the 16th century.

(Reporting by Michael Kahn, Editing by Maggie Fox and Dominic Evans)
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AFP: China hails 100-day mark to Olympics amid Tibet, torch troubles 

by Dan Martin 37 minutes ago 

BEIJING (AFP) - China hailed the 100-day countdown to the Beijing Olympics on Wednesday, but simmering controversies over Tibet and the torch relay, as well as heavy pollution, cast a shadow over the milestone. 

A fun run involving thousands of people held to mark the day got underway near key Olympic venues in the north of the capital, where speakers blared the unofficial theme song of Games preparations, "We Are Ready".

But as if to underline the clouds over the August Olympics, the runners set off under a pall of smog enveloping the city, which some elite athletes have identified as a health threat that may stop them competing.

Unrest in Tibetan regions also continued to fester, with state press reporting overnight that police in northwestern China on Monday shot and killed an ethnic Tibetan suspected of inciting anti-China protests in March.

It was the first official admission that police had killed a Tibetan in the unrest that has flared across the Tibetan plateau, embarrassing and angering China's communist rulers ahead of the Olympics.

Tibet's government-in-exile says more than 200 people have been killed in a subsequent Chinese crackdown, while China had so far insisted the only deaths were 20 people killed by Tibetan "rioters".

Meanwhile the Olympic torch was due to return to Chinese soil in Hong Kong on Wednesday after a worldwide relay marred by protests by critics of China's control of Tibet and clashes between protesters and Chinese supporters.

Demonstrations are expected in Hong Kong, which has freedom of expression laws, during Friday's relay, while American actress Mia Farrow, who is pushing China to help stop violence in Sudan's conflict-riven Darfur region, is also expected in the city.

A lengthy domestic relay throughout China looks set to provide its share of controversy too, amid plans to take the flame through still simmering Tibet and heavily Muslim Xinjiang, where Chinese control also is widely resented.

While China has been praised by the International Olympic Committee (IOC) for Games venues and other physical preparations, it has come under fire for allegedly falling short on promises made to help secure the Games.

These included human right improvements, a vow to hold a "green games", and reduced restrictions on foreign media.

Earlier in April it jailed high-profile dissident Hu Jia, a case activists say highlighted a campaign of official harassment and detentions of critics aimed at silencing dissent during the Games.

Meanwhile, the capital has been wrapped in smog for much of the past few weeks. The IOC has said some distance events may have to be postponed if the air is a health threat.

China risks creating a "hostile environment" for foreign journalists by attacking Western media and curbing reporting freedoms in violation of Olympic promises, a press group said on Wednesday.

The Foreign Correspondents Club of China said a campaign against foreign media threatened to "poison" the atmosphere for overseas media with the Beijing Olympics now just 100 days away.

"One hundred days before the Olympics, death threats against foreign correspondents and official statements demonising Western media risk creating a hostile environment for foreign journalists based in China and for tens of thousands of additional media planning to cover the Games," it said.

The FCCC said at least 10 foreign correspondents in China "have received anonymous death threats during a campaign, on the Web and in state-run media, against alleged bias in Western media coverage of the Tibetan unrest and its aftermath."

The association also called on China to abide by new regulations launched in January 1, 2007, shedding some restrictions on foreign journalists. 

Those have been largely cast aside amid the Tibet unrest, with vast Tibetan-populated areas cut off to the outside world amid a massive crackdown on anti-China rioting that broke out last month. 

"Foreign correspondents have been detained, prevented from conducting interviews, searched, and subjected to the confiscation or destruction of reporting materials," the FCCC said. 

"Authorities have intimidated Chinese sources and staff, and in some cases ordered them to inform on foreign correspondents' activities. 

In an editorial, the China Daily newspaper vowed the decision to award the Games to China would be vindicated. 

"(Beijingers) want to tell the world that their rationale for bidding for the Games in 2001 was sound then, and remains sound today," it said.
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AFP: Drink wine and save Mother Earth 

Tue Apr 29, 12:41 PM ET 

OSLO (AFP) - Norwegians will soon be able to help save the planet from global warming by savouring a glass of Bordeaux, a wine importer said on Tuesday. 

For every bag-in-box of Chateau Le Cluzeau 2006 sold in Norway the importer Bevco will buy carbon credits compensating for 18 kilograms of carbon dioxide.

That is almost six times the estimated amount of CO2 emitted in the production and transport of one bag-in-box.

The money will be given to a Norwegian non-governmental organisation Framtiden i vaare hender (The Future is in Our Hands), which will in turn finance clean energy projects in developing countries.

The wine will go on sale on the Norwegian market on May 3.

The bag-in-box format -- as the name implies, a plastic bladder full of wine inside a strong cardboard box -- is popular in the Nordic countries. One bag-in-box is the equivalent of three litres, or four bottles, of wine.
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Reuters: Tokyo's panda dies; a chance for China diplomacy?

Wed Apr 30, 2008 2:29am EDT

 

TOKYO (Reuters) - The last giant panda at Tokyo's main zoo has died, raising the question of whether Chinese President Hu Jintao might engage in some panda diplomacy when he visits next week.

Ling Ling, a 22-year-old male giant panda popular among zoo visitors, died overnight at the Ueno Zoo in Tokyo, an official at the zoo said on Wednesday.

An official at Japan's foreign ministry said possible panda loans from China had been raised previously through diplomatic channels, as Ling Ling aged.

But she added that the issue had so far not been included in topics for discussion during the visit by Hu, the first visit to Japan by a Chinese president in 10 years.

Beijing was leaning towards loaning a male and a female panda to the Ueno Zoo, Japanese news service Jiji Press reported, citing government sources.

Ling Ling moved to Tokyo from the Beijing Zoo in 1992, when the two zoos exchanged pandas for breeding purposes.

But the Tokyo zoo failed to bring forth any panda cubs between Ling Ling and three other pandas there, and he had been living alone since 2005, after two others died and a visiting panda returned to Mexico.

Chief Cabinet Secretary Nobutaka Machimura told reporters he would support more pandas for the zoo.

"I have seen a panda and it was really cute," he said.

The foreign ministry was unable to confirm how many pandas Japan might ask China for.

The giant panda, one of the world's most endangered species, is found in the wild only in China, where an estimated 1,600 live in nature reserves in their native mountains and bamboo forests.

China has conducted panda diplomacy with Japan in the past and donated four giant pandas, including two in 1972 to celebrate the restoration of diplomatic ties between the two countries.

Other countries have also received pandas in high-profile diplomatic gestures.

Detractors have accused China of using "panda diplomacy" to push its political agendas and of reaping exorbitant loan fees from host countries.

Chinese media, citing a wildlife official, reported last year that the country has stopped giving pandas to foreign countries and would only loan them in future for breeding and biological research.

Japan has eight other giant pandas, all on loan from China for research and breeding purposes, the zoo official said.

(Reporting by Yoko Kubota) 
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Biocarburants: l'UE pourrait refuser les fournisseurs non-signataires d'accords

AFP - Mardi 29 avril, 15h07 

BRUXELLES (AFP) - Les pays européens, en pleine réflexion pour définir des "critères durables" pour encadrer la fabrication des biocarburants, envisagent de limiter leurs importations aux pays respectant une dizaine de conventions internationales sur le climat et le travail.

L'une des options envisagée par un groupe de travail de représentants des 27 consisterait à n'accepter que les biocarburants de pays ayant ratifié "au moins dix" traités internationaux d'une liste de douze, selon un document de travail provisoire.

Quatre traités (y compris le protocole de Kyoto sur la réduction des émissions de carbone) portent sur le climat et huit autres sur le droit du travail (non exploitation des enfants, liberté syndicale, etc.)

Cette option exclurait de facto des pays non signataires comme les Etats-Unis. D'où un ajout récent: dans des cas "exceptionnels", si un pays n'a pas ratifié ces traités il pourra fournir des informations montrant qu'il applique les mêmes normes.

Une autre piste prévoit d'obliger l'industrie à respecter toute une série de critères sur la pollution de l'air et de l'eau, le maintien de la qualité des sols, la consultation de la population locale, les conditions de travail. "Pourquoi devrions-nous introduire de telles obligations pour les producteurs de biocarburants à base de canne à sucre, mais pas pour ceux qui exportent simplement de la canne à sucre?", s'interroge toutefois le commissaire européen au Commerce Peter Mandelson, dans une tribune parue mardi dans le Guardian.

Il a également appelé les Européens à ne pas privilégier leur agriculture au détriment de l'environnement. "Si nous pouvons importer des tropiques des biocarburants moins chers et plus verts (comme la canne à sucre), répondant à des critères durables, nous devons le faire".

Dans le même temps, il a admis que les biocarburants américains à base de maïs, fortement subventionnés, pourraient être "l'un des facteurs" de la hausse des prix alimentaires mondiaux. La production européenne de biocarburants, 2% des cultures, n'a en revanche qu'un "effet minimal".

Les pays de l'UE se sont fixés un objectif contraignant d'utiliser 10% de biocarburants dans leur consommation totale de carburants d'ici 2020, une ambition de plus en plus contestée face à l'envolée des prix et les récentes émeutes de la faim.

Seules les productions respectant des critères durables précis devront être comptabilisés par les Européens.

Le groupe de travail des pays membres doit présenter ses travaux le 7 mai aux ambassadeurs des pays de l'UE. Mais face à la complexité du dossier, il devrait être prolongé jusqu'à la fin du mois, indique l'eurodéputé vert Claude Turmes, rapporteur du dossier au Parlement.

Pour cet expert en énergie, "la responsabilité doit se trouver au niveau des entrepreneurs", et non au niveau des gouvernements prompts à autoriser n'importe quel investissement. Des pays comme l'Indonésie ou le Brésil ont certes signé beaucoup de conventions internationales sur le travail, sans forcément les appliquer, note-t-il.

Il se montre également mécontent des "critères politiques et non scientifiques" utilisés par Bruxelles pour déterminer quels biocarburants fabriqués dans l'UE sont suffisamment verts. La barre actuelle est trop basse et n'incite pas une industrie pourtant subventionnée à utiliser les procédés les plus écologiques, regrette-t-il.
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ROA MEDIA UPDATE

THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Wednesday, 30 April  2008
UN In The News

Gambia: ECOWAS, UNHCR capacity building workshop opens in Gambia

PANA (Banjul): Dr. Abdou Gueye, ECOWAS Early Warming System Manager, has said in the last few years, conflict prevention has become the corner-stone for sustainable peace building in West Africa. Gueye made the statement at the opening of ECOWAS-UNHCR capacity building early warming and response workshop here Tuesday, recalling the process of operation of the ECOWAS Early Warning System is in accordance with chapter IV of the protocol relating to the mechanism for conflict prevention, management, resolution, peace building and security. He noted the ECOWAS Early Warning System was the first pillar of overall conflict prevention and heads of states and governments of the sub-region gave ECOWAS the mandate to make the system fully functional. According to him, the first step in the process was to build a partnership with civil society in the sub-region and the West Africa Network for Peace Building (WANEP) was designated as implementing partner-organisation for the operation of the system. He said further WANEP has thereby entered into a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with ECOWAS to formalise the relationship, noting that a key outcome of the early phase was the development of a bulk of indicators after a series of consultations between civil societies, ECOWAS and member states. According to him, the second step was to seek for funding partners and the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), European Union (EU), African Development Bank (ADB), and African Union (AU) all supported the process in various ways. "We succeeded in building a data base of ninety four indicators for peace, conflict and human security challenges in our sub-region." As we moved the operation forward, we recognized the need to have enough people on ground in addition to the zonal bureau heads. "We have thus integrated 30 Focal Points (FPs) in the system, two in each member state and one from civil society and the other from government," he stated. Gueye also said the workshop with UNHCR was to deepen the partnership base and increase effectiveness and efficiency of the Early Warning System, noting that the workshop was a true transformation of their vision of an integrated early warning system where all major actors and stakeholders are involved. "This integrated vision is critical to an effective system and we recognised the need to involve the specialised agencies, particularly the United Nations System, particularly UNHCR as regards issues related to refugees and internally displaced person (IDPs). Indeed, an early warning system can only be maximally exploited if data and reports are shared and response collectively mobilized to ensure human security", he charged.

General Environment News

Ethiopie: Conférence à Addis-Abeba sur les zones semi-arides d'Afrique

PANA (Addis-Abeba):Une conférence sur l'amélioration des conditions de vie rurale dans les zones semi-arides d'Afrique s'ouvre ce mardi au siège de l'Union africaine (UA) à Addis-Abeba, la capitale de l'Ethiopie. La rencontre qui va durer deux jours est organisée par le Bureau spécialisé de l'Union africaine pour la promotion de la recherche et du développement agricole dans les zones semi-arides (UA-SAFGRAD). Plusieurs producteurs, chercheurs, décideurs et partenaires au développement participeront à cette conférence dont les principaux objectifs est de définir les points clefs qui favorisent de meilleures conditions de vie rurale dans les zones semi-arides d'Afrique et de formuler une stratégie pour une intervention efficace et synchronisée qui facilite la transformation des conditions de vie rurale en Afrique. Les participants devront identifier les acteurs pertinents et améliorer les réseaux et les fora impliqués dans l'amélioration des conditions de vie en milieu rural. Ils auront également à définir les questions majeures de développement, les défis et les opportunités liées à la vie rurale. Les travaux devraient aboutir à l'élaboration d'une stratégie et d'un plan d'action qui serviront de plate-forme commune pour la construction et le renforcement d'une coalition d'acteurs dans les domaines de l'agriculture et du développement rural dans les zones semi-arides du continent. La conférence examinera aussi les problèmes d'accès et de la gestion des terres et de l'eau, la productivité, la technologie et l'innovation, l'accès et les performances des marchés, le renforcement des capacités locales face au changement climatique et la désertification. Les participants discuteront des moyens de contribuer à l'opérationnalisation du Programme intégré pour le développement de l'agriculture en Afrique (CAADP)

Ethiopia: Addis Ababa hosts conference on Africa's semi-arid areas

PANA (Addis Ababa): A conference on the improvement of the rural living conditions in Africa' semi-arid areas opens at the headquarters of the African Union (AU) here Tuesday. The meeting, due to last two days, is organised by the AU's specialised Office for the Promotion of Agricultural Research and Development in semi-arid areas (UA-SAFGRAD). Several producers, researchers, decision-makers and development partners will take part in the conference which mainly seeks to define the key factors fostering better rural living conditions in Africa's semi-arid areas and to devise a strategy for an efficient and coordinated intervention that makes easier the transformation of rural living conditions in Africa. Participants will identify the relevant players and improve the networks involved in the improvement of living conditions in rural areas. They are further expected to define the major development issues, challenges and opportunities related to rural life. The meeting is expected to come up with the drafting of a strategy and an action plan that will serve as a common platform for building and empowering a coalition of players in the areas of agriculture and rural development in the semi-arid areas within the continent. The conference will also address the issues of water and land access and management, productivity, technology and innovation, market access and performance, local capacity building to stem climate change and desertification. Participants will explore ways to contribute to an effective running of the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP).

Nigeria: We Will Develop Capacity for Citizens to Track Oil Revenue in N/Delta - Rev Ugolor

Vanguard (Lagos): The African Network for Environment and Economic Justice (ANEEJ) is a non-profit, non-political, and non-governmental organisation based in Benin City, Edo State, Nigeria. The Reverend David Ugolor founded ANEEJ while a student at the Edo State University in 1995, and the organisation was constituted in 1998. For over 10 years, ANEEJ has been working in Benin City, Edo State, and the Niger-Delta region and has managed activities across the six geo-political zones of Nigeria. Working with local communities, civil society organisations, the private sector and state and national governments, the focus is sustainable development, the alleviation of poverty, and economic empowerment. ANEEJ has covered a number of issues during this time, including Debts and Structural Adjustments, monitoring International Financial Institutions, Public Expenditure Management, Revenue Transparency, Budget Monitoring & Tracking, and Environmental Issues including Water & Sanitation. This has led to activities such as the Public Eye on Oil Revenue, a public advocacy campaign, as well as initiating and developing the secretariat for the Publish What You Pay campaign, the publication, Oil of Poverty in the Niger-Delta and the formation of the Niger-Delta Budget Monitoring and Transparency Network and the Secretariat for the Nigerian Water and Sanitation Network. http://allafrica.com/stories/200804290126.html
Zimbabwe: Parks Readies for Quelea Birds

The Herald (Harare): National Parks and Wildlife Management Authority yesterday said it was ready to deal with any possible invasion on winter wheat by quelea birds and avert potential grain loses. In an interview yesterday, Parks public relations manager Retired Major Edward Mbewe said the organisation had deployed standby teams in all wheat farming areas to monitor the situation on the ground. Extensive surveys, said Rtd Major Mbewe, began late last year with the deployed teams assessing the situation, noting possible quelea threats. "We started our preparations for the winter crop as early as December last year to assess the situation on the ground.”As I speak, we are prepared to deal with any invasion" he said. http://allafrica.com/stories/200804290174.html
Nigeria: NTDC Boss Commends AEPB

Leadership (Abuja): Director-general of National Tourism Development Corporation, Otunba Olusegun Runsewe, has commended the Abuja Environmental Protection Board (AEPB) for keeping Abuja clean, adding that AEPB was a very important key to the NTDC, as tourists can't come to a dirty environment. He stated this during a courtesy visit to AEPB's office, recently. The NTDC boss said, "In our society, it is not common for us to appreciate good environment. People are under the wrong impression that environment job is for the drop outs, which is not true". He advised AEPB to be more forceful in carrying out their duties as that is the only language Nigerians understand. Runsewe disclosed that the NTDC is ready to support the AEPB, as they have always done adding that the NTDC has provided 300 dustbins and 50 toilets across the city. He proposed that AEPB and NTDC should do a road show tagged "operation keep Abuja clean for Better Tourist Activities". He noted that hotel business remains one of the strengths of economic development and pleaded with the AEPB to work towards reducing the taxes being paid by hoteliers in Abuja. Runsewe urged AEPB to ensure that hotel toilets are always clean and in good condition. http://allafrica.com/stories/200804290203.html
Uganda: Lake Victoria Pollution Increases

New Vision (Kampala): The stinking algae mass which has been covering the bays at Ggaba, Munyonyo, Nakivubo and Luzira, has spread to the entire lake, which is a source of drinking water for Kampala and Kalangala islands, a Government official said. "The algae is spreading on the lake. Residents of Kalangala have been advised not to collect water from the lake for drinking," said Jennifer Namuyangu, the State Minister for Water. Namuyangu, who returned from a tour on Lake Victoria, warned that untreated drinking water could lead to waterborne diseases such as cholera, dysentery and diarrhoea. "Pollution of the lake is becoming a serious problem. I have ordered Kalangala district to install piped water to replace the boreholes and water wells." The algae mass, which looks like a green paint on the lake's surface, is a result of increased pollution from human disposal and industrial waste. The main reason for the spread of algae on the surface is the presence of increased nutrients, such as phosphates and nitrogen, substances that algae feed on. The minister's warning comes in the wake of a report by Chemiphar, a Belgium-based laboratory with a branch in Kampala, which tested the algae and found it to be poisonous. http://allafrica.com/stories/200804290087.html
Kenya: Country's First 'Eco-City' Being Built in Mombasa

The East African (Nairobi): Construction of Kenya's first eco-city - a residential settlement that is environmentally, socially, economically and culturally self-sustaining - has commenced on the outskirts of Mombasa, with the first phase expected to be ready for occupation by the third quarter of this year. The whole project will take four to five years to complete. Going by the name Hacienda, the development, located in the Mwakirunge area of the North Coast, off the Mombasa-Malindi highway, will have 6,250 housing units - of two- and three-bedroom flats, and three- and four bedroom bungalows - to be developed in 10 phases. The plan also includes a hospital, school, playgrounds and recreation facilities, a police station, commercial centres and office blocks, among other vital amenities. According to Urban Ecology Australia, a non-profit organisation promoting people- and nature-friendly urban settlements, an eco-city is a human settlement that enables its residents to live a quality life while using minimal natural resources. David Muniu, a director at Hacienda Development Holdings said, "Hacienda has been designed to improve the image and function of Mombasa as a vibrant, modern and environmentally sustainable city in Africa." Hacienda Development Holdings, the developers of Hacienda say the design of the buildings will make best use of the sun, wind and rainfall to supply the energy and water needs of the residents. The project's design include the development of wetlands to harvest, biologically treat, and recycle runoff water for household use, a solar/wind power station, and the planting of 10,000 trees. http://allafrica.com/stories/200804290833.html
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UNEP or UN in the news

UN chiefs hold food crisis summit 

UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon is due to announce details of new measures to tackle the global food crisis. The announcement is expected after a meeting of UN aid agency chiefs in the Swiss capital Berne. The UN estimates up to 100 million of the world's poorest people now need food aid due to soaring food prices. The cost of staple foods like rice, grain, oil and sugar are all at least 50% higher than they were this time last year. In the short term, the World Food Programme needs an extra $755m (£380m), as its original budget for 2008 will not be enough to cover rising prices and increased demand. But raising cash may be the easy part. Food riots have focused world attention on rising prices, and some countries, including the UK, have already promised more aid. The biggest challenge is the long term - how to promote sustainable agriculture, tackle climate change, and at the same time ensure enough food is produced. Within the UN itself opinions are divided. The UN expert on the right to food has called for the production of biofuels to be suspended, claiming they push food prices up. The head of the UN's environment programme, meanwhile, believes biofuels are key to providing alternative energy for the future. World trade talks have been stalled for years because of divisions between rich and poor countries over agricultural subsidies. Agreement might bring some stability to world food prices, but any deal is likely to be still a long way off. The increasing costs of basic foods has triggered unrest in several countries. The Haitian prime minister was forced from office earlier this month after the soaring cost of rice and beans triggered violent disturbances in the capital Port-au-Prince. A host of countries across Asia have suspended rice exports amid fears that insufficient domestic supplies could lead to acute instability. The UN's two-day meeting in Berne is being attended by the heads of 20 agencies as well as World Bank president Robert Zoellick and World Trade Organization boss Pascal Lamy (BBC)

http://www.island.lk/2008/04/30/world3.html 
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U.N. blames market speculation for food prices

By Frank Jordans, AP

GENEVA -- U.N. officials on Monday blamed market speculation for the recent jump in global food prices and called for a concerted effort to ensure the world's poor can afford to feed themselves. 

"We have enough food on this planet today to feed everyone," the head of the U.N. Environment Program, Achim Steiner, told The Associated Press in a telephone interview. 

But, he added, "the way that markets and supplies are currently being influenced by perceptions of future markets is distorting access to that food." 

"Real people and real lives are being affected by a dimension that is essentially speculative," said Steiner, noting that millions have found themselves unable to pay for food since prices began to rise steeply at the start of the year. 

Last week the World Food Program asked for an additional US$755 million (euro479 million) to fill the hole in its budget caused by rising prices and growing reliance on food aid among the world's poor. 

Steiner's comments were echoed by the U.N.'s right-to-food advocate, who said that high food prices were destabilizing the world.

Jean Ziegler told reporters at the U.N.'s European headquarters in Geneva on Monday that the "daily massacre of hunger" was being worsened by private equity companies seeking to profit from price swings on the international commodities markets. 

A U.S. government regulator last week rejected the idea that speculative trading is the primary culprit behind surging prices of corn, wheat and other crops. 

Bart Chilton, a commissioner with the U.S. Commodity Futures Trading Commission, said commodities markets were functioning properly, and that shrunken harvests, smaller grain inventories and the declining value of the dollar were the reason for the all-time price highs. 

But over the weekend Vietnam moved to curtail speculative buying of rice after consumers were panicked into buying up stocks. 

State media quoted Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung on Sunday as insisting that supplies in Vietnam -- the world's second-largest rice exporter after Thailand -- were "completely adequate" for domestic consumption. But Dung warned that any organizations and individuals speculating in the commodity would be "severely punished."

http://www.chinapost.com.tw/business/global%20%20markets/2008/04/29/154041/U.N.-blames.htm 
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Plastic fantastic for fair trade

Feilding Herald | Tuesday, 29 April 2008

A sculpture, made out of more than 2600 plastic supermarket bags, is on display at Feilding's Trade Aid store.

The work of local artist Rachel Dore, the plastic bags were collected from friends, Feilding Trade Aid volunteers and staff at the Feilding Herald.

"So I am not the only one guilty of forgetting to take my re-useable shopping bag out of the car at the supermarket," said Dore.

The sculpture, titled Kyrie, is part of Trade Aid's nationwide Fair Trade Fortnight, May 3 to 16.

Each Trade Aid store in New Zealand is represented by one local artist, who converts junk into a piece of art. Organisers specify materials are to be locally available and abundant, creating a low-impact environmentally friendly item.

The figure was built up from a central core of a cardboard tube, and the plastic-bag pieces were bulked and layered and laminated with a hot iron. The front of the torso, and the swirling band around the figure have a wire- netting foundation layer, using old chicken-wire scraps. The head, arms and detailing were made out of carefully manipulated plastic bags.

Dore said she researched the effects of heat on the plastic bags, with advice from a Manawatu plastic firm.

"I needed to know I was not releasing toxins during the process. Apparently, the effect of ironing the plastic bags simply rearranges the polymer molecules. It only becomes toxic and unsafe when people burn it."

Dore said people could interpret the figure as they liked.

"I wanted the figure to seem to be singing, or calling - a sort of waiata or Kyrie, caught in the world that accepts poisons and pollutants like plastics as a necessary component of everyday commerce," she said.

Ali Parr, Feilding's Trade Aid store manager said the artwork was very different from anything the Trade Aid staff imagined.

"When Rachel asked us all to bring in our plastic bags we thought the sculpture would be something all floppy, or covered with plastic bows and streamers. The result is absolutely fantastic. We are very impressed," Mrs Parr said.

Artworks from the country's 29 Trade Aid stores will be exhibited at the Wellington Town Hall as part of World Environment Day celebrations (June 3).

The theme this year is Environmental Justice.

New Zealand was chosen to host the United Nations Environment Programme 2008, and Wellington is the host city for World Environment Day.

All the artworks will be auctioned on the evening of the Ministry for the Environment's Green Ribbon Awards.

Half the proceeds will be given to the artists based on the price received for their work, and half the money raised will be donated to Enviroschools.

http://www.stuff.co.nz/stuff/eveningstandard/4500372a20379.html 
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UN and World Bank say to tackle food crisis

By Laura MacInnis

GENEVA (Reuters) - UN agencies and the World Bank pledged on Tuesday to set up a task force to tackle an unprecedented rise in global food prices that is threatening to spread social unrest. 

The international bodies called on countries not to restrict exports of food to secure supplies at home, warning that could make the problem worse. 

“We consider that the dramatic escalation in food prices worldwide has evolved into an unprecedented challenge of global proportions,” the United Nations said in a statement. 

This had become a crisis for the world’s most vulnerable people, including the urban poor, it said after a meeting of 27 international agency heads in the Swiss capital, Berne, to chart a solution to food price rises that have caused hunger, riots and hoarding in poor countries. 

“Though we have seen wheat prices fall over the last few days, rice and corn prices are likely to remain high, and wheat relatively so,” World Bank President Robert Zoellick told a joint news conference. 

Higher costs of wheat, rice, and other staples have put extreme pressure on aid providers such as the World Food Program (WFP), a UN agency aiming to feed 73 million people this year. 

“We could afford 40 percent less food today than we could last June simply due to the soaring food prices,” said WFP Executive Director Josette Sheeran. 

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon called on the international community to provide the WFP all of the $755 million in emergency funds it needs for the crisis. 

“Without full funding of these emergency requirements, we risk again the specter of widespread hunger, malnutrition, and social unrest on an unprecedented scale,” Ban warned. 

Concern about soaring food costs and limited supplies have toppled Haiti’s government and caused riots in parts of Africa. 

The task force, bringing together the heads of UN agencies, funds and programs, the IMF and the World Bank under the leadership of Ban, will set priorities for a plan of action and make sure it is carried out. 

The UN Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) Food Price Index, measuring the market prices of cereals, dairy produce, meat, sugar and oils, was 57 percent higher in March 2008 than a year earlier. 

The surge is due to several factors, including increased demand in developing countries, higher fuel costs, drought in Australia, the use of crops for biofuels, and speculation on global commodity markets. 

There was at least some short-term easing in prices of key commodities on Tuesday. 

U.S. rice futures fell more than 2.5 percent, deepening a retreat from last week’s record high as top exporter Thailand said it would release government stocks for domestic use and traders looked ahead to Asian harvests. 

The Thai pledge to release 2.1 million tons of stockpiled rice came a day after a trade official said the country’s rice prices were likely to ease by about 20 percent in coming weeks on increased supply from the new domestic crop. 

Thailand is the world’s top rice exporter. 

The World Bank called on countries not to ban exports of food, saying that only worsens the problem. 

“We are urging countries not to use export bans,” World Bank President Robert Zoellick said in a statement. “These controls encourage hoarding, drive up prices and hurt the poorest people around the world who are struggling to feed themselves.” 

http://www.tehrantimes.com/index_View.asp?code=167459 
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Rice prices force WFP to halt Cambodian school breakfasts

PHNOM PENH (AFP) — Soaring rice prices have forced the UN World Food Programme to indefinitely suspend a programme supplying free breakfasts to 450,000 poor Cambodian schoolchildren, an agency official said Tuesday.

"The cost of rice" was the main reason behind the move, Thomas Keusters, WFP country director in Cambodia, told AFP.

Keusters said the agency had suspended the popular programme since last week until mid-July when students go on holiday. The move affects 450,000 children in 1,343 schools countrywide.

He said the programme was suspended because the WFP could not afford to pay the current high prices for rice, which accounts for 76 percent of the school breakfasts.

Better quality rice now sells for more than 700 dollars per tonne in Cambodia compared with 300 to 400 dollars last year, according to sellers.

Keusters said some schools were using their own rice stocks to feed the children but they would also run out in less than a month.

He said the free breakfasts programme was important to attract children to school and being fed helped them pay attention in their lessons.

WFP introduced free school breakfasts in Cambodia about eight years ago but Keusters said he did not know when or whether the programme would restart.

Cambodia, where more than 30 percent of its 14 million population lives in poverty, is one of 12 "hunger hot spot" countries, according to the 2006 Global Hunger Index of the International Food Policy Research Institute.

Cambodia's inflation soared into double digits late last year, hovering around 11 percent, driving up the cost of food and other essentials.

Good-grade rice -- Cambodia's staple food -- now costs nearly 0.90 dollars per kilogram (41 cents per pound), deepening the poverty of the one-third of the population who live on less than 50 cents a day.

Aid agencies have warned that the growing food crisis could threaten tens of thousands of rural Cambodians with hunger in the coming year, as even food handouts have become significantly more expensive.

World grain prices have rocketed, a trend blamed variously on higher energy and fertiliser costs, greater global demand, droughts, the loss of farmland to biofuel plantations, industry and cities, and price speculation.

http://afp.google.com/article/ALeqM5g6bEK8EWExfmKshedS8sF__yzz3A 

General environment news

Platypus Reserve looking better than ever 

The Pals, Council, and the National Parks and Wildlife Service gathered together on Friday with the mowing contractor to tidy up the Reserve. 

Platypus Pals would like to thank those involved in the clean up for their time and efforts in getting the Reserve up to scratch, it is great to see everybody working together for the good of the community. 

There are some great projects and activities planned for the Platypus Pals coming up. Here are some for all to look out for.

June 5 is World Environment Day and we will be celebrating with the community that “We Love Trees” for a whole week. Pals and NPWS will be visiting schools to talk trees and donate a Wollemi Pine from Forests NSW. 

We will be decorating trees with the pre-school children, and around town everyone in the community is invited to dress up their favourite tree at home, there will be a competition similar to the Christmas Tree Decoration Competition with a fantastic prize. 

All children are challenged to find the biggest gum leaf that they can to win a Camping World Gift Voucher and there is a great prize for the photo of the biggest tree that stands on the eastern side of the Snowy River. 

These competition winners will be announced at the Saturday Bombala Markets and to follow on with the theme for the weekend, Parks Victoria will be have a ranger at the Errinundra Board-walk on Sunday, June 8 at 11am, and Ranger Rachel of National Parks and Wildlife will be hosting a bushwalk at Nunnock Swamp on Monday, June 9 also (bookings will be essential).

Don’t forget that July is also National Tree Planting month and the Platypus Pals will be at the Reserve again cleaning up and planting some more trees, anyone and everyone is welcome.

The Platypus Survey is almost ready to be distributed to the community. We do ask that everyone contributes and relays their information on to us. This information assists with getting a realistic picture of how many platypus inhabit our waterways, how healthy our waterways are and assists with future project planning.

Remember, Platypus Pals care for our environment, we are always seeking sponsors and also more local members. Memberships can be picked up from Lavender House, Bombala.

• Trees are the longest living organism on earth.

• Australia’s biggest tree stood until recently in Tasmania.

• Victoria’s biggest tree stands in Errinundra National Park (locally).

• The tallest species of trees are the Coast Redwood in America, the tallest inhabitant is 79 metres tall.

• The world’s oldest trees are 4,600 years old Bristlecone pines from America.

• Trees renew our air supply by absorbing carbon dioxide and producing oxygen.

• Tree roots stabilize soil and prevent erosion.

• Trees lower air temperature by evaporating water in their leaves.

• Trees improve water quality by slowing and filtering rain water and protecting aquifers and watersheds.

We look forward to celebrating “We Love Tree’s” here in Bombala Platypus Country with all of you. For any further enquiries, please call Su King directly on 

http://bombala.yourguide.com.au/news/local/general/platypus-reserve-looking-better-than-ever/1234179.html
………………………………………………..

Over 35,000 affected by floods, landslidesby 

Lakshmi de Silva

Over 35,000 people were affected by the heavy rains which brought with it floods and landslides around the country, Assistant Director of the Disaster Relief Centre Janaka Gunawardana told The Island yesterday (29)

The most affected areas were the Gampaha, Kalutara, Ratnapura, Kegalle, Puttalam, Nuwara Eliya and Galle districts. In some areas the roads were impassable. 

While the flood waters receded in the hilly regions, more areas in the lower reaches of the Kaluganga, Kelaniganga and Ginganga were still flooded, he said.

Meteorologist Ananda Perera said the heavy rain was a side effect of the cyclone ‘Nargis’ which originated in the Bay of Bengal on Sunday but had moved away in a North Easterly direction of the Indian Ocean.

Ratnapura recorded the highest rainfall of 157 mm and the water level of the Kalu Ganga rose to 27 feet by midnight Monday (28) but started receding yesterday. 

There were 2,588 families displaced from seven Divisional Secretariat areas in the District and one death was reported from Ayagama, Additional District Secretary Ratnapura S.M. Nandasena said.

Roads in many areas in Elapatha, Pelmadulla, Kuruwita, Kiriella, Ayagama, Opanayaka, Kahangama, Devalagawa were impassable but the water gauge receded to 23 feet by mid day. The flood affected people were given cooked food yesterday. 

When the water level decreased in Ratnapura region, the water levels of the lower reaches of Kalunganga swelled and already six Divisional Secretariat areas, Kalutara, Bulathsinhala, Matugama, Palindanuwara, Milleniya, Horana and Ingiriya experienced flood threats, Kalutara District Secretary S. Hapuarachchi said.

There were 2,709 people affected by floods while two houses were completely destroyed and 61 partly, he said. The victims were living with their neighbours and relatives while the government provided them with cooked food, he said.

The water level of the Kelaniganga had risen yesterday and low lying areas of Hanwella, Dompe, Biyagama and Kelaniya were under minor floods. Over 5,000 people were displaced, the Disaster Relief Services Centre said.

Director General of the National Building Research Organization W. B. J. Fernando said there were several areas that could experience landslides due to man made disasters like cutting down hills at 90 degree slopes and felling trees on slopes. Areas like Beragala, Haputale Road, Koslanda in Haputale, Suduhumpola, Bahirawakanda, Mahiyawa and Tennekumbura in Kandy and Nivitigala, the Kalawana, Pelmadulla, Rakwana, Elapatha, Kahawatte areas in Ratnapura, Bulathkohupitiya, Deraniyagla, Yatiyantota, Ruwanwella Aranayake and Kegalle in the Kegalle District and some parts of Galle and Matara Disticts like Neluwa, Yakkalamulla, Pasgoda, Mulatiyana and Matara were likely to experience landslides if rains continued. 

http://www.island.lk/2008/04/30/news2.html 
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Fujitsu General wins 2008 Coolworld Industry and ARBS Awards

In the lead up to World Environment Day on June 5, Fujitsu General has affirmed its commitment to producing more energy efficient air conditioning products by winning the Coolworld Industry Award for Most Efficient Air Conditioning Unit. 

 The winning ASTB09LDC Plasma Filter model has 6-star energy rating in both cooling and heating and was judged using information provided by the Department of Environment and Water Resources and Australian Greenhouse Office. 

The Coolworld Awards recognise and applaud excellence and innovation in the Australian HVAC&R sector. In particular, they are designed to encourage both users and suppliers to embrace the need for environmentally sustainable practice. 

“Fujitsu is extremely proud to have won this esteemed award. As Australians start to take measures to address climate change, we will continue to ensure that our air conditioners exceed industry standards, offering customers a more energy efficient choice”, commented Philip Perham, Fujitsu general manager sales and marketing. 

In addition to the Coolworld Award, Fujitsu General also won the Best Large Custom Stand award at the Air Conditioning – Refrigeration – Building Services (ARBS) show held in Melbourne this week. 

The winning stand was the ideal platform to launch Fujitsu General’s new V2 VRF commercial air conditioning products and was attended by the company’s ambassadors, cricketer Mark Taylor, and Fujitsu V8 Supercar racing driver, Jason Bright. 

Visitors to the stand were given the chance to meet the iconic sporting personalities who also made time to sign mini cricket bats, balls, and posters.

http://www.infolink.com.au/c/Fujitsu-General-Aust/Fujitsu-General-wins-2008-Coolworld-Industry-and-ARBS-Awards-n773775 
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Mallard: Maintaining a clean green New Zealand

Tuesday, 29 April 2008, 9:46 am

Speech: New Zealand Government  

Hon Trevor Mallard

Minister for the Environment

29 April 2008 Speech Notes

Maintaining a clean green New Zealand

Environment Minister Trevor Mallard's speech at the launch of 'Love NZ – Recycle with Care' brand at YHA Wellington City

It is wonderful to be here this morning. Youth hostels are a great meeting point for people from all over the world who share a passion for exploring places that are new to them and bringing their cultures and experiences to New Zealand. 

But our overseas visitors not only bring their cultures and experiences, they bring certain expectations as well. 

They come to experience the ‘100% pure’ environment we’re famous for. So, New Zealand as a country, and tourism as an industry, must go the extra mile to live up to these expectations and prove we are committed to sustainability and being eco-friendly. Being clean and green and 100 per cent pure is priceless positioning for New Zealand on the international stage and we must keep it this way.

Our goals and expectations for the tourism sector are laid down in the New Zealand Tourism Strategy 2015 that was launched late last year. It has environmental sustainability at its heart, because without a commitment to sustainability, tourism in New Zealand will not prosper.

It is good to see that the tourism sector has committed to taking a leadership role in protecting and enhancing the environment. 

Good work is already happening. 

Air New Zealand last month launched an Environmental Trust that its customers can contribute to by offsetting the emissions from their flight. InterCity has gone into the CarbonZero programme of Landcare Research and will be a carbon neutral coachline.

All over New Zealand, other tourism operators, large and small, are working to make their businesses sustainable and eco-friendly.

And that brings me to why we are here today. 

Backpackers are generally an environmentally conscious lot. Having recycling facilities in backpacker accommodation around the country will ensure tourist's expectations to do the right thing for the environment are met. 

I would like to congratulate the Youth Hostel Association for being the first business in New Zealand to trial the use of the government’s Love NZ – Recycle with care brand for its recycling facilities. 

The government’s Recycling in Public Places Initiative was launched as a partnership between central and local government. It aims to have 600 recycling bins installed in tourist areas throughout New Zealand by 2010. Love NZ – Recycle with care recycling bins have recently been established in Kaikoura, the Far North and Wellington and more are underway. 

It is fantastic that our initiative is now being picked up by businesses. This is exactly what we were hoping for when we started the initiative. We have a win-win situation here.

The Youth Hostel Association and Wellington Youth Hostel in particular, is a leader in adopting sustainability practices and I congratulate them for the example they set for others to follow. 

And I am confident that others will follow. Being sustainable is not only good for the environment, it also makes good business sense. The interest the Ministry for the Environment has had from business to take up the Love NZ – Recycle with care brand for recycling facilities is proof of this. 

New Zealand's hosting of World Environment Day on June 5 this year is another opportunity for us to demonstrate to international audiences our commitment to sustainability and the initiatives we have in place to help fight climate change.

All eyes will be on us and our environment, and initiatives like Love NZ promote our dedication to keeping our country clean and green.

I congratulate YHA Wellington City for actively promoting sustainability and hope that one day, tourists will be on the look out for those ‘Love NZ' recycling bins at visitor hot spots, and find the sight of them as common as the red NZ Post mail boxes. This is a challenge that I would like to lay down to the tourism industry, as well as other industries. 

Thank you. 

http://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/PA0804/S00604.htm 

Back to Menu
RONA MEDIA UPDATE

THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Tuesday 29 April 2008

 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 



	UNEP or UN in the News


U.N. sets up group to tackle food crisis 

First priority will be meeting $755 million World Food Program shortfall 

The Associated Press

MSNBC

Tuesday April. 29, 2008
BERN, Switzerland - The United Nations will set up a top-level task force to tackle the global food crisis, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said Tuesday.

Ban, who will lead the task force, said he agreed with U.N. agency chiefs on a series of measures for the medium and long term, with the first priority meeting the $755 million shortfall in funding for the World Food Program.

"We anticipate that additional funding will be required," he told reporters in the Swiss capital Bern where the U.N. agency chiefs have been meeting.

But he said more was needed to provide for future needs. "We must ensure food for tomorrow," he said.

Ban said there were a number of causes of the food crisis including climate change, long spells of drought, changing consumption patterns in major developing countries and the planting of crops for biofuel.

He said new measures had to go farther than just providing emergency food relief when crises hit unlike the previous global response.

Supporting farmers
The U.N.'s Food and Agriculture Organization has developed a $1.7 billion plan to provide seeds for farmers in the world's poorest countries, he said.

"We must make every effort to support those farmers," Ban said.

Ban said he hoped world leaders would come to a June meeting in Rome to find ways to tackle the food crisis. He said the international community had previously not listened to warnings from the FAO and others.

"This time the whole United Nations is now leading this campaign to address this issue," he said.

World Bank President Robert Zoellick, who also attended the meeting, said 100 million people are estimated to have been pushed into poverty over the past two years.

"This is not a natural disaster," Zoellick said.

He said $475 million has already been pledged to WFP but more is needed.

"This crisis isn't over once the emergency needs are met," Zoellick said.

"The world can afford this," said Zoellick. "I think we've now got the attention of the world community."

He added, "We can't just replay this year after year after year."

Copyright 2008 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.

URL: http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/24363592/
Market speculation behind global food crisis: UN

FRANK JORDANS, The Associated Press

The Globe and Mail

Monday April 28, 2008 

Geneva — UN officials on Monday blamed market speculation for the recent jump in global food prices and called for a concerted effort to ensure the world's poor can afford to feed themselves.

“We have enough food on this planet today to feed everyone,” the head of the UN Environment Program, Achim Steiner, told The Associated Press in a telephone interview.

But, he added, “the way that markets and supplies are currently being influenced by perceptions of future markets is distorting access to that food.”

“Real people and real lives are being affected by a dimension that is essentially speculative,” said Mr. Steiner, noting that millions have found themselves unable to pay for food since prices began to rise steeply at the start of the year.

Last week, the World Food Program asked for an additional $755-million (U.S.) to fill the hole in its budget caused by rising prices and growing reliance on food aid among the world's poor.

Mr. Steiner's comments were echoed by the UN's right-to-food advocate, who said that high food prices were destabilizing the world.

Jean Ziegler told reporters at the UN's European headquarters in Geneva on Monday that the “daily massacre of hunger” was being worsened by private equity companies seeking to profit from price swings on the international commodities markets.

Last week, a U.S. government regulator rejected the idea that speculative trading was the primary culprit behind surging prices of corn, wheat and other crops.

Bart Chilton, a commissioner with the U.S. Commodity Futures Trading Commission, said commodities markets were functioning properly, and that shrunken harvests, smaller grain inventories and the declining value of the U.S. dollar were the reason for the all-time price highs.

But over the weekend Vietnam moved to curtail speculative buying of rice after consumers were panicked into buying up stocks.

State media quoted Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung on Sunday as insisting that supplies in Vietnam — the world's second-largest rice exporter after Thailand — were “completely adequate” for domestic consumption. He warned that any organizations and individuals speculating in the commodity would be “severely punished.”

UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon has called the heads of all the global body's major agencies for a meeting this week in the Swiss capital, Bern, to discuss the food crisis. Other senior figures including World Bank President Robert Zoellick and the director general of the World Trade Organization, Pascal Lamy, are also attending the closed gathering.

Mr. Steiner said underlying problems in global food production needed to be addressed.

Governments should resist giving in to panic about short-term price increases, he said, and instead consider medium- and long-term solutions to the problem of feeding a world population already numbering some 6.5 billion and expected to hit nine billion by 2050.

“What we would clearly not welcome is a simple ratcheting up of the production machine without any consideration of the consequences,” said Mr. Steiner.

The UN Environment Program estimates that 70 per cent to 80 per cent of the world's water consumption goes toward agriculture, yet 40 per cent to 60 per cent of that water never actually reaches the fields.

Likewise, over-reliance on fertilizers boosts production in the short term but depletes the soil in the long run, according to UNEP.

“Sustainable agriculture will cost us a little bit more but will actually allow us to feed a lot more people,” said Mr. Steiner.

He said market corrections will eventually cause the speculation bubble to burst, but governments should consider the current situation a warning of what might come unless farming and consumption patterns are changed.

“The footprint of a western consumer today on the planet is simply many times that of a person living in a developing country,” said Mr. Steiner.

“We need to think in medium- to long-term responses, but not forgetting that we have a real situation right now with tens of millions of people essentially being priced out of feeding themselves.”

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/RTGAM.20080428.wun_foodcrisis042/BNStory/International/

High-level UN task force to tackle global food crisis

CBC News

Tuesday, April 29, 2008 

A woman collects wheat grains left on the ground at Bhagatanwala grain market in Amritsar, India, on Friday. A sharp rise in food prices has developed into a global crisis, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon said Friday. (Aman Sharma/Associated Press)
The United Nations said Tuesday it would set up a high-level task force headed by Secretary General Ban Ki-moon to tackle the global food crisis.

Ban said UN leaders will take a series of medium and long-term measures, with the first priority the $755-million US shortfall in funding for the World Food Program, much of it because of soaring world grain prices.

The secretary general told reporters in the Swiss capital, Berne, that the UN's Food and Agriculture Organization has a $1.7-billion plan to provide seeds for farmers in the world's poorest countries.

"Without full funding of these emergency requirements, we risk again the spectre of widespread hunger, malnutrition and social unrest on an unprecedented scale," Ban said. "We anticipate that additional funding will be required," he said.

A UN statement released at the same time said the world's poor were hardest hit by rising food costs and there was worse to come.

We consider that the dramatic escalation in food prices worldwide has evolved into an unprecedented challenge of global proportions that has become a crisis for the world's most vulnerable, including the urban poor," the UN statement said, "The challenge is having multiple effects with its most serious impact unfolding as a crisis for the most vulnerable."

100 million more in poverty: World Bank

The new task force will be made up of UN agency chiefs and the head of the World Bank, officials said.

The soaring cost of rice and other developing world staples has already led to riots in impoverished Haiti and export bans by India, Thailand, Vietnam and other major rice-producing countries.

Meanwhile, the president of the World Bank warned Tuesday that banning exports of rice would have little overall effect on local supplies, but the distortions in trade might make things worse for the poor.

Robert Zoellick also said wheat, corn and rice prices were likely to rise even more, as demand for food-grains continues in China and other emerging economies.

He said 100 million people are estimated to have been pushed into poverty over the past two years.

"This crisis isn't over once the emergency needs are met," said Zoellick, who also attended the Berne meeting. "We can't just replay this year after year after year."

A spokeswoman for the World Food Program in Rome, Brenda Barton, told CBC News that more crops need to be planted, and more money invested in farms and infrastructure to lift world food stocks from their current, dangerously low level. Canadians, Barton said, have a specific role to play.

"People in Canada can support the Canadian government in its generosity," she said. "Canada is already WFP's No. 2 donor and that's set to continue."

In response to the UN appeal for new funding, the Harper government is expected to announce more aid for the WFP Wednesday, Barton said. Canada's current contribution to the WFP is $161 million annually.

With files from the Associated Press 

http://www.cbc.ca/world/story/2008/04/29/un-food.html?ref=rss

U.N. and World Bank say to tackle food crisis

By Laura MacInnis

Reuters

Tuesday April 29, 2008 

BERNE (Reuters) - U.N. agencies and the World Bank pledged on Tuesday to set up a task force to tackle an unprecedented rise in global food prices that is threatening to spread social unrest.

The international bodies called on countries not to restrict exports of food to secure supplies at home, warning that could make the problem worse.

"We consider that the dramatic escalation in food prices worldwide has evolved into an unprecedented challenge of global proportions," the United Nations said in a statement.

This had become a crisis for the world's most vulnerable people, including the urban poor, it said after a meeting of 27 international agency heads in the Swiss capital, Berne, to chart a solution to food price rises that have caused hunger, riots and hoarding in poor countries.

"Though we have seen wheat prices fall over the last few days, rice and corn prices are likely to remain high, and wheat relatively so," World Bank President Robert Zoellick told a joint news conference.

Higher costs of wheat, rice, and other staples have put extreme pressure on aid providers such as the World Food Program (WFP), a U.N. agency aiming to feed 73 million people this year.

U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon called on the international community to provide the WFP all of the $755 million in emergency funds it needs for the crisis.

"Without full funding of these emergency requirements, we risk again the specter of widespread hunger, malnutrition, and social unrest on an unprecedented scale," Ban said.

Concern about soaring food costs and limited supplies have toppled Haiti's government and caused riots in parts of Africa.

The task force, bringing together the heads of U.N. agencies, funds and programs, the IMF and the World Bank under the leadership of Ban, will set priorities for a plan of action and make sure it is carried out.

WORLD BANK PLEA

The U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization's (FAO) Food Price Index, measuring the market prices of cereals, dairy produce, meat, sugar and oils, was 57 percent higher in March 2008 than a year earlier.

The surge is due to several factors, including increased demand in developing countries, higher fuel costs, drought in Australia, the use of crops for biofuels, and speculation on global commodity markets.

And developing world farmers, often the poorest in their countries, are not benefiting from the higher prices. They tend to eat most of what they grow rather than selling it, and higher prices for fuel and fertilizer are putting them off growing more, World Bank analysis shows.

"Even in some areas where people know that prices are higher, they are not planting more because they are fearful that they face very high input costs," Zoellick said.

There was at least some short-term easing in prices of key commodities on Tuesday.

U.S. rice futures fell more than 2.5 percent, deepening a retreat from last week's record high as the world's biggest exporter Thailand said it would release government stocks for domestic use and traders looked ahead to Asian harvests.

The Thai pledge to release 2.1 million tons of stockpiled rice came a day after a trade official said the country's rice prices were likely to ease by about 20 percent in coming weeks on increased supply from the new domestic crop.

Rice prices are expected to ease as countries rush to boost output, but the market is unlikely to return to levels of recent years, He Changchui, the FAO's Asia head, said in Bangkok.

India slapped export taxes on basmati rice and other products as the government unveiled a series of moves to tackle inflation fuelled by the rise in food prices.

The World Bank called on countries not to ban exports of food, saying that only worsens the problem.

"We are urging countries not to use export bans," World Bank President Zoellick said in a statement. "These controls encourage hoarding, drive up prices and hurt the poorest people around the world who are struggling to feed themselves."

© Thomson Reuters 2008.
http://www.reuters.com/articlePrint?articleId=USL2971907120080429

Big B lends support to UN Billion Tree Campaign


The Economic Times

Tuesday 29 April 2008
BANGKOK: Bollywood superstar Amitabh Bachchan, will show his support to the United Nations Billion Tree Campaign by planting a tree at the UN's Asia-Pacific regional headquarters in Bangkok on Wednesday. 

The Billion Tree Campaign was launched by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) in January 2007. Since then, close to two billion trees have been planted around the globe. 

Along with a focus on tree planting, the campaign also highlights the importance of voluntary action by all sectors of society to address issues such as climate change, air quality and water, among others. 

"All of us can play a role in helping our planet. This involves simple actions that each of us can take," said Bachchan ahead of the planting ceremony. 

"UNEP's Billion Tree Campaign, which is set to meet its two billion mark soon, is testimony to the tenacity and will of people to do their part. I encourage you to join the millions who helped turn this small 'acorn' into a tree of hope," he added. 

Amitabh Bachchan will be joined by Noeleen Heyzer, UN Under-Secretary-General and Executive Secretary of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP); Hiroshi Nishimiya, Deputy Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific; and Latha Reddy, India's Ambassador to Thailand and Permanent Representative to ESCAP. 

http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/articleshow/msid-2995240,prtpage-1.cms

Food price jump blamed on speculation
By Frank Jordans, Associated Press Writer 

Monday April 28, 2008
	


U.N. officials blame market speculation for recent food price jump 

GENEVA (AP) -- U.N. officials on Monday blamed market speculation for the recent jump in global food prices and called for a concerted effort to ensure that the world's poor can afford to eat.

"We have enough food on this planet today to feed everyone," the head of the U.N. Environment Program, Achim Steiner, told The Associated Press in a telephone interview.

	


But "the way that markets and supplies are currently being influenced by perceptions of future markets is distorting access to that food."

"Real people and real lives are being affected by a dimension that is essentially speculative," said Steiner, noting that millions have found themselves unable to pay for food since prices began to rise steeply at the start of the year.

Last week, the World Food Program asked for an additional $755 million to fill the hole in its budget caused by rising prices and growing reliance on food aid among the world's poor.

Steiner's comments were echoed by the U.N.'s right-to-food advocate, who said high food prices are destabilizing the world.

Jean Ziegler told reporters at the U.N.'s European headquarters in Geneva on Monday that the "daily massacre of hunger" was being worsened by private equity companies seeking to profit from price swings on the international commodities markets.

A U.S. government regulator last week rejected the idea that speculative trading is the primary culprit behind surging prices of corn, wheat and other crops.

Bart Chilton, a commissioner with the U.S. Commodity Futures Trading Commission, said commodities markets were functioning properly, and that shrunken harvests, smaller grain inventories and the declining value of the dollar were the reason for the all-time price highs.

But over the weekend Vietnam moved to curtail speculative buying of rice after consumers were panicked into buying up stocks.

State media quoted Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung on Sunday as insisting that supplies in Vietnam -- the world's second-largest rice exporter after Thailand -- were "completely adequate" for domestic consumption. But Dung warned that any organizations and individuals speculating in the commodity would be "severely punished."

U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has called the heads of all the global body's major agencies for a meeting this week in the Swiss capital, Bern, to discuss the food crisis. Other senior figures including World Bank President Robert Zoellick and the director-general of the World Trade Organization, Pascal Lamy, are also attending the closed-door gathering.

Steiner said underlying problems in global food production needed to be addressed.

Governments should resist giving in to panic about short-term price increases, he said, and instead consider medium- and long-term solutions to the problem of feeding a world population already numbering some 6.5 billion and expected to hit 9 billion by 2050.

"What we would clearly not welcome is a simple ratcheting up of the production machine without any consideration of the consequences," said Steiner.

The U.N. Environment Program estimates that 70-80 percent of the world's water consumption goes toward agriculture, yet 40-60 percent of that water never actually reaches the fields.

Likewise, over-reliance on fertilizers boosts production in the short term but depletes the soil in the long run, according to UNEP.

"Sustainable agriculture will cost us a little bit more but will actually allow us to feed a lot more people," said Steiner.

He said market corrections will eventually cause the speculation bubble to burst, but governments should consider the current situation a warning of what might come unless farming and consumption patterns are changed.

"The footprint of a Western consumer today on the planet is simply many times that of a person living in a developing country," said Steiner.

"We need to think in medium- to long-term responses, but not forgetting that we have a real situation right now with tens of millions of people essentially being priced out of feeding themselves."

http://biz.yahoo.com/ap/080428/un_food_crisis.html?.v=1

U.N. to set up task force for global food crisis

USA Today

Tuesday 29 April 2008
BERN, Switzerland (AP) — The U.N. will set up a top-level task force to tackle the global food crisis, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said Tuesday.

Ban, who will lead the task force, said he agreed with U.N. agency chiefs on a series of measures for the medium and long term, with the first priority meeting the US$755 million shortfall in funding for the World Food Program.

"We anticipate that additional funding will be required," he told reporters in the Swiss capital Bern where the U.N. agency chiefs have been meeting.

But he said more was needed to provide for future needs. "We must ensure food for tomorrow," he said.

Ban said there were a number of causes of the food crisis including climate change, long spells of drought, changing consumption patterns in major developing countries and the planting of crops for biofuel.

He said new measures had to go farther than just providing emergency food relief when crises hit unlike the previous global response.

The U.N.'s Food and Agriculture Organization has developed a US$1.7 billion plan to provide seeds for farmers in the world's poorest countries, he said.

"We must make every effort to support those farmers," Ban said.

Ban said he hoped world leaders would come to a June meeting in Rome to find ways to tackle the food crisis. He said the international community had previously not listened to warnings from the FAO and others.

"This time the whole United Nations is now leading this campaign to address this issue," he said.

World Bank President Robert Zoellick, who also attended the meeting, said 100 million people are estimated to have been pushed into poverty over the past two years.

"This is not a natural disaster," Zoellick said.

He said US$475 million has already been pledged to WFP but more is needed.

"This crisis isn't over once the emergency needs are met," Zoellick said.

"The world can afford this," said Zoellick. "I think we've now got the attention of the world community."

"We can't just replay this year after year after year," Zoellick said.

Copyright 2008 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
http://www.usatoday.com/news/world/2008-04-29-un-food-crisis_N.htm?loc=interstitialskip

Nobel winner urges Yalies to change world

By Maria Garriga New Haven Register, Conn.

New Haven Register (New Haven, CT) 

Tuesday April 28, 2008

Apr. 28--NEW HAVEN -- Nobel Peace Prize winner Wangari Maathai challenged her audience at the Yale Law School to help change the world, even if they just plant one tree

Maathai has led the Green Belt Movement, a nonprofit agency in her native Kenya that has planted more than 30 million trees in east Africa, among other wide-ranging work to reverse desertification, a consequence of deforestation.

Much of Kenya has been stripped of its tropical forest by traders seeking valuable hardwoods, such as mahogany, and by plantation owners clearing vast tracts of mature forest to make way for monocultural crops.

Maathai had a fellowship at Yale in 2002 and received the Nobel in 2004, after which Yale awarded her an honorary degree.

The United Nations Environment Programme, following her lead, launched the "Plant for the Planet: Billion Tree Campaign" in 2007. Yet after reaching the first billion, people became so enthusiastic about continuing that they raised the goal to 2 billion in 2008. "I said why not?" Maathai said.

They have reached 1.9 billion to date. To check on progress, go online to

www.unep. org/billiontreecampaign.

"People come to me for solutions. I don't have them, so I just say 'plant a

tree.'"

Maathai's story runs far deeper than tree planting: It put her on a collision course with government officials determined to exploit Kenya's natural resources even if it means stripping the land. She has been promoting democracy and human rights ever since.

Maathai has been beaten and jailed several times for promoting democracy and pushing for Kenya to have multi-party elections. In 2002, Kenyans elected Maathai to parliament after years of resistance to an oppressive regime.

Upon announcing that it had awarded Maathai its 2004 Peace Prize, the Nobel Peace Center issued a press release that said "Peace on Earth depends on our ability to secure our living environment. Maathai stands at the front of the fight to promote ecologically viable social, economic and cultural development in Kenya and in Africa."

Maathai said the Nobel committee has moved beyond calling attention to conflict mediators to focusing on those who prevent conflicts before they erupt. The conflicts usually break out over the distribution of natural resources, such as land, forests and water.

"If we want to live in peace, we have to preempt the causes of conflict," Maathai said firmly.

Maathai believes long-term change, that which arises from the people of a country, can be most effectively achieved through education.

The international media took notice of Maathai again recently when she announced she would not carry the Olympic torch through Kenya's capital April 13 for the 2008 Beijing Olympics. Maathai has said China could intervene for human rights in Tibet, Darfur, Burma and Kenya, but has not.

The daughter of farmers, Maathai became the first woman in eastern and central Africa to earn a doctorate in 1971.

Now a professor of veterinary science at the University of Nairobi, she joined a women's group in 1974 and learned while she battled sexism at the university, other women were more concerned with basic needs such as access to food, money and clean water. Since property could only be registered to men, women had a hard time getting money to support their families.

Maathai reasoned trees could provide warmth with wood, money with sales, food with fruit, and heal lands depleted by excessive logging, massive commercial plantations, along with serious erosion

"I found her inspiring," said Claudia Octavian, 30, of Mexico. Octavian, a student at the Yale School of Forestry and Environmental Studies, said her country faces many of the same issues.

"I'm thinking about going into government, into the Ministry of Environment , to work on these issues."

Kemunto Mokaya, 26, of Nairobi, Kenya, a third-year student at Yale School of Medicine, said she supported Maathai's emphasis on using education to reach students at younger ages.

"It's the same problem with health. People learn about health when they are old. We need to change things from the education side and teach them when they are young."

MCTviaNewsEdge

	General Environmental News


White House slows EPA tests, inquiry finds 

Dry cleaning chemical among those the EPA has yet to assess

The Associated Press

MSNBC

Monday April. 28, 2008
WASHINGTON - The Bush administration is undermining the Environmental Protection Agency’s ability to determine health dangers of toxic chemicals by letting nonscientists have a bigger — often secret — say, congressional investigators say in a report obtained by The Associated Press.

The administration’s decision to give the Defense Department and other agencies an early role in the process adds to years of delay in acting on harmful chemicals and jeopardizes the program’s credibility, the Government Accountability Office concluded.

At issue is the EPA’s screening of chemicals used in everything from household products to rocket fuel to determine if they pose serious risk of cancer or other illnesses.

A new review process begun by the White House in 2004 is adding more speed bumps for EPA scientists, the GAO said in its report, which will be the subject of a Senate Environment Committee hearing Tuesday. A formal policy effectively doubling the number of steps was adopted two weeks ago.

Cancer risk assessments for nearly a dozen major chemicals are now years overdue, the GAO said, blaming the new multiagency reviews for some of the delay. The EPA, for example, had promised to prepare assessments on 10 major toxic chemicals for external peer review by the end of 2007, but only two reached that stage.

GAO investigators said extensive involvement by EPA managers, White House budget officials and other agencies has eroded the independence of EPA scientists charged with determining the health risks posed by chemicals.

The Pentagon, the Energy Department, NASA and other agencies — all of which could be severely affected by EPA risk findings — are being allowed to participate “at almost every step in the assessment process,” said the GAO.

Those agencies, their private contractors and manufacturers of the chemicals face restrictions and major cleanup requirements, depending on the EPA’s scientific determinations.

“By law the EPA must protect our families from dangerous chemicals,” said Sen. Barbara Boxer, D-Calif., the Senate committee’s chairman. “Instead, they’re protecting the chemical companies.”

The EPA’s risk assessment process “never was perfect,” Boxer said in an interview Monday. “But at least it put the scientists up front. Now the scientists are being shunted aside.”

'Black box of secrecy' criticized
The GAO said many of the deliberations over risks posed by specific chemicals “occur in what amounts to a black box” of secrecy because the White House claims they are private executive branch deliberations.

Such secrecy “reduces the credibility of the ... assessments and hinders the EPA’s ability to manage them,” the GAO report said.

The White House said the GAO is wrong in suggesting that the EPA has lost control in assessing the health risks posed by toxic chemicals.

“Only EPA has the authority to finalize an EPA assessment,” Kevin F. Neyland, deputy administrator of the White House budget office’s Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs, wrote in response to the GAO. He called the interagency process “a dialogue that helps to ensure the quality” of the reviews.

One EPA scientist with extensive knowledge of the changes in the agency’s risk assessment policies ridiculed the claim that the EPA still has the final say.

“Unless there is concurrence by other agencies, ... things don’t go forward. It means we stop what we are doing,” said the scientist, speaking on condition of anonymity because of fear of endangering his career.

“The (EPA) scientists feel as if they have lost complete control of the process, that it’s been taken over by the White House and that they’re calling the shots,” the scientist said.

The GAO investigation focused on the EPA’s computerized database, known as IRIS — the Integrated Risk Information System. It contains data on the human health effects of exposure to some 540 toxic chemicals in the environment. New chemicals are being proposed constantly for inclusion under a complicated assessment process that can take five years or more.

After years of stops and starts, the GAO said, the EPA has yet to determine carcinogen risks for a number of major chemicals such as:

·  Naphthalene, a chemical used in rocket fuel and manufacturing a wide range of commercial products, including mothballs, dyes and insecticides. It is a major source of contamination at many military bases. The EPA wants to determine if it should be reclassified from a “possible” to “likely” human carcinogen. A long-standing dispute with the Pentagon over the chemical prompted the White House in 2004 to initiate a new EPA policy requiring more interagency involvement in assessing the health risks of a chemical. “Six years after the naphthalene assessment began, it is now back at the drafting stage,” said the GAO.

·  Trichloroethylene, or TCE, a widely used industrial degreasing agent and a common contaminant in air, soil and both surface and ground water. The EPA in 2001 issued a draft assessment that TCE is “highly likely to produce cancer in humans.” Interagency reviews have concluded more outside studies are needed. “Ten years after EPA started ... the TCE assessment is back at the draft development stage,” the GAO said.

·  Perchloroethylene, or “perc,” a chemical widely used in dry cleaning fabrics, degreasing metal and making chemical products. The EPA began its risk review of perc a decade ago and an interagency review was completed two years ago. Since then the assessment has been in limbo because of a dispute among senior EPA officials over what the cancer risk assessment should be. The dispute has prevented the proposed assessment from being forwarded to the National Academy of Science for peer review.

·  Formaldehyde, a colorless, flammable gas used to make plywood and other building materials, which the EPA has been reviewing since 1997 to determine if should be upgraded from a “probable” to a “known” carcinogen. The EPA does not expect to complete that review for another two years.

·  Royal Demolition Explosive, or RDX, a chemical explosive used in munitions and classified as a possible human carcinogen. The chemical is known to leach from soil to groundwater. The EPA began a risk assessment of the chemical in 2000 but has made minimal progress, the GAO said.

Environmentalists say these chemicals have been widely found at military bases and Superfund sites and in soil, lakes, streams and groundwater.

The findings, after an 18-month investigation by the congressional watchdog agency, come at a time of growing criticism from members of Congress and health and environmental advocates over alleged political interference in the government’s science activities.

Last week, a confidential survey by an advocacy group of EPA scientists showed more than half of the 1,600 respondents worried about political pressure in their work.

Copyright 2008 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
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Dear EarthTalk: How is wind power faring in the U.S. now? Is more of it coming on line and becoming a larger percent of the grid? And what about some of the highly publicized efforts to build wind farms, such as in Cape Cod, Massachusetts. Has that been approved?
-- Paul Howe, San Francisco, Calif.
Clean and green wind energy is the new darling of alternative energy developers, and the U.S. industry has been surging the past three years, especially as developers take advantage of government incentives—in the form of the so-called Production Tax Credit (PTC)—for erecting turbines and connecting them to the grid.

The non-profit American Wind Energy Association (AWEA) reports that, in 2007 alone, total U.S. wind power capacity grew by a new record of 45 percent, injecting some $9 billion into the economy. These new installations provide enough electricity to power 1.5 million typical American homes while strengthening the nation’s energy supply with clean, homegrown electricity.

According to AWEA, utility-grade wind power installations are now in operation across 34 U.S. states, generating more than 16,000 megawatts (MW) of electricity cumulatively—enough to power upwards of 4.5 million homes and to generate 45,000 new domestic jobs. But even with this growth, wind energy still accounts for just one percent of U.S. electricity supply. Continued growth apace with that of recent years, though, should make it a major player in the American energy scene within a decade. President Bush himself recently suggested that wind has the potential to supply up to 20 percent of the nation’s electricity.

Of course, the volatility of oil prices has helped wind energy gain its foothold. Once a wind farm is built, the fuel cost is essentially zero (as long as the wind blows), whereas fluctuating fossil fuel prices have made traditional power sources more costly and risky. Upping our reliance on wind power has also allowed us to lower our overall carbon footprint. If coal or natural gas were to be substituted to generate the electricity we now get from wind, it would put 28 million additional tons of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere every year. Wind power also saves water by not requiring the billions of gallons of water used to cool coal-fired power plants, an increasingly contentious issue in arid areas with limited access to fresh water.

As for the contentious Cape Wind project proposed for Nantucket Sound in Massachusetts, the federal agency in charge, the U.S. Minerals Management Service, is sifting through tens of thousands of public comments and expects to make a final decision on the project by next winter. But even if they give it the green light, extensive permitting demands and legal challenges will likely hold up construction for years.  

AWEA thinks that 2008 can be as much of a growth year as 2007 if Congress extends the PTC program. The Senate has already approved extending the PTC for at least one more year, but the House has yet to bring it up for a vote. Meanwhile, wind energy proponents are pacing the halls of Congress trying to persuade their Representatives that what’s good for the wind industry is good for America.

CONTACTS: American Wind Energy Association, www.awea.org; Cape Wind, www.capewind.org; U.S. Minerals Management Service, www.mms.gov.

Dear EarthTalk: I am getting married this summer and was wondering if you have any tips on how to make the festivities greener?
-- Tara McCarthy, Los Angeles, Calif.
You know environmental consciousness has really taken hold when couples start to worry about whether their weddings will be green enough. But more and more people who care deeply about the planet view getting married as a chance to show off their values; so green nuptials make all the sense in the world.

To help remove the guesswork, many couples turn to wedding planners well versed in environmental issues. According to Idaho-based Angel Wedding Planners, every element of the wedding planning process can provide an opportunity to make choices that minimize waste and environmental impact. One of the easiest places to do right by the environment is in choosing invitations. Angel suggests going with tree-free or recycled paper, and also points out that a one piece folded design can save paper and envelopes.

In regard to feeding your hungry and thirsty guests, Angel recommends sourcing food and drink from local organic producers, if possible. Some caterers specialize in preparing and serving such items. Organic flowers (from local vendors or online via Organic Bouquet) are another way to make a green statement.

Another way to help ensure that your wedding is as green as can be is by avoiding disposable products wherever possible. Caterers should use real dishes, linens, cutlery and glassware, or rent them if necessary. Other areas where “green” decisions can make a difference include: wedding attire (consider a dress rental or buying a used one and then re-selling it); transportation (carpooling works for weddings, too, at least from the wedding to the reception); photography (those disposable cameras at every table are fun but they can be very wasteful); and wedding registries (there are numerous to be found through a Google search, or support a local green store).

Speaking of the Internet, many websites have sprung up in recent years to make the process of planning a green wedding easier. Valerie Edmunds, founder of Green Elegance Weddings, hopes her company can make an important environmental contribution by directing some of the $25,000 people typically spend on a wedding toward greener products and services. Her advertising-supported website provides page after page of free useful information about eco-friendly wedding apparel, invitations, gifts, flowers, food and beverages, even the honeymoon. The site’s Resource Directory contains links to a wealth of online information and to businesses and organizations that provide related earth-friendly products and services. 

Those looking for even more virtual handholding might want to visit the website, OurWeddingDay.com, which provides dozens of free online tools (including an “RSVP Manager,” Save-the-Date E-cards, a Gift Registry and an Event Manager) to help couples create the “ultimate green wedding from start to finish.” The site also posts hundreds of articles from leading bridal magazines so brides can save paper by not having to go out and purchase any of the 135 or so foot-thick bridal magazines clogging the newsstands.

CONTACTS: Angel Wedding Planners, www.angelweddingplanners.com; Organic Bouquet, www.organicbouquet.com; Green Elegance Weddings, www.greeneleganceweddings.com; OurWeddingDay.com, www.ourweddingday.com.

Dear EarthTalk: It is true that the carcasses of whales that wash up on shore are considered dangerous to humans because of the amount of toxins and chemicals in their blubber?
-- Michael O’Loughlin, Tigard, Ore.
Whether wildlife officials in a given region consider a dead beached whale a biohazard or not is local decision, but nevertheless experts agree that only trained professionals should go anywhere near a dead wild animal to prevent the spread of bacterial infection alone, no matter whether any industrial pollutants might be oozing out. But regardless, it is true that some types of whales, given their spot at the top of the marine food chain, do harbor chemical pollution in their fatty tissue and organs.

Researchers have found, for instance, that PCBs, dangerous toxins notorious for polluting New York’s Hudson River and long banned in the U.S. are present in the blubber of beluga and orca whales, among others, in amounts—some 80 parts per million—that could kill a person. DDT, a pesticide banned in 1972 in the U.S. for wreaking havoc on bird and other wildlife populations, also still shows up in measurable amounts in whale blubber around the world.

Beyond such well-known pollutants, newer ones are starting to show up in large amounts in the carcasses of beached whales and other top marine predators. Today biologists are most worried about the marked increase in flame retardants (PBDEs) and stain repellents (PFOS) in dead marine mammals. Flame retardants are particularly troublesome because they “seem to travel over long distances in the atmosphere, and some studies have shown that they can be toxic to the immune system and can affect neurobehavioral development,” according to a recent report by the Arctic Council, a multilateral international body in charge of overseeing Arctic law and development. The report also noted that PFOS does “not seem to break down under any circumstances,” meaning it is passed up the food chain to whales and other top predators, and then in some cases consumed by humans, especially indigenous Arctic people still hunting marine animals as part of their subsistent lifestyles.

According to the Humane Society of the U.S. (HSUS), whales aren’t the only wild animals carrying around large amounts of toxic chemicals. Bottlenose dolphins, manatees, polar bears, seals, sea lions and other marine wildlife also have PCBs, DDT, PBDEs, PFOS and the other pollutants in their tissues and bloodstreams. “The large-scale die-off of bottlenose dolphins along the mid-Atlantic coast of the United States in the mid-1980s may have been the direct or indirect result of increasing levels of toxic waste from industrial sources,” HSUS reports, adding that “such pollutants can depress the immune system of marine mammals, making the animals susceptible to diseases they could normally fight off.” Another example: Polar bears in Norway have been exhibiting serious congenital abnormalities; HSUS blames exposure to toxic pollutants in the bears’ otherwise pristine environment. 

Environmental and health experts worry about such contamination because many of the chemicals in question are known “endocrine disruptors,” meaning they can impair reproduction in both wildlife and humans by mimicking or altering natural hormonal activity. Such chemicals can also cause neurological problems and developmental or skeletal abnormalities.

CONTACTS: Arctic Council, www.arctic-council.org; HSUS, www.hsus.org.

Dear EarthTalk: I’ve found environmentally friendly shoes for myself, but have had trouble finding similar shoes for my kids. Are they out there?
-- Dawn Masterson, Augusta, Ga. 
Kids’ shoes are a quickly expanding market and companies with a green perspective are now jumping into the race with mini versions of everything from flip-flops to slippers to heeled dress shoes.  While green kids’ shoes from makers like Simple, which offers organic cotton EcoSneaks with car tire soles, might seem expensive at $40 or more, they are durable enough to get passed around from sibling to sibling. “It is an investment if you’re going to do quality,” says Craig Throne, general manager of footwear at Patagonia.

Patagonia has been making climbing gear and outdoors wear for over 30 years, and is committed to using sustainable materials—including recycled polyester and only organic cotton in their clothes. Using hemp and recycled rubber content, the company has created kids’ shoes that are rugged and sturdy enough for hiking or climbing, or for simply running around in the back yard.

Of course, packaging plays a big role and in Patagonia’s case that means 100 percent recycled content boxes with soy-based inks and fun graphics that encourage kids to reuse the boxes. “We’re getting kids to participate and be more aware of the outdoor world,” says Throne.  

Timberland has launched its own line of sustainable kids’ shoes, too. “Kids today are learning about the environment at a younger and younger age—in many cases, they’re even teaching their parents,” says Lisa DeMarkis, head of Timberland’s kid’s division. “It’s important to show kids that even small choices can have a positive impact.”

The company strives to use the most environmentally friendly materials when possible—like recycled soda bottles (PET) in linings or meshes, recycled laces and organic cotton canvas—while always making sure that the shoes meet performance goals: “At the end of the day, the shoe has to stand up to kids and their daily adventures,” DeMarkis says. Curious customers can read the “nutritional labels,” which include the amount of renewable energy used in production, right on Timberland’s 100 percent post consumer recycled shoeboxes.

Parents looking to avoid leather in their kids’ shoes, whether for ethical or environmental reasons, have to do a bit of hunting online. While many vegetarian and non-leather clothing sites have yet to add kids’ shoes, KidBean.com has, including the popular baby shoes called Isabooties, which are made with soft, synthetic Ultrasuede.

For parents of budding dancers, a vegan alternative ballet slipper can be had from the Cynthia King Dance Studio in Brooklyn, New York. The dance instructor and studio owner approached a local shoemaker when she couldn’t find an affordable outlet for vegan slippers, and now provides them to the world at large.

CONTACTS: Cynthia King Dance Studio, www.cynthiakingdance.com; Isabooties, www.isabooties.com; KidBean, www.kidbean.com; Patagonia, www.patagonia.com; Simple, www.simpleshoes.com; Timberland, www.timberland.com. 

Dear EarthTalk: How safe are the fire retardants that are used to quell forest fires across the American West? 
-- Barbara, Minneapolis, Minn.
So-called long-term fire retardants—those usually dropped from airplanes over forest fires—are comprised of water mixed with a slurry of chemicals, thickeners and corrosion inhibitors designed to prevent plants on the ground from igniting, keep the ingredients from separating and dispersing during targeted drops, and ensure that the harsh chemicals on board the plane don’t endanger the flight’s safety.

Firefighters sometimes add iron oxide to make the fire retardant turn red when applied so they can see where they have already covered. Ammonium phosphate and ammonium sulfate, known for their use as agricultural fertilizers, are also often added to provide nutrients to help the forest regenerate after a burn.

In recent years, where global warming and droughts have exacerbated forest fires across the American West, federal and state firefighting agencies have upped their cumulative annual use of long-term fire retardants to some 20+ million gallons a year spread across tens of thousands of individual fly-overs. 

While such chemicals have been valuable in minimizing the damage of forest fires, their use comes with a price. The nitrogen in ammonium phosphate and ammonium sulfate can wreak terrible havoc on aquatic ecosystems, creating algae blooms that kill fish by choking out their oxygen. A 1998 study by the U.S. Geological Survey’s Northern Prairie Wildlife Research Center, found long-term fire retardants to be “very toxic to aquatic organisms including algae, aquatic invertebrates and fish.” The study also said that fire-fighting chemicals “could cause substantial fish kills depending on the stream size and flow rate.” 

These chemicals have also been shown to affect some plants’ reproductive capacities. One study found that spraying fire retardants in some cases decreased plant species diversity, as weedier species better adapted to make use of excess nitrogen in the soil tended to thrive while native species were not able to compete.

In 2000 the U.S. Forest Service issued guidelines for use of fire retardants by aerial fire fighting crews. While the focus of the document was fire control and safety, it encouraged pilots to avoid applying retardant within 300 feet of waterways or other sensitive areas. The Forest Service acknowledges the risk of using retardants, but believes that their use in moderation is a net gain; as fewer “ground troops” need to be sent in to risky situations while more property can be saved from the ravages of a fast-moving fire.

Fires are actually an essential part of forest ecology and many species of trees and plants thrive in part because of the natural occurrence of fires (sequoia trees, for example, depend upon the high temperatures of forest fires to pry open their cones so new seeds can spring forth and take root). The main reason that such catastrophic, news making fires occur in the first place is that humans have sprawled too closely to the forest edge. This has lead to forest management policies that suppress natural fires, causing large build-ups of tinder-like woody debris that eventually ignites and burns out of control.

CONTACTS: USGS Northern Prairie Wildlife Research Center, www.npwrc.usgs.gov; U.S. Forest Service Guidelines for Aerial Application of Retardants and Foams in Aquatic Environments, www.fs.fed.us/rm/fire/retardants/current/gen/appguide.htm.

Dear EarthTalk: I know there’s a big debate now as to why we need bottled water at all, but is anyone addressing the incredible waste of plastic bottles by this industry?
-- Bert B., Dubuque, Iowa
The plastic waste spawned by the recent astronomical growth in the bottled water business is significant. Environmentalists especially decry it because the water from our taps is usually as good as if not better quality than what’s inside the bottle (and indeed sometimes bottled water is just tap water). Further, water bottles are not subject to the bottle bill laws that have kept billions of soda containers—made from the exact same petroleum-derived PET plastic packaging—out of our bursting landfills.

According to the Container Recycling Institute (CRI), a Washington, DC-based non-profit committed to increasing the recycling of beverage containers of all kinds, sales of non-alcohol non-carbonated drinks—bottled water as well as energy and sports drinks—will likely surpass soda sales in the U.S. by 2010. More than seven times as much non-carbonated bottled water is sold annually in the U.S. than just a decade ago.

The fact that more Americans are switching over from unhealthy soda to water is a positive health trend, but reliance on bottled rather than tap water means that the environment is taking a big hit. CRI’s analysis shows that Americans have never recycled as much PET as in recent years. However, the sheer increase in bottled water sales means that even more of the material is going un-recycled than ever before. CRI says that if bottled water were covered under just the 11 state bottle bills currently granting five- to 10-cent refunds on returned soda bottles, the PET wasting rate could drop threefold or more nationally.

Besides being less wasteful, cutting back on the need to manufacture more plastic bottles from non-recycled (virgin) materials would also have a noticeable impact on America’s carbon footprint. CRI estimates that some 18 million barrels of crude oil equivalent were consumed in 2005 to replace the two million tons of PET bottles that were wasted instead of recycled. Some other negative environmental impacts of making more and more PET from virgin petroleum sources include damage to wildlife and marine life, air and water pollution, and greater burdens on already stressed landfills and incinerators.

CRI and others are working to get policymakers at both state and federal levels to mandate increased recycling for water bottles. Oregon is the first state to update its bottle bill—the first in the nation when it was enacted back in 1971—to include a five-cent refund on PET water bottles beginning in January 2009. 

And just this past November, Massachusetts Congressman Ed Markey introduced a bill on Capitol Hill calling for the creation of a federal bottle bill mandating a five-cent refund on all beverage containers—including water bottles. Entitled The Bottle Recycling Climate Protection Act, the bill is now with the House Committee on Energy and Commerce for review, and may come up for a vote this year.

Environmentalists are not optimistic, however, that such a bill can pass, given how influential the beverage industry is in protecting its interests, which include keeping the base price of its products like bottled water as low as possible, regardless of the availability of an after-purchase refund.

CONTACTS: Container Recycling Institute, www.container-recycling.org; The Bottle Recycling Climate Protection Act, http://www.fedcenter.gov/Articles/index.cfm?id=8608&pge_id=1854.

Dear EarthTalk: I’ve been hearing a lot about all the recycled materials being turned into handbags and purses. Are these bags actually fashionable?
-- Mary-Beth Johnstone, Cos Cob, Conn.
Eco fashion, especially in the world of bags, purses and carriers, has proven to be an inventive outlet for all kinds of recycled materials. And yes, most of these bags—even those made from such unlikely materials as candy wrappers (by Ecoist) or carpets (CarpetBags)—not only look good, but would probably draw looks of admiration from fellow bag aficionados.

The Canadian website, eco-handbags.ca, carries a large assortment of creatively adapted materials turned to wearable art from green handbag companies. There are bags made from old books, sailboat sails, juice boxes, aluminum cans, plastic bottles, neckties, cigar boxes, skateboards, candy wrappers, chopsticks, soda pop tops and bicycle tire inner tubes. And these don’t look like they’ve been knit together from a trash bin: They are impeccably sewn one-of-a-kind accessories. The juice box cooler bag, handmade by a cooperative in the Philippines for Bazura Bags, is a great all-purpose carry-all, while the sleek Roadster Handbag made of truck tire inner tubes by English Retreads makes for a stylish everyday purse.

Ava DeMarco and her husband Rob Brandegee one day looked at used license plates and saw handbags. The couple had launched their company, Littlearth Productions, in 1993 with a mission to match style with eco-consciousness. At first, license plates were used as ornaments on recycled rubber bags. Then they became the bags themselves, twisted into colorful cylindrical purses. Now Littlearth’s recycled license plate handbags can be found in more than 1,000 retail outlets and in the clutches of everyone from Oprah to Chelsea Clinton. “Everything we make is one of a kind, because all license plates are unique,” says DeMarco. In one year, Littlearth recycled more than 15 tons of rubber and 40,000 license plates. 

And why not turn all that old tire rubber into something eminently wearable? The material is completely durable and effective for everything from men’s messenger bags to women’s clutches. “I’ve always been aware of the tire situation,” says Robin Gilson, president and founder of Vulcana, a company that makes bags out of recycled car tires. “They collect water; they are breeding grounds for mosquitoes. I thought: ‘Wouldn’t it be great if you could melt car tires down and reshape them?’”

After taking a leave of absence from her job as an attorney in 1995, Gilson tracked down a company that would take recycled car tire crumb and mix it with natural rubber to create a material suitable for stitching into bags.  Vulcana launched its product line in 2001. The company takes 30 to 50 percent of its material from recycled car tires. The rest is virgin rubber, mostly from small, family-owned plantations in Malaysia. Some products are hemp-fused, which means the rubber is cured directly onto a hemp fabric.       

For animal-lovers the new range of handbags has been especially welcome—whether they’re made from tires, records, hemp or chopsticks, these bags are a great alternative to leather and an easy way to make a fashion statement. 

CONTACTS: Bazura Bags, www.bazurabags.com; Eco Handbags, www.eco-handbags.ca; Ecoist, www.ecoist.com; English Retreads, www.englishretreads.com; Littlearth Productions, www.littlearth.com; Vulcana, www.vulcanabags.com.

Dear EarthTalk: I just read an article that said air fresheners contain chemicals that can cause health problems when inhaled. Are scented candles any better?
-- Leanne Chacksfield, Cincinnati, Ohio
Like most air fresheners, many scented candles contain and release phthalates, potentially harmful chemicals that have been linked to the disruption of hormonal systems and other health problems in people exposed to them. Burning candles can also emit small amounts of acetaldehyde, formaldehyde and naphthalene, organic chemicals that are also potentially harmful and that can leave nasty black soot deposits on floors and other surfaces. 

According to Pamela Lundquist of the nonprofit Children’s Health Environmental Coalition (CHEC), this black soot deposit “is primarily made up of elemental carbon, but may also contain phthalates and volatile organic compounds like benzene and toluene, which can cause cancer and neurological damage.” 

Children can easily ingest these chemicals if their hands have been wandering and end up in their mouths. The chemicals can lodge deep in the lungs, disrupting the lower respiratory tract, exacerbating existing problems like asthma, and potentially causing other longer term breathing problems.

Despite laws against it, many candlewicks still contain lead, long linked to impaired learning and brain damage in children. Lead dispersed from burning candles can be breathed in and also constitute part of the dreaded black soot deposit. Candles with lead-containing wicks are on the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission ban/recall list now (thanks to efforts by nonprofits like U.S. Public Interest Research Group), but many are still out there on store shelves. Consumers can avoid them by sticking to candles with soft cotton wicks, not stiff, metal ones.

Eco-conscious candle burners should also avoid paraffin-based candles, which are made from waxes derived in the process of refining crude oil and literally consist of fossil-fuel generating hydrocarbons. Unfortunately, the vast majority of commercially available candles are made from paraffin, though many alternatives are now available.

Soy-based candles are a popular choice, as they are made from plant waste and emit less soot than the paraffin variety. Beeswax candles are another nice alternative, as well, especially if you can pick them up at a local farmers’ market. For scented or aromatherapy candles, look for varieties that use only pure plant essential oils instead of synthetic chemicals with unintelligible names. Some leader makers of Earth- and people-friendly candles include Blue Corn Naturals, Honeyflow Farm, Vermont Soy Candles and Aveda.

CONTACTS: Children’s Health Environmental Coalition (CHEC), www.checnet.org; Blue Corn Naturals, www.bluecornnaturals.com; Honeyflow Farm, www.honeyflowfarm.com; Vermont Soy Candles, www.vermontsoycandles.com; Aveda, www.aveda.com.
Dear EarthTalk: I notice occasional solar panels on roadsides, powering individual streetlamps or signs. Is any research being done to expand on this idea and implant solar collectors in roads, parking lots or sidewalks to generate power in a similar but bigger way?
-- Emily Eidenier, via e-mail
The concept of using road surfaces to generate clean solar power is actually already moving beyond the idea stage. Roads absorb heat from the sun every day and are usually free of sightline obstructions that could otherwise block the transmission of light rays. And if the roads built for cars and driving are partly to blame for global warming, why not make them part of the solution too?

Idaho-based company Solar Roadways is one of the trailblazers. Electrical engineer Scott Brusaw was inspired to start the company when he heard Caltech solar energy expert Nate Lewis suggest that covering just 1.7 percent of continental U.S. land surface with photovoltaic solar collectors could produce enough power to meet the nation’s total energy demand.

Brusaw put two and two together when he realized that the interstate highway system already covers about that much of the nation’s land surface, so he got to work designing a system that combines a durable and translucent glass road surface with photovoltaic solar collectors that could be wired directly into the electricity grid. Brusaw’s innovative design would also heat the roads in winter, thus providing a important safety benefit.

With improvements in the efficiency of solar collectors in recent years, Brusaw believes his system, if implemented from coast-to-coast in place of the tarmac on existing highways, could produce enough energy to meet the entire world’s electricity needs.

But skeptics wonder whether such an expensive high-tech road surface can stand up to the rigors of everyday use—from overloaded 18-wheelers putting extra stress on the highway to oil spills seeping into expensive electronic circuitry—without having to be replaced or repaired often. Brusaw acknowledges that his system still needs fine-tuning, but in the meantime is developing a working prototype along a 45-mile stretch of road between the Idaho cities of Coeur D’Alene and Sandpoint.

Europeans are also pioneering ways to use the sun’s rays to work as they beat down on roadways. The British firm Astucia has developed a road stud that contains small solar panels and emits LED light to illuminate dark roadways. On the 120 U.K. roads where the new studs have been installed, night-time accidents are down some 70 percent.

And the Dutch firm Ooms Avenhorn Holding BV has developed a way to siphon solar heat from asphalt road surfaces and use it to de-ice roads and help power nearby buildings. A latticework of pipes under the road surface allows water to heat up during warm weather. The water is then pumped deep under ground where it maintains its higher temperatures and can be retrieved months later to keep road surfaces ice-free during winter months. Apartment buildings, industrial parks and an air force base have benefited from the innovation, and the firm is working on exporting its system to other countries in the coming years.

CONTACTS: Solar Roadways, www.solarroadways.com; Astucia, www.astucia.co.uk; Ooms Avenhorn Holding BV, www.ooms.nl/english.

Dear EarthTalk: I've been reading about various green festivals going on around the country and I want to attend some and get up to speed on environmental issues and products. What are some good ones and how do I stay on top of all the wheres and whens?
-- Alex, Chicago, Ill. 

Whether you’re a consumer in search of green products and healthy organic foods, an environmental advocate looking to network, or a businessperson who wants to “green up” operations, there is an environmental event out there for you.

One of the best is the Green Festivals series, which appears in an increasing number of U.S. cities every year and is growing in leaps and bounds in attendance. Co-sponsored by two leading national nonprofits, Global Exchange and Co-Op America, these so-called “parties with a purpose” bring together businesses, environmental groups and community organizations working toward the collective goal of “forging a just, sustainable, inclusive economy—a green economy.”

Hundreds of thousands of people from all walks of life have participated in these festivals over the last decade to peruse aisles packed with exhibits, hear speakers, make connections with like-minded folks and indulge in green-themed music, art, culture and food. In 2008, events will take place in Seattle (April 12-13), Chicago (May 17-18), Washington, DC (November 8-9) and San Francisco (November 14-16).


Another event geared toward the green-leaning general public is EcoFest, held every September for the last two decades in New York City. This free event also features myriad commercial and nonprofit exhibits and celebrity speakers and performers. Attendees at EcoFest’s 2008 event will get to check out prototypes of alternative energy vehicles, watch a green-themed fashion show and participate in environmental education workshops, among other events.

One very educational event is the yearly DC Environmental Film Festival, which takes place March 11 – 22 this year in Washington. The festival features 115 documentary, feature, animated, archival, experimental and children's films, shown at various locations around Washington, including museums, libraries, embassies, universities and theatres. Most are free and many include discussions with the filmmakers and/or scientists and environmental leaders.


Many environmental festivals are broad with regard to topics covered, but several issue-specific and business-to-business events take place throughout the year as well. To key in to these events, go to the Green Fairs and Festivals page at the EcoBusinessLinks Environmental Directory. Examples include Texas’s Renewable Energy Roundup, Colorado’s Rocky Mountain Sustainable Living Fair, Georgia’s GreenBuild Expo, Vermont's SolarFest, and Croton-on-Hudson, New York’s Great Hudson River Revival, which has been raising funds to protect New York’s Hudson River since the late 1970s.


Green events take place all year long, but a large number happen in the spring to coincide with Earth Day (April 22). Many school and community environmental groups hold Earth Day events every year. To find an Earth Day event near you this coming spring, consult Earth Day Network’s free online database. 
CONTACTS: Green Festivals, www.greenfestivals.org; EcoFest, www.ecofest.com; EcoBusinessLinks Environmental Directory, www.ecobusinesslinks.com; Earth Day Network, www.earthday.net.

Dear EarthTalk: Is it possible to landscape my property in a green-friendly way? I would like to create a more natural and wildlife-friendly backyard, but I don’t want to break the bank doing it. Are there any tax incentives for completing such projects?
-- Michal Avraham, Olive Branch, Miss.
One common misperception about adopting green practices around the home is that doing so will cost more money. But this may be true only in the short run. There are certainly some up-front outlays to converting a conventional backyard into a more environmentally friendly space (like any landscaping job), but homeowners should be able to make their money back within a few years through savings on their water and yard service bills alone.

Landscapes designed with the principles of nature and wildlife habitat in mind are often referred to as “naturescapes” (or “xeriscapes” when they also require little water to maintain). They usually replace most lawn grass and instead populate space with native plants that are attractive to wildlife for food or shelter.

According to the nonprofit PlantNative, maintaining a green backyard can cost up to 90 percent less than keeping up a traditional lawn-based landscape. “Since naturescapes effectively take care of themselves, there is little or no maintenance and hence little or no maintenance cost,” says the group. The average American lawn costs about $700 yearly to maintain, says PlantNative, which also points out that the average household lawnmower is used upwards of 40 hours a year, the equivalent of a full work week.

Melissa Santiago, a researcher with Ohio State University who authored a fact sheet on the benefits of managing property for wildlife, couldn’t agree more: “Maintaining wildlife habitat or other natural areas can be a cost-effective approach to land management.” She recommends that landowners with room to spare plant one or more rows of native trees and shrubs as so-called “shelterbelts” that provide wildlife habitat and also provide shade in summer (to reduce air conditioning costs) and wind resistance in winter (they have been shown to reduce heating costs by as much as 30 percent).

Tax breaks for greening up your residential landscape are few and far between, but do exist. The state of Indiana offers tax breaks to landowners who convert a minimum of 15 acres over to habitat suitable for native wildlife. Many other state governments offer landowners similar assistance for maintaining habitat for threatened wildlife. And municipalities across the arid southwestern U.S. offer various incentives for homeowners who cut water use, whether through xeriscaping or any other means.

To get started converting your yard over, contact a local nursery well-versed in native landscaping to lend some informal or professional expertise. To find a nursery in your area that fits the bill, consult PlantNative’s free online directory of native plant nurseries. Or, if you want to do your own homework, check out the National Wildlife Federation’s free online Native Plant Guide (which covers the 50 U.S. states) or the Canadian Wildlife Federation’s guidebook Backyard Habitat for Canada’s Wildlife (available in print for $19.95 plus shipping).

CONTACTS: PlantNative, www.plantnative.org; National Wildlife Federation, www.nwf.org; Canadian Wildlife Federation, www.cwf-fcf.org.

Dear EarthTalk: I heard a reference to “Earth-friendly chocolate” and was wondering about what goes into chocolate that would raise environmental concerns.                        -- Ben Moran, Providence, R.I. 

Like coffee beans, the cacao seeds from which we derive chocolate can only be grown successfully in equatorial regions—right where the world’s few remaining tropical rainforests thrive. As worldwide demand for chocolate grows, so does the temptation among growers to clear more and more rainforest to accommodate high-yield monocultural (single-crop) cacao tree plantations. What are left are open, sunny fields with dramatically lower levels of plant and animal diversity. Adding environmental insult to injury, most cacao plantations use copious amounts of chemical fertilizers, pesticides and fungicides that further degrade the land that once teemed with a wide variety of rare birds, mammals and plants.

Another problem with chocolate production, although not specifically an environmental concern, is the conditions endured by workers that pick and process the cacao seeds. The International Institute of Tropical Agriculture has documented some 284,000 children between the ages of nine and 12 working in hazardous conditions on West African cacao farms. In Africa’s Ivory Coast, for example, where more than 40 percent of the world’s cacao is grown, underage cacao workers are routinely overworked, performing often-dangerous farming tasks in a setting that some liken to slavery. As a result of these and other related injustices, so-called “fair trade” advocates have targeted large producers of cacao to improve working conditions and pay living wages that allow workers to get their kids out of the fields and into school.

Some cacao farmers have enlisted the help of scientists and environmental groups to find ways to produce chocolate more fairly and more sustainably. The nonprofit Rainforest Alliance, which works on similar issues with coffee growers, is now partnering with cacao growers in Ecuador to develop environmentally and socially responsible cacao production and processing standards. The standards seek to maintain critical conservation areas, reduce pressures to convert more forestland to cacao plantations, and provide social and economic benefits to local communities. As a result, some 2,000 cacao growers in five Ecuadorian communities have now formed cooperatives that help find new markets for their products while overseeing adherence to fair labor standards and environmental protection measures. Rainforest Alliance hopes to expand the program to other cacao growing regions of the world in the coming years.

Those looking to get their hands on some organically grown fair trade chocolate have more options than ever before. Leading brands include Dagoba, Endangered Species Chocolate, Equal Exchange, Green & Black’s, Sjaak's, Sunspire, Terra Nostra Divine, Theo, Sweet Earth, and Yachana Gourmet. Actor Paul Newman has gotten in on the act, too, with his Newman’s Own brand. Like Newman’s Own, many of the companies donate money to environmental and other nonprofit efforts. Whole Foods and other natural foods retailers stock many of these brands, which are also available via various Internet-based retailers including Global Exchange’s Fair Trade Online Store.

CONTACTS: International Institute of Tropical Agriculture, www.iita.org; Global Exchange’s Fair Trade Online Store, www.gxonlinestore.org.  

or e-mail 

earthtalk@emagazine.com 

URL: http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/3898312/
Australia splashes $12 bln to secure water supplies

By James Grubel

Reuters

Tuesday April 29, 2008 

CANBERRA (Reuters) - The Australian government outlined plans to secure water supplies and repair ailing rivers on Tuesday, to protect the nation's drought-hit food bowl, which produces about A$22 billion ($21 billion) worth of food exports.

The A$13 billion 10-year water plan includes A$3 billion to buy river water back from irrigators in the Murray-Darling River basin, which produces 41 percent of Australia's agriculture, as well as money to secure water for the nation's thirsty cities.

"Water shortages are a serious threat to our economy and way of life," Climate Change Minister Penny Wong said on Tuesday.

"We can, and we must, make better use of our available water resources," Wong said.

Australia, the driest inhabited continent on Earth, has been suffering more than seven years of drought, with water inflows into the nation's rivers at record lows and farmers facing tough restrictions on irrigation.

The drought has also had an impact on cities, which are home to bulk of Australia's 21 million people, with strict restrictions on watering gardens and most cities banning people from using a hose to wash their cars.

In March, authorities said inflows into Australia's largest river, the Murray, doubled over the past year, but were still only about 25 percent of the long-term average, with the lakes near the river's mouth described as in grave condition.

Without major winter rains, irrigators face the possibility of receiving no water allocations as river managers keep water for environmental flows and to secure drinking water for towns and cities along the river system.

Farmers along the Murray-Darling basin use the river for dairy farming and to water crops such as cotton, rice, corn, grapes and other fruit and vegetables, drawing the water from the river by using irrigation.

The government wants to buy back their water rights so more water will flow along the river, helping to combat salinity, especially in the vast lakes near the Murray mouth in the South Australia state, where the river only meets the sea with the help of constant dredging.

The Murray-Darling river catchment covers 15 percent of Australia, an area the size of France and Spain combined, with the Murray River also providing about half the drinking water for the southern city Adelaide's 1 million people.

Wong said under the nation government's plan, A$3 billion would be spent to buy water from irrigators to try to nurse the Murray River back to health, while almost A$6 billion will be spent on projects to help make irrigation more sustainable.

She said the May 13 national budget would also include A$1 billion for desalination and recycling projects to help secure long-term water supplies in the nation's cities.

Australia's main farmer's group the National Farmers' Federation said it supported the water buyback, as long as it was only from willing sellers.

"We believe the market should operate, people should be able to make their own decisions and water should not be compulsorily acquired," said Brett Heffernan from the Farmers' Federation.

Australia's wheat farmers do not rely on irrigation water. A private forecast suggests a record winter wheat crop of 27 million tonnes, based on early seasonal rainfall, more than double last year's drought-hit 13 million tonnes.

($1=A$1.07)

(Editing by Valerie Lee)

© Thomson Reuters 2008.
http://www.reuters.com/article/environmentNews/idUSSYD16864320080429?feedType=RSS&feedName=environmentNews

Sydney's poor, elderly hit hardest by climate change

Tue Apr 29, 2008 9:40am EDT

By Michael Perry

SYDNEY (Reuters) - Climate change will hurt Sydney's poor and elderly the most, as many live in low-lying coastal areas vulnerable to rising sea levels and cannot afford technologies that protect them from life-threatening heatwaves.

This is the conclusion of a new study, backed by the Australian government, which looked not only at the environmental factors in climate change but also at how socio-economic factors determine vulnerability.

The study, by the Commonwealth Scientific & Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO), looked at 15 coastal areas in Sydney to identify those most and least at risk and why.

Sydney's low-lying Rockdale and Botany Bay suburbs, coastal areas to the south of the central business district and site of the nation's main international airport, were rated most at risk to rising sea levels, flash flooding and extreme heat.

The two suburbs were also rated a high risk because they were home to a large percentage of elderly and low-income residents who could ill-afford air conditioners to combat killer heatwaves or renovations to make their homes more thermally efficient.

In contrast Sydney's wealthier suburbs, such as Mosman and Warringah, elevated suburbs to the north of the city, and Woollahra and Waverley, hilly suburbs to the east, were rated most capable of dealing with the effects of climate change.

"The consequences of climate change in Sydney's coastal region will be driven as much by socio-economic factors and decision-making as by climate hazards such as heatwaves and storm surges," Benjamin Preston, from the CSIRO Climate Adaptation National Research Flagship, said on Tuesday.

"Different areas of Sydney will experience climate change in different ways depending on their geographic location, demographics, and the resources and tools at their disposal to manage future climate change risk," said Preston.

WARMER AND DRIER

The CSIRO study said Sydney's future coastal climate was projected to be both warmer and drier, but with more extreme rainfall events and extreme bushfire days and with rising sea levels causing inundation and beach erosion.

Sydney's temperatures were expected to rise by up to 1.3 degrees Celsius by 2030 and up to 4.3 degrees Celsius by 2070. Current summer temperatures average 26-29 degrees Celsius.

Solar radiation in Sydney was projected to rise by up to 2 percent by 2030 and up to 6 pct by 2070.

The study said about 176 people aged 65 or older die each year in Sydney due to heat-related causes. It said heat-related deaths could rise to between 432 and 1,042 by the end of the century, particularly amongst the elderly and young children in families least able to regulate their environment.

The study said sea levels were forecast to rise 3-16 cm (1.2-6.3 inches) by 2030, and 7-50 cm by 2070, with extreme tides and storm surges adding to beach erosion.

The study will be used by Sydney's coastal councils to aid planning and development to adapt to a changing climate landscape in the 15 Sydney suburbs, home to 1.3 million people.

(Editing by Alex Richardson)

© Thomson Reuters 2008. 

The Beetle Factor in a Carbon Calculus 

By HENRY FOUNTAIN
The New York Times

Tuesday 29 April 2008

Trees have been fighting climate change for ages, using photosynthesis to remove carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and sequestering it for the long term in their tissues. Most forests are considered net sinks of carbon dioxide, meaning they store more carbon than they give up.

But natural events can upset a forest’s carbon calculus. Big fires, for instance, spew plenty of CO2 into the atmosphere, and the dead trees that remain eventually decompose by microbial action, releasing more of the gas. 

By killing trees by the thousands, widespread insect infestations can do the same thing. But rarely have insect blights been considered when determining a forest’s carbon balance.

Now Werner A. Kurz of Natural Resources Canada and colleagues have calculated the impact of an infestation of mountain pine beetles on pine forests in British Columbia. The effect, they report in Nature, is startling: the forests are now a large carbon source, and will remain so at least until 2020, long after the infestation peaks.

At more than 32 million acres and counting, the pine beetle blight is at least an order of magnitude larger than any previous recorded infestation by the insect. And global climate change, Dr. Kurz said, is partly responsible: winter temperatures no longer get low enough to kill off the beetle, and warmer summers allow greater reproductive success.

Dr. Kurz has been studying the carbon balance in Canada’s forests for years, and he developed a computer simulation that weighs many factors. The current work, he said, “is the first time I’m aware of that a study has been able to isolate the effect of the beetle.” The results show that in the worst years, the amount of carbon released in British Columbia forests will be roughly three-quarters of the average annual amount of carbon released, largely through fires, in all of Canada.

Dr. Kurz said the study showed how climate change, by making the infestation worse, creates positive feedback on future climate change by affecting forests that once removed a lot of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.

“This particular piece of real estate is not going to do that,” he said. “To the contrary, it is actually adding to the burden.”

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/29/science/earth/29obbeet.html?_r=1&oref=slogin&partner=rssnyt&emc=rss&pagewanted=print

Saddled With Legacy of Dioxin, Town Considers an Odd Ally: The Mushroom 

By ANNIE CORREAL

The New York Times

Tuesday 29 April 2008

FORT BRAGG, Calif. — On a warm April evening, 90 people crowded into the cafeteria of Redwood Elementary School here to meet with representatives of the State Department of Toxic Substances Control. 

The substance at issue was dioxin, a pollutant that infests the site of a former lumber mill in this town 130 miles north of San Francisco. And the method of cleanup being proposed was a novel one: mushrooms.

Mushrooms have been used in the cleaning up of oil spills, a process called bioremediation, but they have not been used to treat dioxin.

“I am going to make a heretical suggestion,” said Debra Scott, who works at a health food collective and has lived in the area for more than two decades, to whoops and cheers. “We could be the pilot study.” 

Fort Bragg is in Mendocino County, a stretch of coast known for its grand seascapes, organic wineries and trailblazing politics: the county was the first in the nation to legalize medical marijuana and to ban genetically modified crops and animals.

Fort Bragg, population 7,000, never fit in here. Home to the country’s second-largest redwood mill for over a century, it was a working man’s town where the only wine tasting was at a row of smoky taverns. But change has come since the mill closed in 2002.

The town already has a Fair Trade coffee company and a raw food cooking school. The City Council is considering a ban on plastic grocery bags. And with the push for mushrooms, the town seems to have officially exchanged its grit for green.

The mill, owned by Georgia-Pacific, took up 420 acres, a space roughly half the size of Central Park, between downtown Fort Bragg and the Pacific Ocean. Among several toxic hot spots discovered here were five plots of soil with high levels of dioxin that Georgia-Pacific says were ash piles from 2001-2, when the mill burned wood from Bay Area landfills to create power and sell it to Pacific Gas & Electric.

Debate remains about how toxic dioxin is to humans, but the Department of Toxic Substances Control says there is no safe level of exposure.

Kimi Klein, a human health toxicologist with the department, said that although the dioxin on the mill site was not the most toxic dioxin out there, there was “very good evidence” that chronic exposure to dioxin caused cancer and “it is our policy to say if any chemical causes cancer there is no safe level.” 

Fort Bragg must clean the dioxin-contaminated coastline this year or risk losing a $4.2 million grant from the California Coastal Conservancy for a coastal trail. Its options: haul the soil in a thousand truckloads to a landfill about 200 miles away, or bury it on site in a plastic-lined, 1.3-acre landfill. 

Alarmed by the ultimatum, residents called in Paul E. Stamets, author of “Mycelium Running: How Mushrooms Can Help Save the World.”

Typically, contaminated soil is hauled off, buried or burned. Using the mushroom method, Mr. Stamets said, it is put in plots, strewn with straw and left alone with mushroom spawn. The spawn release a fine, threadlike web called mycelium that secretes enzymes “like little Pac-Mans that break down molecular bonds,” Mr. Stamets said. And presto: toxins fall apart. 

In January, Mr. Stamets came down from Fungi Perfecti, his mushroom farm in Olympia, Wash. He walked the three-mile coastline at the site, winding around rocky coves on wind-swept bluffs where grass has grown over an airstrip but barely conceals the ash piles. It was “one of the most beautiful places in the world, hands down,” he said.

Quick to caution against easy remedies — “I am not a panacea for all their problems” — he said he had hope for cleaning up dioxin and other hazardous substances on the site. “The less recalcitrant toxins could be broken down within 10 years.” 

At least two dioxin-degrading species of mushroom indigenous to the Northern California coast could work, he said: turkey tail and oyster mushrooms. Turkey tails have ruffled edges and are made into medicinal tea. Oyster mushrooms have domed tops and are frequently found in Asian food.

Local mushroom enthusiasts envision the site as a global center for the study of bioremediation that could even export fungi to other polluted communities.

“Eventually, it could be covered in mushrooms,” said Antonio Wuttke, who lives in neighboring Mendocino and describes his occupation as environmental landscape designer, over a cup of organic Sumatra at the Headlands Coffeehouse. 

The proposal is not without critics, however.

“There still needs to be further testing on whether it works on dioxin,” said Edgardo R. Gillera, a hazardous substances scientist for the State Department of Toxic Substances Control. “There has only been a handful of tests, in labs and field studies on a much smaller scale. I need to see more studies on a larger scale to consider it a viable option.”

On April 14, at a packed City Council meeting, an environmental consultant hired by the city voiced skepticism, citing a study finding that mushrooms reduced dioxins by only 50 percent. Jonathan Shepard, a soccer coach, stood up and asked: “Why ‘only’? I think we should rephrase that. I think we should give thanks and praise to a merciful God that provided a mushroom that eats the worst possible toxin that man can create.” 

Jim Tarbell, an author and something of a sociologist of the Mendocino Coast, said the enthusiasm for bioremediation showed a change in the culture at large. 

“We are trying to move from the extraction economy to the restoration economy,” Mr. Tarbell said. “I think that’s a choice that a broad cross-section of the country is going to have to look at.” 

At the April 14 meeting, Georgia-Pacific promised to finance a pilot project. Roger J. Hilarides, who manages cleanups for the company, offered the city at least one 10-cubic-yard bin of dioxin-laced soil and a 5-year lease on the site’s greenhouse and drying sheds for mushroom testing. And the City Council said it would approve the landfill but only if it came with bioremediation experiments. 

So, sometime later this year, Mr. Stamets is scheduled to begin testing a dump truck’s load of dioxin-laced dirt in Fort Bragg. 

“One bin. Ten cubic yards. That’s a beginning,” said Dave Turner, a Council member. “I have hope — I wouldn’t bet my house on it — but I have a hope we can bioremediate this.”

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/27/us/27bragg.html?partner=rssnyt&emc=rss&pagewanted=print

Democrats Divided Over Gas Tax Break 

By JOHN M. BRODER
The New York Times

Tuesday 29 April 2008

WASHINGTON — As angry truckers encircled the Capitol in a horn-blaring caravan and consumers across the country agonized over $60 fill-ups, the issue of high fuel prices flared on the campaign trail on Monday, sharply dividing the two Democratic candidates.

Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton lined up with Senator John McCain, the presumptive Republican nominee for president, in endorsing a plan to suspend the federal excise tax on gasoline, 18.4 cents a gallon, for the summer travel season. But Senator Barack Obama, Mrs. Clinton’s Democratic rival, spoke out firmly against the proposal, saying it would save consumers little and do nothing to curtail oil consumption and imports.

While Mr. Obama’s view is shared by environmentalists and many independent energy analysts, his position allowed Mrs. Clinton to draw a contrast with her opponent in appealing to the hard-hit middle-class families and older Americans who have proven to be the bedrock of her support. She has accused Mr. Obama of being out of touch with ordinary Americans who are struggling to meet their mortgages and gas up their cars and trucks.

Mrs. Clinton said at a rally on Monday morning in Graham, N.C., that she would introduce legislation to impose a windfall-profits tax on oil companies and use the revenue to suspend the gasoline tax temporarily. 

“At the heart of my approach is a simple belief,” Mrs. Clinton said. “Middle-class families are paying too much and oil companies aren’t paying their fair share to help us solve the problems at the pump.”

The split occurred as Senators Clinton and Obama were competing intensely in primaries in Indiana and North Carolina, where voters go to the polls next Tuesday. Opinion surveys have shown that the faltering economy and high gas prices are the top concerns of voters across the country, edging out the war in Iraq.

The Clinton campaign is running television advertising in Indiana contrasting her approach on gas prices with Mr. Obama’s.

Mrs. Clinton said the tax on the oil companies, which have been reporting record profits as oil prices soar, would cover all of the lost revenue from the federal tax on gasoline and diesel fuel. She also said no highway projects would suffer.

Mr. Obama derided the McCain-Clinton idea of a federal tax holiday as a “short-term, quick-fix” proposal that would do more harm than good, and said the money, which is earmarked for the federal highway trust fund, is badly needed to maintain the nation’s roads and bridges.

In 2000, Mr. Obama supported a bill in the Illinois legislature to suspend most of the state’s 6.25 percent gasoline sales tax. But he later opposed making the reduction permanent, arguing that the state needed the revenue and that the measure had saved consumers little.

Mrs. Clinton, of New York, has also taken varying stands on the issue of gas taxes. In her 2000 Senate campaign, she spoke against repealing the federal gasoline tax, calling it “one of those few taxes that New York actually gets more money from Washington than we send.”

At a meeting with voters in North Carolina on Monday, Mr. Obama said lifting the gas tax for three months would save the average consumer no more than $30, a figure confirmed by Congressional analysts. Mr. Obama has previously dismissed Mr. McCain’s proposal as a “scheme.”

“Half a tank of gas,” Mr. Obama told his audience. “That’s his big solution.”

President Bush’s spokeswoman essentially sided with Mr. Obama in saying that tax holidays and new levies on oil companies would not address the long-term problems of dependence on foreign oil.

Dana Perino, the White House spokeswoman, said gasoline prices were “entirely too high, but I think it would be disingenuous and unfortunate for American consumers for them to be led to believe that there is a short-term fix.”

“There is not going to be one,” Ms. Perino said.

It is not clear whether Congress will act quickly on a fuel tax suspension and a new levy on oil companies, particularly given the White House opposition. While Democratic leaders are sympathetic, aides said, similar plans have failed a number of times.

The debate erupted as both candidates rounded up more superdelegate endorsements on Monday, with Mr. Obama highlighting the backing of Senator Jeff Bingaman of New Mexico, who is the chairman of the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee, while Gov. Michael F. Easley of North Carolina was preparing to endorse Mrs. Clinton on Tuesday. 

The split on the gas tax is a relatively rare one for Mrs. Clinton and Mr. Obama, who agree on the broad outlines of policy in most areas. They have both called for the suspension of purchases for the national strategic petroleum stockpile, a supply of oil to protect the country against sudden supply disruptions; new taxes on oil companies; measures to curb global warming; and heavy federal spending on renewable energy sources. They have also called for a federal investigation of possible manipulation in oil markets.

Mr. McCain has also called for a halt to purchases for the petroleum reserve and expressed support of climate-change legislation, but opposes the imposition of windfall-profits taxes on oil companies.

All three candidates have endorsed tougher fuel-efficiency standards for cars and trucks and diplomatic measures to pressure oil-producing nations to lower prices.

The federal tax on motor fuels — the tax on diesel fuel is 24.4 cents a gallon — yielded $28.2 billion in 2006, the last full year for which statistics are available. The last time the federal fuel taxes were raised significantly was in 1993 as part of President Bill Clinton’s budget-balancing package.

The highway trust fund that the gas tax finances provides money to states and local governments to pay for road and bridge construction, repair and maintenance. Mr. McCain and Mrs. Clinton propose to suspend the tax from Memorial Day to Labor Day, the peak driving season, which would lower tax receipts by roughly $9 billion and potentially cost 300,000 highway construction jobs, according to state highway officials.

Mrs. Clinton would replace that money with the new tax on oil company profits, an idea that has been kicking around Congress for several years but has not been enacted into law. Mr. McCain would divert tax revenue from other sources to make the highway trust fund whole.

The Senate blocked a $15 billion tax on oil companies last December that was part of a larger energy package. 

A McCain spokesman sought to use the gas tax issue to drive a wedge between the two Democratic candidates and paint Mr. Obama as a flip-flopper given how he voted as a state lawmaker in 2000.

“It’s clear Barack Obama’s not strong enough to provide immediate relief at the pump, and it shows he doesn’t understand our economy or have the ability to deliver for hard-working Americans,” said Tucker Bounds, a McCain aide. “Senator Obama’s arguments against John McCain’s gas tax holiday are complete fiction, and the reality is that he used to support a gas tax holiday before he was running for president.”

Jeff Zeleny and Julie Bosman contributed reporting.

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/29/us/politics/29campaign.html?sq=climate%20change&st=nyt&scp=2&pagewanted=print

Feds sued for taking gray wolves off endangered list 

By MATTHEW BROWN, Associated Press

Yahoo

Monday April 28, 2008 

Environmental and animal rights groups sued the federal government Monday, seeking to restore endangered species status for gray wolves in the Northern Rockies.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service lifted federal protections for the estimated 1,500 wolves in March. It turned over management responsibilities to state officials in Idaho, Wyoming and Montana for the first time in more than three decades.

The lawsuit alleges those states lack adequate laws to ensure wolves are not again eradicated from the region. At least 37 were killed in the last month.

The groups are seeking an immediate court order to restore federal control over the species until the case is resolved.

"We're very concerned that absent an injunction, hundreds of wolves could be killed under existing state management plans," said attorney Jason Rylander with Defenders of Wildlife, one of twelve groups that filed the suit in U.S. District Court in Missoula.

Sharon Rose, a spokeswoman for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, said her agency had not yet received the lawsuit and could not comment on the allegations.

Rose did say the agency's decision was based on science that will hold up in court.

"We believe we made the right decision — that the wolf had recovered and the regulatory mechanisms are there" to ensure its continued survival, Rose said.

When the wolves came off the endangered list, federal biologists argued the wolves' rapid reproductive rate would allow them to withstand increased hunting. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has said it will put them back on the endangered list if the population dips below 300 animals.

The lawsuit argues that a "spate of wolf killings" last month showed state management could quickly reverse the wolf's fortunes. The injunction said state officials would allow wolves to be eliminated across most of Wyoming and large parts of Montana and Idaho.

http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20080428/ap_on_re_us/wolf_lawsuit&printer=1;_ylt=AnmC_xqpdmfkdXBxU6pyXGhH2ocA

Judge orders federal government to decide polar bear listing 

By DAN JOLING, Associated Press 

Yahoo

Tuesday 29 April 2008

A federal judge has ordered the Interior Department to decide within 16 days whether polar bears should be listed as a threatened species because of global warming.

U.S. District Judge Claudia Wilken agreed with conservation groups that the department missed a Jan. 9 deadline for a decision. She rejected a government request for a further delay and ordered it to act by May 15.

"Defendants have been in violation of the law requiring them to publish the listing determination for nearly 120 days," the judge, based in Oakland, Calif., wrote in a decision issued late Monday. "Other than the general complexity of finalizing the rule, Defendants offer no specific facts that would justify the delay, much less further delay."

Allowing more time would violate the Endangered Species Act and congressional intent that time was of the essence in listing threatened species, Wilken wrote.

The ruling is a victory for conservation groups that claim the Bush administration has delayed a polar bear decision to avoid addressing global warming and to avoid roadblocks to development such as the transfer of offshore petroleum leases in the Chukchi Sea off Alaska's northwest coast to oil company bidders.

"We hope that this decision marks the end of the Bush administration's delays and denial so that immediate action may be taken to protect polar bears from extinction," Greenpeace representative Melanie Duchin said in a statement.

A decision to list polar bears due to global warming could trigger a recovery plan with consequences beyond Alaska. Opponents fear it would subject new power plants and other development projects to federal review if they generate greenhouse gasses that add to warming in the Arctic.

Representatives of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service did not immediately respond to a call seeking comment Tuesday morning. Assistant Interior Secretary Lyle Laverty has said the department needed until June 30 to complete a legal and policy review of the proposed listing.

Kassie Siegel of the Center for Biological Diversity, the lead author of the petition submitted in 2005, called the judge's order a huge victory, despite not knowing whether polar bears ultimately will be listed.

"It means that whatever political interference going on right now is going to be short-circuited," she said. "The politicians and the bureaucrats in Washington, D.C., are going to have to stop interfering with the decision and get it out the door."

The law requires a decision based on science, she said, and science shows the Arctic is thawing.

"The science is perfectly clear. There's no dispute. The polar bear is an endangered species," she said.

In response to the petition filed in 2005, the Fish and Wildlife Service proposed in December 2006 that polar bears be listed as threatened under the Endangered Species Act because of the loss of their primary habitat, Arctic sea ice.

Summer sea ice shrank last year to a record low, about 1.65 million square miles in September, nearly 40 percent less ice than the long-term average between 1979 and 2000. Some climate models have predicted the Arctic will be free of summer sea ice by 2030. A U.S. Geological Survey study generated in response to the listing petition predicted polar bears in Alaska could be wiped out by 2050.

A decision on the proposed listing was due Jan. 9, but Fish and Wildlife Service Director Dale Hall said in January that a delay was needed to make sure it came in a form easily understood. He promised a decision within a month, but that deadline also passed and the Center for Biological Diversity, the Natural Resources Defense Council and Greenpeace sued in March.

___

On the Net:

Fish and Wildlife Service Alaska: http://alaska.fws.gov/ 

Center for Biological Diversity: http://www.biologicaldiversity.org/ 

Natural Resources Defense Council: http://www.nrdc.org/ 

Greenpeace USA: http://www.greenpeace.org/usa/

http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20080429/ap_on_re_us/polar_bears&printer=1;_ylt=AtVAzJySY4oW78JjqUX_R3xH2ocA

Toronto feeling effects of global rice shortage

Locals under pressure to send cash and staples to family members back home; food bank braces for drop in donations 

By KATE HAMMER AND ANTHONY REINHART 

The Globe and Mail

Tuesday April 29, 2008 

The ripples of the global rice shortage have reached Toronto, as many of the city's immigrants are under pressure to dig deeper into shallow pockets to send more money and bags of rice home to relatives in the hardest-hit countries.

A few days ago at iRemit, a Filipino remittance agency with offices in Cabbagetown, immigrants lined up to send precious rations of their paycheques to family members in Manila and Quezon City.

The towering rows of rice that normally fill the aisles at Hua Sheng Supermarket on Spadina Avenue have shrunk, and the orange and yellow signs that advertise 16-kilogram bags of jasmine rice were a patchwork of numbers cut and repasted as prices have climbed.

Food banks across the city have seen a drop in donations from the food industry and braced for increased demand.

And at the Philippine Market, a narrow variety store on Wellesley Street East, owner Emma Roller had only three remaining eight-kilogram bags of rice after customers began buying up to six at a time to ship to relatives in the Philippines.

"It almost feels like we are having the shortage here because they keep buying them up," she said.

Filipino immigrants have a tradition of filling boxes, called balikbayan boxes, with gifts and treats including corned beef, coffee and sugar, and sending them to friends and family at home. But as rice prices in the Philippines have soared, and rationing and violent protests have ensued, more and more of the boxes are being filled with rice.

Ms. Roller said she intends to ship a bag of rice in addition to the $300 she sends every month. "They're asking me for more, but it's all I can afford," she said, staring mournfully at the three remaining woven sacks.

Some immigrants, like Christopher Sorio, who has been sending money to his mother in the Philippines for 18 years, are considering sending rice in lieu of cash because the cost of rice there has become so inflated.

"Every time I call them, they tell me how the prices are changing from one day to another, about the lineup they have to stand in and the rationing that they encounter," he said. "In poorer countries, it's not like here; we eat rice three times a day, even at breakfast, because it's not so expensive. We need it to live."

The irony of Torontonians having to ship Asian-grown rice back to the Philippines is not lost on Crisanto Benedicto, a Filipino-born Mississauga man who studied agriculture at university in his birth country in the 1970s.

Mr. Benedicto said he and his fellow researchers took note, even then, of shifting global food patterns that saw the Philippines losing rice-producing land to more lucrative crops and development, while losing rural residents to urbanization. By the mid-1980s, the country had become a net importer of rice, despite its ideal growing conditions.

"We found out then that if we don't pay attention to this matter ... the shortages would be very grave," Mr. Benedicto said this week.

The financial and emotional burden on Toronto's immigrant population has become a shared concern among a diverse group of community leaders.

"It's really, really dragging down the consciousness and the life of the people here," said Busha Taa, president of the Ethiopian Community Association of Toronto. The pressure to send more and more money can corrode family relations, he said, and "whenever you eat, you think about them."

In Ethiopia, an East African country that has faced previous food crises, the cost of staple food items has skyrocketed, the price of wheat nearly doubling. Teff, a grain used to make a popular sourdough bread called injera, has also seen wild volatility in prices. The government, like those of other affected countries, recently banned the export of cereals in a bid to put a lid on rising food costs.

Many of the 45,000 Ethiopian immigrants who live in Toronto have been the only financial lifeline to family back home coping with the rising costs.

Dr. Taa, who works as a researcher at the University of Toronto and lectures on sociology at the University of Guelph, said his 16-year-old daughter called him this week to send money home to Ethiopia, where Easter celebrations were under way and putting added strain on the food supply.

The reverberations of a globally strained food supply have begun to affect native-born Torontonians, too. The Daily Bread Food Bank, which serves 75,000 people in the Greater Toronto Area every month, has seen a significant drop in bread and pasta donations and a strain on its $1-million annual budget, which relies heavily on the affordability of rice.

"There is concern for the clients, that we'll receive more clients and won't be able to give them enough food," said Gail Nyberg, the food bank's executive director. "We're bracing for it."

Meanwhile, as economists predicted this week that food inflation will soon hit Canada, bags of rice continued to fly off the shelves of local grocers, to be stored in the cupboards of wary Torontonians or embark on transcontinental journeys to reach the kitchens of faraway kin.

At all five T&T Supermarket locations throughout Toronto, rice sales were up 20 per cent, and at the Hua Sheng Supermarket, sales were up 15 per cent and climbing.

"People are talking about it a lot, they are worried," said Shiyong Chen, manager of the Hua Sheng.

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/RTGAM.20080429.wtorrice29/BNStory/National/?page=rss&id=RTGAM.20080429.wtorrice29

We should warm to the idea of melting poles

By BARRY S. ZELLEN 

The Globe and Mail 

Monday April 28, 2008 

More than two decades ago, at the height of the Cold War, Arctic scholar Oran Young proclaimed that the world was “entering the age of the Arctic, an era in which those concerned with international peace and security will urgently need to know much more about the region, and in which policy-makers in the Arctic-rim states will become increasingly concerned.” Indeed, a glance at any Cold War-era map of the polar region showed the two superpowers standing face to face across their common polar frontier. The logic of geopolitics placed the North Pole at the very centre of the world, making the Arctic Ocean appear to be the modern-day equivalent of the Mediterranean of ancient times.

And yet, the age of the Arctic did not come. There was one seemingly immutable factor preventing the “age of the Arctic” from starting: the harsh climate and permanent polar icepack made large-scale polar development largely an exercise in futility, keeping development of the region limited to just a few large-scale energy, natural resource or military projects. Apart from nuclear submarines passing silently beneath, and exceedingly expensive heavy icebreakers crunching their way across, polar sea ice remained largely impenetrable. 

But now, two decades after Oran Young introduced the concept of the “age of the Arctic” to the lexicon of northern studies, something transformative is finally happening up along our last frontier: The long-frozen, seemingly impenetrable polar sea is starting to thaw, unexpectedly rapidly, opening up larger and larger portions of the Arctic Ocean to seasonally ice-free conditions for longer and longer periods.

So quickly is the ice melting that the prospect of a navigable, ice-free Arctic Ocean is no longer the stuff of fanciful imagination, and has been the topic of two National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration National Ice Centre-sponsored conferences (Naval Operations in an Ice Free Arctic symposium, April, 2001; Impact of an Ice-Diminishing Arctic on Naval and Maritime Operations symposium, July, 2007). 

Within our lifetimes, and possibly in less than a single generation, we may witness the opening up of Arctic sea lanes that are fully navigable year-round: The strategic, economic and diplomatic consequences will be enormous.

According to scientists from the U.S. National Snow and Ice Data Center (NSIDC), the Arctic Ocean will be ice-free by 2060 if current warming trends continue. NSIDC research last summer found that the Arctic was “experiencing an unprecedented sixth consecutive year with much less sea ice than normal,” and that “the extent of Arctic sea ice for 2007 [was] currently on pace to set a new record minimum that may be substantially below the 2005 record.” 

Indeed, the 2005 record was broken “as Arctic sea ice extent shrank through the summer of 2007 to its record-setting minimum in September.”

According to a new World Wildlife Fund report released on April 24, “recently observed changes are happening at rates significantly faster than predicted,” and the melting of Arctic sea ice and the Greenland ice sheet “was found to be severely accelerated, now even prompting the expert scientists to discuss whether both may be close to their ‘tipping point.'.”

The impacts of global warming and the resulting Arctic thaw will be profound. Michael T. Klare, a professor of peace and world-security studies at Hampshire College and defence correspondent for The Nation, explained that “global warming will affect resource competition and conflict profoundly” in coming years – and while “global warming's effects cannot be predicted with certainty, it is likely to produce diminished rainfall in many parts of the world, leading to a rise in desertification in these areas and a decline in their ability to sustain agriculture,” which may, in turn, “force people to fight over remaining sources of water and arable land, or to migrate in large numbers to other areas, where their presence may be resented by the existing inhabitants.”

Mr. Klare added that “global warming is also expected to produce a significant rise in global sea levels, and this will result in the inundation of low-lying coastal areas around the world,” resulting in “the widespread loss of agricultural lands, forcing many millions of people to migrate to higher areas, possibly encountering resistance in the process.” Mr. Klare cautioned that “because many poor countries will be unable to cope with the catastrophic effects of global warming, state collapse is a likely result, along with an accompanying epidemic of war-lordism, ethnic violence, and civil disorder.”

But in the Arctic region itself, the melting ice will open up an entire ocean that has been ice covered for millenniums, bringing an end to what we can think of as the final chapter of the last Ice Age. As the polar ice melts, we'll witness the gradual emergence of a brand new world, unlocking what just a few years ago would have been unimaginable economic opportunities, as the long-closed Arctic waterways open up to rising volumes of commercial shipping and naval traffic, and as the thinning (and later disappearing) ice makes it more cost effective, and technologically viable, to explore the region's undersea natural resource potential, and to fully develop those new discoveries.

This new world is not unlike that discovered by early explorers when they journeyed across the Atlantic, from the Old World to the New, in search of undiscovered countries and riches. We, too, are on a journey of discovery to a new and unknown world – a world full of riches that are unknown, but not unimagined.

Quite possibly before mid-century, we may witness the opening up of Arctic sea lanes that are fully navigable year-round. Already, seasonally ice-free sea lanes are a reality across much of the Arctic, a situation that just a few decades ago would have been unimaginable without expensive heavy icebreaker support. Indeed, last summer the Northwest Passage was ice-free for the first time since satellites began monitoring its ice conditions.

Climate-change pessimists worry about increased resource competition, coastal flooding, infrastructure damage from melting permafrost, changes in wildlife migration patterns, and stresses on some species –especially polar bears – as well as on the indigenous cultures of the region. 

But climate-change optimists imagine a world where international shipping can take a direct northern route, linking Asian, North American and European markets, cutting the consumption of fuel and reducing carbon emissions by using substantially shorter shipping routes; they foresee tremendous potential for maritime commerce to stimulate the economic development of Arctic ports, from the Port of Churchill on Hudson Bay to the depressed coastal communities of the High Arctic. 

Secure sea lanes across the top will enable shipping of strategic commodities – whether North Slope and North Sea oil, strategic minerals from Nunavut to the Yukon North Slope, or a slew of Russian exports from the Kola peninsula to the Lena River basin – without the risks associated with current sea lanes and their vulnerable chokepoints, from the Strait of Malacca to the Panama Canal to the Red Sea.

In terms popularized by Sir Halford John Mackinder, the famed theorist of geopolitics, the long isolated “Lenaland” along the Arctic basin will transform into a highly productive and strategically important “Rimland,” transforming the Arctic into tomorrow's equivalent of the Mediterranean, a true strategic, economic and military crossroads of the world. As envisioned by Oran Young two decades ago, we will finally witness the arrival of the “Age of the Arctic.”

But not an Arctic defined by cold and ice. Indeed, the Arctic, as we have known it since classical times, is coming to an end. In the December, 1992, edition of Equinox Magazine, naturalist Ed Struzik penned a prescient article titled “The End of the Arctic,” noting that with the warming of the Earth's climate will come the end of the Arctic as we know it. In many ways, his prediction is now coming true. While we can mourn the passage of an era, and the loss of a unique ecosystem, we can also celebrate the coming transformation. With the end of all things comes the start of something new, and in this case that something new may prove to be extraordinary.

While at the top of our world sits the polar sea, at its bottom lays the ice-covered continent of Antarctica. And as its ice cover melts, this long-isolated continent will rise from the shadows, like Atlantis transmigrating from imagination to reality, with all its long-hidden treasures revealed, its resources becoming accessible, its land mass in time becoming suitable for human habitation. As the world population continues to grow, and with it its appetite for natural resources, the emergence of this new, unfrozen continent, and its integration into the world's political economy, may prove every bit as transformative as the melting of the Arctic sea ice in the years to come.

So while pessimists fear the changes that are under foot, and their many uncertainties, a more optimistic, and ultimately more prudent, approach would be to prepare to make the most of these new, emergent realms. With both poles locked in an Ice Age that never ended, the onset of an Arctic and Antarctic thaw promises to reunite our planet's seas and continents, and for history to, in many ways, begin.

Just as scholar Francis Fukuyama described the end of the Cold War as the “End of History” as we knew it, we once again find ourselves standing at the threshold of a new era. Whether we think of this era as the “End of the Arctic,” or the “Age of the Arctic,” we can be sure that a new chapter of history will be written, and that it promises to be a fascinating one.

Barry Zellen is the author of Breaking the Ice: From Land Claims to Tribal Sovereignty in the Arctic , which examines the evolution of land claims and self-government in the Western Arctic region. He directs the Arctic Security research project at the U.S. Naval Postgraduate School's Center for Contemporary Conflict
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/RTGAM.20080428.wcomment0428/BNStory/International/

Rising waters raise more concerns in N.B.

EMO says flood levels will likely exceed 2005 levels of 7.8 m

CBC News

Tuesday, April 29, 2008 
New Brunswick's Emergency Measures Organization is warning of significant flooding near the capital city this week.

The waters in Fredericton reached 7.1 metres on Tuesday morning and with up to 100 millimetres of rain forecast for parts of the province, the level was expected to reach 7.8 metres by Wednesday.

In 2005, when the St. John River hit 7.8 metres, about 500 houses were affected and several families had to leave their homes.

"What we're doing now is going back out to those residents [in the Maugerville area] and warning them they now need to make a decision whether to stay put or whether to relocate," said Cindy Abbot at the flood command post in Oromocto.

Water expected to exceed 2005 levels

Anyone affected by the floods in 2005 should be taking steps to protect their property and their family, said Andy Morton, deputy director of the EMO.

"[With] all this heavy rain, we would expect to exceed those flood levels later in the week, " Morton said. "Our indications are based on the forecasted rain amounts that we would certainly exceed the 2005 flood levels in most areas."

Fredericton fire department officials told CBC News anyone who lives within sight of the St. John River should register with the Red Cross and be prepared to leave their homes.

More than 100 people have already registered with the Red Cross and about one-third of families registered have voluntarily left their homes, said Kerry Appleton, spokeswoman for the organization.

The Red Cross is operating at the flood command post in Burton and at the University of New Brunswick's campus in Fredericton. The university has opened its residences to families with nowhere else to go.

Sections of Route 105 outside Fredericton are flooded and remain closed. Tripp Settlement Road, Rusagonis Road, Elms Road, Bass River Point Road and parts of Route 690 near Lakeville Corner and Princess Park are also closed because of flooding. The Gagetown ferry has stopped running because of the high waters.

Residents of Maugerville are being warned that if they do not leave their homes on Tuesday, they may be stuck in their residences until the water recedes.

"Don't be expecting to see an Oromocto fire truck pull up to your dooryard and hand you supplies," said Oromocto fire Chief Jody Price. "That will probably not happen. We're seeing roads being eroded right now, and probably within a few days, probably by the end of the day, we will not be able to move on those roads with vehicles."

Some wait it out

EMO has told all people who decide to stay in their houses to be prepared to be self-sufficient for at least seven days.

There are a lot of pragmatic residents along the river who have dealt with the floods for generations, said the EMO's Morton.

"The water will come up and the water will come down and they'll still be there," Morton said.

Harry Bridges, 86, of Sheffield, told CBC News on Monday that he would be moving his furniture and appliances up on blocks.

"You couldn't find a better place," he said of the community, and vowed that he won't be leaving. "But you have that worry every year about what can happen and what does happen every once in a while."

Bridges said the worst floods in his memory were in 1934, 1936 and 1973.

"In '73, it was up to the indicator on the oven door on the kitchen range," Bridges said.

Maugerville-area potato farmer Gordon Harvey said Tuesday morning that he believes the flood waters will destroy his crop this year.

Harvey said after living along the river for years, his family knows what to expect. "We've learned how far up we need to move things."

Harvey said he doesn't intend to leave his home.

"There's nothing to be angry about. The good Lord gives us the water and hopefully He takes it away," Harvey said.

Flood levels to reach southern N.B. on Tuesday

Flood problems are also moving downstream on the river.

Water levels are expected to reach flood levels in Saint John and Quispamsis in southern New Brunswick by Tuesday afternoon.

Emergency Measures is forecasting the following water levels:

· In Fredericton, the water level is expected to exceed 7.8 metres by Wednesday. Flood stage is 6.5.

· In Maugerville, the water level is expected to increase to 6.4 metres by Wednesday. Flood stage is 6.0.

· In Jemseg, the water level is expected to reach 5.3 metres by Wednesday. Flood stage is 4.3.

· In Grand Lake, the water level is expected to increase to 5.2 metres by Wednesday. Flood stage is 5.0.

· In Sheffield-Lakeville Corner, the water level is expected to reach 5.3 metres by Wednesday. Flood stage is 4.8.

· In Oak Point, the water level is expected to reach 4.4 metres by Tuesday and remain at that level into Wednesday. Flood stage is 4.7.

· In Quispamsis and Saint John, the water level is expected to be 4.2 metres by Wednesday. Flood stage is 4.2.

http://www.cbc.ca/canada/new-brunswick/story/2008/04/29/nb-flood.html?ref=rss

Hurricane Expert: School Silencing Me Over Global-Warming Views

Fox News

Tuesday, April 29, 2008
A pioneering expert on hurricane forecasting says he may soon lose funding due to his skepticism about man-made global warming, according to a report in the Houston Chronicle.

Dr. William Gray, who once said that pro-global warming scientists are "brainwashing our children," claims that Colorado State University will no longer promote his yearly North Atlantic hurricane forecasts due to his controversial views.

Gray complained in a memo to the head of Colorado State’s Department of Atmospheric Sciences that "this is obviously a flimsy excuse and seems to me to be a cover for the Department's capitulation to the desires of some (in their own interest) who want to reign [sic] in my global warming and global warming-hurricane criticisms," the Chronicle reports.

School officials denied that Gray’s stand on global warming was an issue, and said that they are cutting back on media support for his forecasts due to the strain it places on the school's lone media staffer.

"It really has nothing to do with his stand on global warming," Sandra Woods, dean of the College of Engineering at CSU, told the Chronicle. "He's a great faculty member. He's an institution at CSU."

In the fall of 2005, Gray passed lead authorship of the yearly hurricane forecasts to his former student Philip Klotzbach, but he continues to head the Tropical Meteorology Project at CSU.

CSU will continue to publicize Gray's yearly forecasts as long as they are co-authored by Klotzbach, officials told the Chronicle last week, but will end their support if Klotzbach, who recently earned his doctorate, moves to another institution.

"It seems peculiar that this is happening now," Donald Wright, a professor on public relations at Boston University, told the Chronicle. "Given the national reputation that these reports have, you would think the university would want to continue to promote these forecasts."

One friend said Gray's views highlight the politically charged atmosphere that surrounds global warming research in the United States.

"Bill Gray has come under a lot of fire for his views," former director of the National Hurricane Center Neil Frank, currently chief meteorologist at Houston's KHOU-TV, told the Chronicle. "If, indeed, this is happening, it would be really sad that Colorado State is trying to rein in Bill Gray."

The Chronicle noted that Gray's views on global warming had become increasingly personal, with characterizations of former colleagues and students who disagreed with him as "medicine men" and a "Gang of Five" conspiring to promote the idea of man-made climate change.

Gray contends it's all a hoax contrived by scientists hungry for research funding, media professionals thirsting for Pulitzer Prizes and foreign powers seeking to create a single world government.

In fact, he says, the warming cycle will soon end, and the Earth will begin a period of temporary cooling.

• Click here for more on this story from the Houston Chronicle.
http://www.foxnews.com/printer_friendly_story/0,3566,353023,00.html

How safe are green cleaning products?

Plant-based or natural ingredients don't always mean a cleaning product is safe. The market is largely unregulated.

By Elena Conis, Special to The Times

The Los Angeles Times
Monday April 28, 2008


JENNIFER MARTINÉ threw a party Thursday night, and her guests brought food, wine -- and empty spray bottles.

Using vinegar, baking soda, essential oils and castile soap, they spent the evening making batches of natural household cleaners. Martiné, 28, is one of more than 100 women who've signed up to host so-called green cleaning parties across the country this spring, part of a nationwide campaign led by Women’s Voices for the Earth, a nonprofit group based in Missoula, Mont.

Martiné's interest in green cleaning stemmed from reading that mopping agents might harm her new puppy -- and coming home one day to find that her husband had passed out while cleaning their unventilated bathroom. He had been using a combination of products and had hit his head as he fell to the floor. He was just coming to when Martiné, a food photographer, returned home to San Francisco.

"It was really scary," she said. Her husband, Tyler, suffered no other problems, but the incident had at least one lasting effect. "I definitely don't buy those strong cleaners anymore," Martiné said.

Like her, a growing number of Americans are seeking so-called green cleaners -- products made with natural, nontoxic, biodegradable ingredients. Few consumers may be going the straight DIY route, but sales of natural cleaning products totaled $105 million during the last 12 months, up 23% over the previous 12 months, according to SPINS, a Schaumburg, Ill.-based market research and consulting firm for the natural products industry.

Such cleaners make a variety of claims. Some promise that they contain natural (instead of synthetic) agents, break down quickly in the environment or pose less of a toxic threat to humans and ecosystems than do traditional cleaners. Others say they're concentrated, packaged in recycled or recyclable materials, have never been tested on animals or are free of specific chemicals, such as petroleum distillates, phthalates, phosphates or CFCs. (Never mind that CFCs, proved to deplete the Earth's ozone layer, have been banned for decades.)

Many of them also typically eschew known asthma triggers, common in many household cleaners, such as chlorine bleach and ammonia. Studies of people who work with cleaning products for a living have indeed suggested a link between conventional cleaners and an increased risk of asthma and skin irritation. So-called green cleaners rely on ingredients such as hydrogen peroxide to kill germs and remove stains, as well as citric acid and alkyl polyglucoside, a coconut-based detergent, to break down grease and dirt.

But critics caution that just because the ingredients in green cleaners are plant-based or natural doesn't necessarily mean they're safe. They too can cause skin irritation or trigger allergic reactions -- and in a large enough dose, any ingredient can be toxic.

And though green cleaners may purport to list all ingredients, the market is largely unregulated -- which means consumers still must be wary of what's in the bottle. Even cleaning products labeled "natural" may contain some fraction of synthetic chemicals. Or they may contain natural ingredients consumers would rather avoid, such as petroleum distillates, some of which (namely, benzene) can cause cancer, and all of which come from oil, a nonrenewable (read: environmentally unfriendly) resource.

"This is not a regulated space," said Matt Kohler, brand manager for Green Works, the brand of green cleaners launched by Clorox in January. "Any fly-by-night company can take a drizzle of lemon oil, pour it over a vat of chemicals and call it a natural cleaner."

Focus on risks to humans

To most shoppers, going green is as much about their own and their family's health as about the health of ecosystems.

It hasn't taken scientific studies to prove that chlorine-based cleaners can irritate the eyes, nose and throat and harm living things. (Chlorine is, after all, employed for its ability to kill germs.) But concern about other ingredients' effects has grown.

In the 1970s, several states, beginning with Illinois, enacted bans on phosphates in laundry detergents. The chemicals, which help produce spot-free glasses and dishes, cause algae to proliferate in lakes, streams, rivers and other bodies of water, eventually depleting the water of oxygen and choking out other marine life. Some states are now passing bans on phosphates in dishwashing detergents too.

In 2006, Wal-Mart announced that it would avoid stocking products that contain nonylphenol ethoxylates, or NPEs. The surfactants, or foaming agents, often found in detergents and other cleaning products, have been found to cause reproductive defects, liver and kidney damage, and death in fish and shellfish. In Canada and the European Union, but not in the U.S., regulations limit the chemicals' use in cleaning products.

A variety of other chemicals are now drawing attention for their potential to harm not just ecosystems but human health too. Environmental activists have singled out such common cleaning ingredients as phthalates, volatile organic compounds (VOCs), glycol ethers, quaternary ammonium compounds and ethanolamines. For most of these chemicals, solid evidence of human health effects is only just emerging.

In the case of phthalates, evidence has been strong enough for lawmakers to take action. The class of chemicals, widely used in the plastics industry to make plastics soft, are added to conventional household cleaners (as well as cosmetics, bath soaps and shampoos) to help the products retain fragrance.

Researchers at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have demonstrated that most Americans have detectable levels of phthalates in their blood and urine, and preliminary findings have linked high bodily levels of phthalates to sperm damage in men and reproductive defects in newborn boys. The evidence persuaded California legislators to ban the chemicals from children's toys, beginning next year.

The health effects of VOCs, volatile gases emitted by many cleaning products (as well as paints, markers, building materials and other products), have also come under scientific scrutiny. The solvents can irritate the nose and throat and cause dizziness, and long-term exposure may have more lasting effects. A handful of well-designed studies suggests a correlation between exposure to VOCs and an increased risk of asthma or other respiratory problems. In one, a study of more than 950 U.S. adults, published in Environmental Health Perspectives in 2006, high blood levels of 1,4-dichlorobenzene, a VOC found in air fresheners and deodorizers, were associated with measurable decreases in lung function.

But other chemicals targeted by environmental advocates -- solvents called glycol ethers, the disinfecting quarternary ammonia compounds and detergents called ethanolamines -- have been shown to pose risks only to people who work with high doses of the chemicals for long periods.

Cleaning for a living

In fact, most of the evidence suggesting that cleaning products may pose harm comes from studies of people who clean for a living.

Researchers at the National University of Singapore published results in the American Journal of Industrial Medicine in 1994 showing that people employed as cleaners had nearly twice the risk of asthma as people in other professions. A study of more than 15,000 working adults in Europe, published in the Lancet in 1999, found a similar increase in asthma risk among professional cleaners. A study by researchers at the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health, published in the European Respiratory Journal in 2002, found that professional cleaners were 50% more likely to develop asthma than administrative professionals.

Such studies included people who cleaned streets, chimneys and factories -- admittedly dirty, hazardous environments. Professional cleaners working in factories or institutional settings also tend to use industrial cleaners, which are more highly concentrated and stronger acting than household cleaners. Nonetheless, researchers at Barcelona's Municipal Institute of Medical Research have produced evidence suggesting asthma rates are increased among people who clean homes for a living too.

In a paper published in the Scandinavian Journal of Work, Environment and Health in 2001, the Barcelona researchers reported that housecleaners were roughly three times as likely to have asthma, compared with office workers. In 2003, they reported that women who had been employed as domestic cleaners were twice as likely to have asthma, compared with ones who had never been employed as cleaners.

In a 2005 report, the researchers showed that frequency and severity of asthma symptoms in housecleaners was directly correlated with how much bleach they used, though they could not rule out whether other chemicals in cleaning products they used contributed to their symptoms.

People who clean for a living are exposed to such a variety of combinations of chemicals (not to mention dust) over such a long period of time that's it's nearly impossible for studies to pinpoint the cause of symptoms -- or to link them to individual chemicals.

That challenge is precisely what has some critics of the cleaning products industry concerned.

Figuring out which chemicals are safe, and at what levels, is a "highly imprecise science," said Arthur Weissman, president and chief executive of Green Seal, an independent organization that certifies environmentally responsible products and has helped Los Angeles County and the state of California draft green purchasing policies. "We just don't know that much about how chemicals act in the environment and in our bodies," he said.

Long-term concerns

The gap in scientific understanding stems from the fact that chemicals included in consumer products are studied for their immediate toxic effects, and they're often studied in isolation. In reality, however, chemicals -- such as those in cleaning products -- are used in a variety of combinations, and people are often exposed to low doses over long periods.

"We're not saying these cleaning products are going to kill you tomorrow," said Alexandra Gorman Scranton, director of science and research for Women's Voices for the Earth. "We're concerned about the long-term and cumulative effects, what happens when you add all these chemicals together over a lifetime."

Others are concerned that even limited evidence of toxicity suggests some chemicals in cleaning products may be particularly dangerous for kids, who spend a lot of time crawling on floors and placing hands and toys in their mouths.

But industry representatives are quick to point out that health problems occur only when cleaning products aren't used or stored properly -- and that the toxicity of any chemical is determined by its dose.

"This stuff isn't meant to be eaten, or drank, in any case," said Brian Sansoni, vice president of communications for the Soap and Detergent Assn.

Still, said Deborah Moore, executive director of the Berkeley-based Green Schools Initiative, "if you have kids, why expose them to a chemical that might be toxic if you don't need to?"

Heeding such consumer concerns, makers of natural cleaning products have swapped out petroleum-based foaming agents for plant-based ones, traded chlorine for hydrogen peroxide and opted for citric acid, tea tree oil and pine oil instead of synthetic disinfectants.

Mrs. Meyer's Clean Day products, for example, contain ingredients derived from corn, sugar cane and coconut in place of synthetic solvents , petroleum distillates, bleach and phosphates. Seventh Generation makes a bathroom cleaner that relies on hydrogen peroxide instead of chlorine for stain removal, and Method's all-purpose cleaner relies on soda ash to break down grease and oil.

No standards set

But just because a cleaning product is biodegradable and made from plant-based sources doesn't mean it's without its own potential adverse effects on health.

"Certainly many natural chemicals are toxic too," Weissman said. Plant-based ingredients included in some green cleaners include limonene (a citrus-based oil that helps prevent residue build-up), pine oil and the foaming agent coconut diethanolamide -- all of which can cause allergic dermatitis.

And in March, a study of natural and nontoxic consumer products, commissioned by the watchdog group Organic Consumers Assn., found the suspected cancer-causing chemical 1,4-dioxane in roughly half of 100 tested products -- including several dishwashing liquids with words such as "Earth friendly" and "eco" in their brand names. The chemical is a byproduct of a process that uses petroleum-based chemicals to make detergents less harsh.

"It's really confusing for consumers to try to understand the claims of these products," said Moore, whose Green Schools Initiative has helped several California schools buy greener cleaning products. "You need a PhD to go to the supermarket and understand the labels on products."

The problem, critics say, is that labeling in the cleaning products industry is highly unregulated. The use of terms such as "green" and "natural" is monitored by the Federal Trade Commission, which aims to ensure that such terms are not misleading to consumers. But neither the commission nor any other agency sets standards that products must meet before they can call themselves green.

" 'Green' and 'natural' are marketing terms -- they're not terms of science," Sansoni said.

Cleaning product manufacturers -- green or otherwise -- are also not required by law to disclose all of their ingredients on their labels. Some green cleaner makers say they have disclosed all ingredients -- but there's no way for consumers to be certain that they have.

Consumer advocates therefore have pressed for stricter labeling rules, but the industry has resisted, arguing that long lists of ingredients would create a potentially hazardous distraction on product labels. "The safety and usage information is the most important information on a product label," Sansoni said. "If you try to turn the label into an encyclopedia, you obscure the most important information on there."

Proponents of greener cleaners, such as Weissman, say that if cleaning products didn't include potentially dangerous ingredients, such warnings wouldn't be necessary.

For now, green cleaning product manufacturers can opt to be certified by a third party, such as Green Seal or the Environmental Protection Agency's Design for the Environment program.

Some say these certifiers don't do enough to protect consumers. "There are different shades of green," said Deirdre Imus, wife of radio jock Don Imus, who has created a line of cleaners. She said that some certifiers will give their approval to products containing chlorine or petroleum-based chemicals, with labels that don't disclose all ingredients.

That pitfall isn't lost on Martiné, who's now cleaning her kitchen sink with a homemade baking soda scrub.

"It worries me that companies are doing the green thing just to make money," she said. "I'm excited to make my own cleaners, because then I'll know exactly what's in them."

health@latimes.com 

http://www.latimes.com/news/science/environment/la-he-green28apr28,1,7269163,print.story

Solving global warming with giant vacuums

The technology works, but it would require millions of carbon dioxide filters across the planet at a cost of trillions of dollars a year.

By Alan Zarembo
The Los Angeles Times 
Tuesday April 29, 2008

Here's a simple solution to global warming: vacuum carbon dioxide out of the air.

Klaus Lackner, a physicist at Columbia University, said placing enough carbon filters around the planet could reel the world's atmosphere back toward the 18th century, like a climatic time machine.

After a decade of work, his shower-sized prototype whirs away inside a Tucson warehouse, each day capturing about 10 pounds of the heat-trapping greenhouse gas as air wafts through it.

Only a few billion tons to go.

In the battle against global warming, technology has long been seen as the ultimate savior, but Lackner's machine is a clunky reminder of how distant that dream is.

He estimates that sucking up the current stream of emissions would require about 67 million boxcar-sized filters at a cost of trillions of dollars a year.

The orchards of filters would have to be powered by complexes of new nuclear plants, dams, solar farms or other clean-energy sources to avoid adding more pollution to the atmosphere.

Despite the scope of the proposal, the allure of high technology is irresistible for modern humans. Salvation has arrived again and again over the last century: the automobile, the jet, the Internet, the iPod.

That dream has pushed scattered groups of scientists to work on massive schemes to reengineer the planet.

One idea is to block sunlight, either by constructing artificial volcanoes to blast sulfur particles into the atmosphere or by launching millions of tiny satellites into space and arranging them into a giant mirror.

Another concept is sprinkling iron over the oceans to nurture plankton colonies that would absorb carbon dioxide from the air and transfer it to the depths.

But while the science of dialing back the planet's thermostat is straightforward, the execution is fabulously expensive, complex and grandiose on a scale that boggles the mind.

"Nobody doubts it is possible to take CO2 out of the air," said David Keith, a professor of engineering and economics at the University of Calgary in Canada and one of several scientists around the world working on the problem. "The issue is, 'What does it cost?' "

Some policy experts argue that blind faith in technology is a harmful distraction from the hard sacrifices needed to control global warming.

"The temptation is to say, 'Let's get John Wayne on horseback or Bill Gates . . . and solve this problem,' " said Dale Jamieson, director of environmental studies at New York University.

But some scientists say that the potential of such ideas cannot be ignored given the world's political paralysis on controlling emissions and its myopic addiction to cheap and dirty coal.

"There are not that many alternatives," Lackner said.

The attraction of a technological silver bullet lies in the failure of the world to solve global warming through the obvious solution: reducing emissions.

The 1997 Kyoto accords were supposed to bring the world together to address the problem, but the two biggest polluters, the United States and China, have refused to cap their emissions, and Europe is failing to meet even its modest targets.

Worldwide annual emissions of carbon dioxide -- the main culprit in global warming -- have climbed 28% over the last decade, according to the U.S. Department of Energy. The rise has been largely driven by industrializing countries, such as China and India, which argue that they have the right to exploit their coal reserves to catch up with the West.

It is clear that cheap energy is a drug that civilization will not give up. But big technological solutions could allow society to keep its drug.

Among the options, carbon filtering is the most direct and best understood. If industrialization is a process of transferring carbon stored in the earth to the atmosphere, filtering seeks to put it back.

The technology is decades old. Bottled oxygen used in hospitals started out as plain air before nitrogen, carbon dioxide and other gases were filtered out. Space capsules and submarines extract carbon dioxide to maintain breathable air for crew members.

The process for removing atmospheric carbon involves putting one compound, usually a hydroxide, in contact with the air, setting off a reaction that grabs CO2 and incorporates its carbon atoms into a carbonate compound.

Then, in a reaction that requires a large input of heat, the carbonate compound is broken apart, reconstituting and trapping the carbon dioxide.

Researchers propose pumping the captured CO2 into the ground, a practice already used to increase the pressure in oil wells. Geologists say there is room in subterranean rock formations to lock it away forever.

The beauty of carbon capture is that it scrubs the planet without intruding on it, unlike artificial volcanoes and sun reflectors, which could cause enormous planetary damage in the form of acid rain or giant shadows that stunt crops.

The filters could be placed anywhere in the world, since carbon dioxide disperses throughout the atmosphere.

For all its appeal, the process is hideously inefficient. Carbon dioxide makes up less than 0.04% of the atmosphere, and removing climate-changing quantities of it requires filtering massive amounts of air.

Lackner calculated that sucking up all 28 billion tons of CO2 released worldwide each year would require spreading out his machines over a land area the size of Arizona.

That seems like a reasonable sacrifice to save civilization, until you consider the expense.

Experts estimate that it would cost up to $200 a ton to filter and store carbon dioxide from the air. That means the yearly vacuuming bill could reach $5.6 trillion.

Even filtering the greenhouse gas from smokestacks, where it is hundreds of times more concentrated and thus much cheaper to capture, is still deemed too expensive for commercial use.

The enormous cost raises the question: Who would pay?

It is the same impasse that has stymied efforts toward a global agreement to reduce emissions. China argues that the West should foot the bill because it created the problem over the last two centuries. The United States says China must accept its share of responsibility as the world's new top polluter.

The cost of the technology will surely fall over time, but without government action that is unlikely to happen soon enough to stave off the worst effects of climate change.

Without at least a 50% cut in emissions by mid-century, the United Nations' Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change predicts that the temperature rise will exceed 2 degrees, resulting in worsening drought, a dangerous sea level rise and widespread extinction of species.

Paul Crutzen, a Nobel Prize-winning atmospheric chemist at the Max Planck Institute for Chemistry in Mainz, Germany, said that the failure to cut emissions might force the world to reshape the environment through drastic use of technology.

The risks could be enormous, but the risks of failing to reduce emissions could be greater, he said.

Crutzen said that only out of a "sense of despair" had he come to favor the last-ditch option of spewing more than a million tons of sulfur a year into the air.

It's a dirty proposition that, in some ways, is its own environmental crime. But it works, as shown by the 1991 Mt. Pinatubo eruption in the Philippines, which temporarily cooled the planet by almost 1 degree Fahrenheit. "It might be the last escape route from the problem," he said.

The power to reengineer the planet raises another question: Who gets to control the thermostat? Despite the perception that climate change is a global problem, it is in reality a series of regional transformations that benefits some places and harms others.

Countries in the far northern latitudes have less incentive than tropical countries to counteract the warming. Russia has already laid claim to the North Pole in hopes that the arctic thaw will open access to new oil reserves. Canada is pondering the possibility of its vast expanse of tundra becoming a breadbasket.

With enough carbon filters, a single country or even several rich individuals would have the power to set the world's temperature.

"No matter how you go about it, there will be a lot of politics," Lackner said.

For now, his machine, a solitary prototype, continues to hum away in the Tucson warehouse. With no good place to store the carbon dioxide it traps, the gas is simply released back into the air.

alan.zarembo@latimes.com
http://www.latimes.com/news/science/environment/la-sci-carbon29apr29,1,2160719.story

Groups sue to get gray wolves back on endangered species list

At least 35 have been killed in Idaho, Montana and Wyoming since their March 28 delisting.

By Tami Abdollah
The Los Angeles Times
Tuesday April 29, 2008

A dozen environmental groups sued the federal government Monday in an attempt to reverse a decision to remove gray wolves in the northern Rocky Mountains from the endangered species list.

Since the delisting went into effect March 28, at least 35 wolves have been killed in Idaho, Montana and Wyoming.

"That's more than one a day under the state plans," said Louisa Willcox, a senior wildlife advocate for the Natural Resources Defense Council in Livingston, Mont. 

"We believe that is excessive and we'll wind up right back on the brink of extinction if this continues."

The suit was expected, and wolf management program representatives for the three states immediately said they would intervene on behalf of the federal government.

Environmental groups also requested a preliminary injunction to stop wolf kills until the lawsuit was resolved.

The suit says federal officials ignored scientists who said a connected population of 2,000 to 5,000 wolves was necessary to ensure long-term genetic viability of the wolf in the northern Rockies.

Gray wolves once were plentiful from central Mexico to the Arctic, but virtually disappeared from the American West by the 1930s. In 1974, they were listed as endangered, and since then about $27 million has been spent by the federal government to conserve the wolves.

In 1995 and 1996, officials reintroduced 66 wolves to central Idaho and the Yellowstone National Park area. The population has soared beyond the program's goal of 300, to 1,500 wolves throughout the northern Rockies region. The growth rate of the population is estimated at 24% annually.

Since delisting, wolves are managed by each state under plans approved by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. They are required to maintain about 300 wolves throughout the tri-state area, but the current state plans call for a total of at least 1,050 wolves.

Wyoming's wolf management plans have received the most criticism. In certain areas, wolves are deemed predatory and can be baited or shot by hunters using aircraft. Officials are working out details, including possible permits, for the fall wolf-hunting season in areas where wolves are categorized as trophy game animals.

In Idaho, state law was amended the day the delisting went into effect. There, people are allowed to kill wolves that are "molesting or attacking" pets and livestock.

Montana has not determined how many wolves may be killed during the fall hunting season.

The lawsuit challenging wolf delisting is expected to drag on for years. A 2007 decision to delist gray wolves in Wisconsin, Michigan and Minnesota is still in court. The ruling on the injunction request, however, should occur within the next few weeks.

A separate suit has challenged a revision to the Endangered Species Act that would allow wolves listed as endangered to be killed if they threatened dogs or seriously decreased deer, elk or moose populations.

tami.abdollah@latimes.com
http://www.latimes.com/news/science/environment/la-na-wolves29apr29,0,4596035,print.story

Start-up: Affordable solar power possible in a year
By Paul Davison

USA Today

Tuesday 29 April 2008

A Silicon Valley start-up says it has developed technology that can deliver solar power in about a year at prices competitive with coal-fired electricity, a milestone that would leapfrog other more established players and turbocharge the fast-growing industry.

SUNRGI's "concentrated photovoltaic" system relies on lenses to magnify sunlight 2,000 times, letting it produce as much electricity as standard panels with a far smaller system. Craig Goodman, head of the National Energy Marketers Association, is expected to announce the breakthrough Tuesday. 

Under its plans, which experts call promising but highly ambitious, SUNRGI would initially target utilities and large industrial and commercial customers. The company — founded by veterans of computer, digital design, aerospace and solar industries — would market to homes within three years. 

Executives of the year-old company say they'll start producing solar panels by mid-2009 that will generate electricity for about 7 cents a kilowatt hour, including installation. That's roughly the price of cheap coal-fired electricity. "We're bringing the cost of solar electricity down to be competitive with" fossil fuels, says Bob Block, a co-founder of SUNRGI. 

Solar power is acclaimed as free of greenhouse gas emissions and able to supply electricity midday when demand is highest. But its cost — 20 cents to 30 cents a kilowatt hour — has inhibited broad adoption. Solar makes up less than 1% of U.S. power generation.

An armada of solar technology makers aim to drive solar's price to 10 to 18 cents a kilowatt hour by 2010, and 5 to 10 cents by 2015, at or below utility costs. SUNRGI's timetable is far more aggressive. 

Solar panels generate electricity when photons in sunlight knock loose electrons in silicon or another semiconductor. Other concentrated photovoltaic makers magnify sunlight about 500 times. SUNRGI says it can multiply that by four because it has a system to instantly cool its germanium-based semiconductor from 3,300 degrees to 20 degrees above ambient temperature. High temperatures can melt a solar cell. 

Also pushing down costs are a highly efficient semiconductor that converts 37% of the sunlight to electricity, more than double the industry average. The unit's compact size allows it to be made at electronics or PC factories, avoiding the need to build new plants. 

Sarah Kurtz, principal scientist for the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, says SUNRGI's plans seem scientifically viable, but the start-up could face hurdles as it scales up to mass production. 

"Moving from the lab to the market in two years is typically not what happens," says Stow Walker of Cambridge Energy Research Associates. Yet, he adds, the semiconductor market "moves much more quickly than power technologies." 

http://www.usatoday.com/money/industries/energy/environment/2008-04-28-solar-power-sunrgi_N.htm

Australia to spend $2.9 billion to buy water from farmers

By ROD McGUIRK, Associated Press Writer

The Chicago Tribune

Tuesday April 29, 2008

CANBERRA, Australia - Australia's government promised Tuesday to spend about $2.9 billion to buy river water from farmers in a bid to address the country's worst drought in a century.

The spending is the most expensive component of a $12.1 billion, 10-year plan to reduce water waste and improve water efficiency on Australian farms and in cities.

"Climate change means most Australian cities and towns have less water and we can no longer rely on local rainfall to supply all our drinking water," Minister for Climate Change and Water Penny Wong said in a statement.

But a mayor in the farming district targeted by the water purchasing plan cautioned that the it would reduce Australia's agricultural exports at a time of global food shortages and inflation.

"The cost of food will certainly rise. The nation's exports will drop," Brian Sharp told Australian Broadcasting Corp. radio.

The water purchasing plan would target the Murray-Darling river system in southeast Australia, where most of the country's irrigated farms are based.

Rainwater washing into the country's most important river system has been 49 percent below average for the past decade.

Under the plan, the government would buy back water allocated to farmers along the river that they use for irrigation.

The National Farmers' Federation, a farming advocacy group, agreed that too much water was being drained from the river system for farms. But NFF chief executive officer Ben Fargher said the government must not compel farmers to give up their allocated water.

"We know there have been over-allocation problems, and therefore we're happy to talk to the government about buying back water as long as it's from willing sellers," Fargher told Sky television.

Wong did not say whether farmers could be forced to give up water.

Copyright 2008 Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten, or redistributed.

http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/sns-ap-australia-water,0,2013794,print.story

What is the meaning of organic?
The Star

Sunday 27 April 2008 

EXPENSIVE RANGE FOOD
Is there a limit to what people will spend on fancy food? 

Here's a sampling of products found locally and online:

Forbes magazine named La Madeline au Truffe, made by Knipschildt Chocolatier, the world's most expensive chocolate. Cost: $250 (prices in U.S. dollars unless otherwise indicated).

Japanese Kobe beef, known for its tenderness and rich marbling, costs about $300 a pound.

Thirty-year-old balsamic vinegar made by Mussini can run $125 (Cdn.) for 1.76 oz.

A 750 ml bottle of Bling H20 spring water, decorated with Swarovski crystals, costs about $40 a bottle. Bonus: The container is reusable.

One tiny 3.5 oz jar of Salt and Truffle costs $28.

And three one-pound tubes of the Best Butter On Earth can be sent to your home for a mere $49.95 – plus $20.97 for shipping.

Toronto Star
Natural. Free run. Local. Those labels are as confusing as they are ubiquitous. If we are indeed what we eat, we have some serious identity issues
Apr 27, 2008 04:30 AM 

Andrew Chung 
Staff Reporter


Understanding food may never have been so bewildering as it is today. On the one hand there is the world's food supply, currently in a state of shock. Drought, underproduction, and high petroleum and transport costs are spiking prices and sinking supplies.

Then there is the local grocery store. Independent of the price fluctuations, consumers are increasingly having trouble figuring out what, exactly, they're eating. 

Local doesn't necessarily mean "local." "Naturally" doesn't necessarily mean hormone-free. "Organic" doesn't necessarily mean the animal won't be penned-in. 

"With all these competing nutrition stories about what's good for you, what's not, and the ethics of eating, a broken food system," says Laura Telford, executive director of Canadian Organic Growers, "consumers are standing at the precipice of the grocery store, completely freaked out."

Even the familiar term organic – which, come December, will hold a lot more weight with a government-regulated national standard and logo coming into effect – has nuances that aren't typically publicized. Take, for example, the fact that with certain crops, even when certified organic, there's no guarantee they will be absolutely free of genetically modified elements.

Conventional, or non-organic, foods have their own sets of industry practices and standards, as well. In the vacuum between these two extremes, a burgeoning number of products are filling the gap, with characteristics taken from both.

Survey your grocery aisles and it won't take long to come across them: "Natural," or "naturally raised," is one. "Cage free" or "free range" are common. And, arguably the trendiest one, "local." 

The basic policy of the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, or CFIA, is simply to prevent misleading labels, so while "natural" is fine, consumers scanning the labels on their food often have little concept of what that means. 

"Natural" meats, for example, typically come raised without animal by-products in their feed, unlike conventional meats. (Animal by-products include additives derived from bone, blood or other tissues.) Others are also not treated with antibiotics or hormones. 

But they may be finished on large feedlots, and their crop-based feed may include genetically modified grains grown with pesticides. 

Whole Foods sells some organic meat, but its meat is mostly sourced from producers who follow the company's own standards, which resemble those of organic except for the animal feed used. ("To find a grower or producer to provide organic meat in the quantities we need is very challenging," a spokesperson says.) And companies such as Whole Foods typically do the inspections of farms and processors themselves.

Organic enforcement, though, will be done by the CFIA through recognized certifying agencies. 

Says Ann Clark, an expert in organics and a professor in the department of plant agriculture at the University of Guelph, given the "ambiguity of `natural' and `naturally raised,' these terms mean essentially nothing."

The new labels are even debatable among those who produce them. "For food products in general, people can tell you very much about them," says Rod MacRae, a food policy analyst at York University. "But for eco-labels, it's more of a barrier because various actors may see labels as contentious."

This situation is being played out in Ontario's milk industry. Agropur, a large dairy cooperative based in Montreal, recently ran radio advertisements in Ontario questioning why consumers would buy organic milk when it's apparently indistinguishable from conventional milk – except for the price. 

Agropur, whose common milk brand is Natrel, claimed that since bovine growth hormone is banned in Canada for all milk – organic or otherwise – there is essentially no difference between the milk types. The same claims are made on Natrel's website.

ORGANIC FARMERS ARE furious. "A number of claims on their website are simply untrue," says Steve Cavell, chief executive officer of Organic Meadow, a Guelph-based organic dairy and egg production cooperative. 

In fact, there are differences between organic and conventional milk. Growth hormone isn't used in the latter, but other hormones may be, according to scientists and the Dairy Farmers of Ontario, the industry group. 

And contrary to the website claim that it's a "policy" that all cows in Canada have access to pasture, there are no mandatory requirements for conventional cows. 

However, the milk is not always as far apart as organic farmers would like to portray. Many talk about conventional farms as milk-pump factories. The reality is that organic cows – though required to be given outside access – are also sometimes tied up in small pens with little room to move. Cavell says such "tie stalls" are not common in organic farming, but they exist. 

Canada's organic standards were actually developed by members of the industry itself. They are continuing to be reviewed and, in many cases, tightened, by the 65-member Organic Technical Committee of the Canadian General Standards Board, says Telford, whose group is the largest organic organization in the country. For instance, the committee wants to increase the amount of time a dairy cow must be removed from the milk stream after being treated with antibiotics from 14 days to 30.

COME DEC. 14, the CFIA will regulate the standards and allow for the use of the "Canada Organic" logo. (Products with more than 95 per cent organic content may be labelled "organic.") These standards will be enforceable for any products traded between provinces.

Clark cautions that the organic label is only a process guarantee, not a product guarantee. You might be buying organic soybean seeds, but some GMO contamination might have gotten through, she explains.

The problem is trying to farm non-GMO crops while pollen from GMO crops is drifting around. This means that "you worry about" corn, soybean, canola and cotton.

The latest label to take root is "local." Climate change means that some consumers are actively looking for food made closer to home. One Toronto-based certification agency is Local Food Plus. It has its own checklist of standards for sustainable farming practices a producer must meet before being certified. Some certified farmers are organic, most are not.

But for Local Food Plus, "local" means all of Ontario. For the CFIA, it means within 50 kilometres of where the food originated. 

"Along the Ottawa River, should you buy from Quebec across the bridge or someone 100 kilometres away in Ontario?" asks Don Mills, a farmer and director of producer services with Local Food Plus. "We're not trying to discourage any of those systems. Where that can work, it should happen."

All of this confusion also extends to the very reasons that most people search out "organic" and "natural" labels in the first place.

The bottom line is that organic food is not necessarily more nutritious than conventional food. Studies on this front remain inconclusive. Some studies seem to indicate that organics have the advantage in vitamin C, says the University of Guelph's Clark. But "if the index you're using is per cent vitamin A or D or things of that sort, organic is certainly no worse, but often no better, than conventional.

"Other than nutrition," she adds, "it's the freedom from pesticides and (genetically modified organisms) that's probably the strongest driver."



milk 

CONVENTIONAL
· no growth hormones (rbST)

· other hormones for lactation timing and/or breeding purposes may be used

· medicated feed (feed with low-level antibiotics) not allowed

· antibiotics to treat sick animals allowed

· feed additives such as Rumensin, to increase growth, may be present

· animal by-products from poultry/pig may be used **

· no mandatory outdoor access (but most have access)

· cows may be tied in a "tie stall"or freer to move in "free stall" 

ORGANIC 
· no hormones of any sort 

· no medicated feed 

· no antibiotics unless animal's life in danger; taken out of system for at least two weeks

· no feed additives

· no animal by-products in feed 

· mandatory outdoor access (weather permitting)

· cows may be penned in a tie stall or free stall


eggs 

CONVENTIONAL
· no hormones 

· medicated feed not allowed

· antibiotics not allowed 

· no animal by-products in feed 

· feed not organic, may be genetically modified corn, soybean, canola

· no outdoor access

· housed in battery cages 

· beaks are trimmed

FREE RUN 
· allowed to roam in barn

FREE RANGE 
· may have outdoor access

CAGE-FREE 
· same as free run or range

OMEGA-3 
· diet consists of flax and fish meal **

ORGANIC 
· no hormones 

· no medicated feed

· no antibiotics

· organic feed

· no animal by-products in feed 

· mandatory outdoor access 

· not housed in cages 


beef 

CONVENTIONAL
· hormones may be used to help get to market weight 

· faster; no residues may be present in meat

· medicated feed allowed 

· antibiotics allowed

· animal by-products allowed in feed but not from other ruminants **

· feed grains may be genetically modified, including corn

· no mandatory outdoor/pasture access, but most have access

· typically finish lives on a large feedlot, indoor or outdoor

NATURAL (e.g. Laura's Lean Beef at Dominion Stores)

Same as "conventional" except: 
· no hormones 

· no medicated feed

· if antibiotics used, animal removed from system

· no animal by-products in feed

ORGANIC 

· no hormones 

· no medicated feed

· if antibiotics used, animal no longer organic

· organic grains for feed or grass

· mandatory outdoor access

· may finish life at a feedlot on grains

GRASS FINISHED 

· instead of finishing its life at feed lot on grains, 

· animal is fed grass

· may or may not be "organic" chicken 

CONVENTIONAL
· no hormones allowed

· medicated feed allowed

· antibiotics allowed

· animal by-products allowed in feed 

· feed not organic; may include genetically modified corn, soy, canola 

· chickens not caged 

· no outdoor access 

ORGANIC
· no hormones allowed 

· no medicated feed 

· if antibiotics used, chicken is no longer organic 

· organic feed 

· chickens not caged 

· mandatory outdoor access 

NATURAL
"Conventional" with some differences, for example: 
"Naturally Raised" at Dominion Stores
· if antibiotics used, animal removed from system

· no animal by-products used

"Prime Naturally" by Maple Leaf Foods Inc.
· no animal by-products in feed pork 

CONVENTIONAL
· no hormones used

· antibiotics allowed

· medicated feed allowed

· animal by-products in feed allowed **

· feed not organic; may include genetically modified corn, soy 

· no outdoor access

NATURAL (e.g. "Naturally Raised" at A&P)

"Conventional" except:

· no medicated feed

· if antibiotics used, animal is removed from system

· no animal by-products in feed 

ORGANIC
· no hormones

· no medicated feed

· if antibiotics used, no longer organic

· organic grains for feed

· outdoor access

SEASONED
· conventional pork processed with injection of brine of 0.45 per cent salt and 5,000 parts per million sodium phosphate, to retain moisture "even when overcooked."


crops/produce 

CONVENTIONAL
· may be farmed with pesticides, fungicides or herbicides

· grains such as soybean, corn or canola may be genetically modified

· may be transported vast distances

ORGANIC 
· other farming methods used instead of pesticides, fungicides, herbicides

· foods such as soybean or corn, may contain genetically modifed elements but chances are much smaller than with conventional

· may be transported vast distances

LOCAL (e.g. Toronto-based Local Food Plus certification)

· sustainable farming practices

· mostly non-organic, but has standards to reduce pesticide use

· may not actually be "local," just "in-province"

** No animal feed in Canada may contain cattle tissue capable of transmitting Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy, or Mad Cow Disease. Feed additives derived from blood, bone or other tissue are acceptable, but not from ruminant to ruminant.
Sources: Ontario Cattlemen's Association, Canadian Organic Growers, Organic Meadow Cooperative, Ontario Pork, Chicken Farmers of Canada, Canadian Egg Marketing Agency, Canadian Food Inspection Agency
http://www.thestar.com/article/418819
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Oman

Environment ministers meet in Doha
MUSCAT — Sayyid Hamoud bin Faisal al Busaidy, Minister of Environment and Climate Affairs, is heading Oman’s delegation at a meeting of the Regional Organisation for the Protection of Marine Environment (ROPME) being held in Doha. The ministerial meeting was preceded by a two-day meeting of the GCC executive committee

http://www.omanobserver.com/
UAE

Hamdan Bin Zayed attends launch of Abu Dhabi's environment strategy 

Abu Dhabi: Shaikh Hamdan Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Deputy Prime Minister and Board Chairman of Environment Agency-Abu Dhabi (EAD), on Tuesday attended the launch of the Environmental Strategy of Abu Dhabi for 2008-2012. 

The EAD aims, through the strategy, to coordinate efforts of public and private sectors, as well as civil organisations, and to achieve ambitious environmental strategy of Abu Dhabi in the next five years. 

Present at the event were Shaikh Nahyan Bin Hamdan Bin Mohammad Al Nahyan, Board Member of the EAD, Mohammad Ahmad Al Bawardi, Secretary General of Abu Dhabi Executive Council, Ambassador Sultan Bin Khalfan Al Rumaithi, Chief of Deputy Prime Minister's Court, Majid Al Mansouri, Secretary General of EAD, and a number of high-ranking officials in the emirate.

http://archive.gulfnews.com/articles/08/04/29/10209391.html
Sustainable development driven by 'deliberate change in mindset'
Abu Dhabi: Many people still live an unsustainable life-style and believe it is more convenient to postpone concerns for environmental problems to a later date, said a senior official.

Mohammad Al Bowardi, Secretary General of the Abu Dhabi Executive Council and Managing Director of the Environment Agency-Abu Dhabi (EAD), said: "We cannot wait for a later date. We need to act today because our environment is under pressure from a number of different directions at once."

He was speaking at the launch of 'Abu Dhabi Environment Strategy 2008-2012' on Tuesday. Also present at the launch was Shaikh Hamdan Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Deputy Prime Minister and Chairman of EAD. 





"The generation that destroys the environment may not be the one that pays the price. It is the future generations that will confront the consequences. Achieving sustainable development in our emirate will take patience, commitment and persistence," he added.

"It has to become a conscious and deliberate pursuit to change our mindset. It will not happen overnight," he stressed. The essence of sustainable development for Abu Dhabi is that economic development, social development and environmental protection must go hand in hand, Al Bowardi noted. "Our target is that within 20 years, we will be considered a developed emirate," he said.

Roadmap

Titled 'Our roadmap to the future', the strategy aims at fulfilling the environmental priorities of the capital. Ten priorities have been identified by the EAD, in consultation with its stakeholders, to achieve desired outcomes in four core areas. 

Achieving environmentally sustainable economic and social development, building an environmentally aware population, providing a healthy and safe workplace and creating a clean, protected and safe environment are the four desired outcomes of the strategy.
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