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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
Environmental Expert: Facing up to the climate challenge: green expectations for 2009?  

Source: United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 

Published Dec. 30, 2008 

As the festive season draws to a close, there is evidence the dawning New Year may carry 'green' expectations of environmental action, most notably, on climate change. Old and new environmental benefactors are making enthusiastic pledges on the policy front. Voluntary action, on the other hand, continues to be a major driver on the ground. In December 2009, all eyes will be on Copenhagen in anticipation of a possible substantial climate deal at the UN climate conference. But as early as January 2009, the same eyes, and thoughts, will be on Washington.

On 20 January, the new U.S. President and his new administration take office - and centre-stage - including a new widely hailed 'dream green team'.

The key positions of Energy Secretary, Scientific Adviser, and Head of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration have been scooped by top climate scientists, who are known for advocating America's urgent move towards less carbon-intensive energy production and more vigorous action on climate change.

The appointments provide significant evidence of how serious the President-elect is about facing up to the climate challenge. President-elect Obama wants to spend $150 billion over the next decade to promote alternative energy sources, a proposal, he says, that would create millions of 'green collar' jobs. He has also called for an 80 per cent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 through a cap-and-trade programme.

Should Polluters Pay?

In Copenhagen, consensus over a legally-binding agreement will signify that the world is taking serious steps towards saving the planet's environment. The rich world will need to commit to legally-binding, post-2012 carbon-emissions reduction schemes.

In 2008, several thousand projects from around the world joined Kyoto's Clean Development Mechanism (CDM). The Mechanism allows a country with an emissionreduction or emission-limitation commitment under the Kyoto Protocol to implement an emission-reduction project in developing countries. Such projects can earn saleable certified emission reduction (CER) credits, each equivalent to one tonne of CO2, whichcan be counted towards meeting Kyoto targets... It is estimated the number of CDM projects will rise to 8,000, generating financial flows from North to South of well over $30 billion, by 2012

But the mechanism needs to be made more robust in order for it to perform on the scale needed.UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner said: 'The CDM and the carbon markets as a whole are one of the great success stories of international cooperative action on climate change. The challenge now is to streamline it and overcome some of the hurdles.'

Strengthening the CDM

Voices out of the Poznan climate meeting, which concluded earlier this month, are calling on major polluters to commit to carbon-intensity targets that tackle carbon emissions per unit of GDP

Other suggestions include a Carbon Superfund, to which polluters pay for the cost of cleaning-up; a Carbon Tax, whereby users of fossil fuels at the national level pay and the revenue is divided equally among citizens; and Carbon Tariffs on goods and services from countries that do not join up to the new global climate treaty or those who do not meet their obligations.

Whether governments will, indeed, reach a post-2012 ratifiable climate agreement in Copenhagen by December 2009, is yet to be seen. But global opinion polls show that the citizens of the world are backing a conclusive climate deal.

Voice of the People

In a recent UNEP survey, nearly 90 per cent of young people across the globe said they urge world leaders to do 'whatever it takes' to tackle climate change. Meanwhile, 40 per cent of respondents to the 2008 Climate Confidence Monitor survey - carried out in the lead up to the Poznan climate meeting - said they were more concerned about global warming than the global economy.

According to the Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), nine out of every ten disasters are now climate-related. Recorded disasters have doubled in number from 200 a year to more than 400 over the past two decades. In 2007 alone, an unprecedented 15 funding appeals for sudden natural disasters were issued. All, but one,resulted from climatic events.

The consequences of the current climate crisis are likely to be more severe, in the long run, than any financial crisis.

Green New Deal

To face up to the challenge of economic meltdown and global warming, the UN called in 2008 for a Global Green New Deal: a UN-led initiative that seeks to mobilize and refocus the global economy towards investment in clean technologies and natural infrastructure to combat climate change and trigger a green employment boom, which may provide sustainable solutions to benefit both the economy and the environment in 2009 and beyond.

Voluntary Action

In the fight to curb global warming, voluntary action remains a major driver. Considering that the loss of natural forests around the world contributes more to global emissions each year than the transport sector, curbing deforestation is a highly costeffective way to reduce emissions. Seven Billion trees - to be planted by the end of 2009 -are the target of UNEP's Billion Tree Campaign. More than 4,319,593,340 trees havealready been pledged and 2,599,045,202 planted. The worldwide campaign encourages people, communities, business and industry, civil society organizations and governments to enter tree planting pledges online in a call to further individual and collective action.The campaign strongly encourages the planting of indigenous trees and trees that are appropriate to the local environment.

Towards Climate Neutrality

Climate neutrality is catching on around the world.Basically, climate neutrality means living in a way which produces no net greenhouse gas(GHG) emissions, achievable by reducing GHG emissions, and using carbon offsets to neutralize the remaining emissions.

UNEP's Climate Neutral Network (CN Net), is a consortium of entities committed to this concept. Through the implementation of innovative projects, groundbreaking initiatives and strong strategies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, countries, cities, businesses and organizations, around the world, are pledging to become climate neutral by joining CN Net. Policies and measures adopted include carbon offsetting, green living, clean manufacturing and emissions reduction. With more partners joining in, CN Net is growing into a platform for networking and the sharing of best practice, catalyzing progress towards a low carbon society.

CN Net participants have set the most ambitious greenhouse gas reduction targets in the world. For example, Costa Rica aims to be climate neutral by 2021 when it celebrates 200 years of independence, and Iceland has the world's highest rate of renewable energy use. CN Net cities include Växjö, Sweden, which has decided to become a 'Fossil Fuel Free' City, while in Rizhao, China, close to 100 per cent of urban housing has solar heaters. CN Net corporate participants are the largest category, including Toyota Motors Europe, Skanska Norway, Tesco Lotus, Thailand's largest supermarket chain which aims to at least halve its carbon emissions by 2020, and NatureAir - based in Costa Rica - is the world's first carbon neutral airline.

Other examples include the futuristic project of Masdar. Planned to accommodate a population of 50,000, Masdar City will offer its inhabitants a true taste of green living.Most of the city's electricity will be generated through solar power. Given that Masdar (which means 'the source' in Arabic) will be situated in the heart of the Arabian desert in Abu Dhabi, there should be no shortage of that. Sea water will be the drink of choice. The city's desalination plant - the main source of fresh water - will be powered through renewable sources of energy.

Built on 1,500 acres, the city will boast a 10 megawatt (MW) photo-volatic farm, clean housing, a university, a Science and Technology Institute dedicated to renewable energy,and commercial and manufacturing zone for eco-friendly products. Masdar will produce zero carbon and zero waste. The first phase of planning will be completed in 2009 and by 2010; the city will be able to accommodate its first 2000 inhabitants.China is also planning a number of eco-cities. Dongtan is being developed by the Shanghai Industrial Investment Corporation, and will accommodate 10,000 people by 2010.

While Masdar and Dongtan stand out as models of Ecotopia, cities from Europe to Asia,North America and the Middle East are coming on board with carbon-neutral strategies including clean transport, carbon neutral buildings and awareness raising campaigns.

It is such innovation and commitment that will help move us towards a greener world and away from climate disaster. For 2009, humankind will have to continue on the path being forged by these pioneers. Together we must pledge to:

Mobilize political will 

Make polluters pay 

Adopt green economy mechanisms 

Support alternative energy technologies 

Be carbon neutral 

UNite to Combat Climate Change
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Concord Monitor - Concord, NH, USA: Nature proves to be impressive inventor  

By Juliet Eilperin The Washington Post  

December 30, 2008 - 12:00 am 

For some, whale watching is a tourist activity. For Gunter Pauli, it is a source of technological inspiration. 

"I see a whale, I see a 6- to 12-volt electric generator that is able to pump 1,000 liters per pulse through more than 108 miles of veins and arteries," he said. 

The intricate wiring of the whale's heart is being studied as a model for a device called a nanoscale atrioventricular bridge, which will undergo animal testing next year and could replace pacemakers for the millions of people whose diseased hearts need help to beat steadily. 

Pauli, who directs the Zero Emissions Research and Initiatives Foundation in Geneva, is an unabashed promoter of biomimicry, the science of making technological and commercial advances by copying natural processes. At a time when many are looking for a way to protect Earth's biodiversity and reduce the ecological impact of industrial products and processes, a growing number of business leaders and environmental activists alike are looking to biomimicry as a way to achieve both ends. 

"The idea behind biomimicry is that life has already solved the challenges that we're trying to solve," said Janine Benyus, who leads the Biomimicry Guild, a Montana-based consulting group. "There are literally as many ideas as there are organisms." 

In the past few years, entrepreneurs have developed and started marketing an array of inventions that imitate natural phenomena. For instance, the resurrection plant, a desert species common in Africa and Latin America, dries up and appears to be dead when water is scarce. It does so without breaking its cells' membranes, enabling it to revive when moisture returns. Researchers have learned to make some vaccines with a similar capability so they do not have to be refrigerated. 

Other inventors are developing friction-free surfaces modeled on the slippery skin of the Arabian Peninsula's sandfish lizard, an advance that could eliminate the use of ball bearings in many products as well as industrial diamond dust in automobile air bags. 

Knowing that the pearl oyster uses carbon dioxide to construct its calcium carbonate shell, a Canada-based company called CO2 Solution developed and patented a technology that converts carbon dioxide emissions into a water-based solution of bicarbonate ions, which can be turned into pure carbon dioxide gas or solid calcium carbonate. The firm has applied the process to cement production, reducing the large amounts of carbon dioxide that process releases. 

Oysters "see carbon dioxide as a building material," Benyus said. 

The United Nations Environment Program and the International Union for Conservation of Nature have joined the Biomimicry Guild and Pauli's foundation to develop a list of Nature's 100 Best: the most prominent innovations inspired by natural processes. 

Achim Steiner of the U.N. program said such technologies will be essential to more sustainable development in light of global warming. 

"There is simply a transformational challenge . . . that needs new ideas and new solutions to unlock the potential of nature and reinforce the planet's natural carbon storage capacity," he said. "If you can have 7.8 billion people living comfortably with one-tenth, one-thousandth of the amount of energy, that opens up a new realm of possibility." 

Some biomimicry products are still in the pipeline, but Steiner said many are in commercial use. "We're not talking about theory anymore," he said. "This is real stuff happening in the real world, in the real market." 

Architecture has made the greatest use of biomimicry products. Benyus estimated that 300,000 buildings in Europe boast self-cleaning glass that copies the way water balls up on lotus leaves and simply rolls off. 
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Other Environment News
The Guardian: Jatropha-fuelled plane touches down after successful test flight

· Alok Jha, green technology correspondent

· guardian.co.uk, Tuesday 30 December 2008 12.52 GMT 

Air New Zealand plane flown on second-generation biofuel

The search for an environmentally friendly fuel for airplanes took a leap forward today with the world's first flight powered by a second-generation biofuel, derived from plants that do not compete with food crops.

An Air New Zealand jumbo jet left Auckland just before midnight GMT with a 50-50 mix of jet fuel and oil from jatropha trees in one of its four engines. The two-hour test flight, which took the Boeing 747 over the Hauraki Gulf, showed that the jatropha biofuel was suitable for use in airplanes without the need for any modifications of the engines. It forms part of the airline's plan to source 10% of its fuel from sustainable sources by 2013.

"At an emotional level, it was an exciting day today," said Air New Zealand's chief pilot, David Morgan, who was on the test flight. "We achieved everything we wanted to achieve and it as a significant milestone for the aviation industry, doing the very first jatropha-fuelled flight. We're thrilled."

The flight was completed as the US airline Continental announced its own plans to test second-generation biofuels: next week it will fly a plane over the Gulf of Mexico with fuel derived from algae.

Air travel contributes 3% of global carbon dioxide emissions, and is one of the fastest rising contributors to climate change, but the search for a greener alternative to kerosene jet fuel has been problematic. Airlines cannot use standard first-generation biofuels such as ethanol because these would freeze at high altitude. In addition, environmentalists argue that manufacturing biofuels can produce more emissions than they absorb when growing, and can also displace agricultural crops and push up the price of food.

Air New Zealand's biofuel was made from jatropha nuts, which are up to 40% oil, harvested from trees grown on marginal land in India, Mozambique, Malawi and Tanzania. The fuel was pre-tested to show that it was suitable for airplanes, freezing at -47C and burning at 38C.

The flight included a series of tests to assess how the biofuel-powered engine operated compared to the ones running on kerosene at different speeds and at different stages of a normal flight. "The flight was notable for the lack of any surprises – everything ran normally and as expected," said Morgan. "The fuel was indistinguishable from jet A1, a true drop-in fuel. You could not see a difference in the four engines."

Continental's forthcoming demonstration flight will use a mixture of jatropha-derived biofuel and fuel made from algae, supplied by the San Diego company Sapphire Energy, seen as leaders in the search to make useful oil from micro-organisms. In the first commercial test flight of biofuels in the US, one of the engines on a Boeing 737-800 will be filled with a 50-50 mix of biofuel and traditional jet fuel.

"One of the reasons we chose algae and jatropha is that both are not food sources and can be grown in arid regions and virtually anywhere," said Leah Rayne, managing director of global affairs at Continental. "So they do not compete with food crops for water."

She added that, although the jatropha and algae fuels did not require any modifications to current aircraft engines, it would take several years of test flights for the biofuels to be certified for general use by airlines.

Robin Oakley, head of Greenpeace UK's climate change campaign, warned against overinterpreting the results of the test flights. When Air New Zealand announced its biofuel plans in November, he said: "We need a dose of realism here, because this test flight does not mean an end to the use of kerosene in jet engines. The amount of jatropha that would be needed to power the world's entire aviation sector cannot be produced in anything like a sustainable way, and even if large volumes could be grown, planes are an incredibly wasteful way of using it." Environmentalists argue that curbing flights is the only true solution.

The Air New Zealand and Continental planes are not the first to use biofuels: in February, Virgin Atlantic successfully tried a mixture of 80% jet fuel and 20% biofuel - made from coconut oil and babassu palm oil - in one engine of a Boeing 747 on a flight between London and Amsterdam.
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AP: NZ airline flies jetliner partly run on biofuel

By RAY LILLEY, Associated Press Writer Ray Lilley, Associated Press Writer – Tue Dec 30, 11:27 am ET

WELLINGTON, New Zealand – Looking to reduce its carbon footprint and cut its fuel bill, Air New Zealand on Tuesday tested a passenger jet that was powered partially with oil from a plum-sized fruit known as jatropha.

The airline is the latest carrier to experiment with alternative fuels, partly due to the threat of rising oil prices but also to reduce carbon dioxide emissions from aviation, which are projected to rise by 90 percent by 2020.

Air New Zealand said the two-hour flight from Auckland International Airport was the first to use what are known as second generation biofuels to power an airplane. Second generation biofuels typically use a wider range of plants and release fewer emissions than traditional biofuels like ethanol.

One engine of the Boeing 747-400 airplane was powered by a 50-50 blend of oil from jatropha plants and standard A1 jet fuel.

"Today, we stand at the earliest stages of sustainable fuel development and an important moment in aviation history," Air New Zealand Chief Executive Rob Fyfe said shortly after the flight.

Along with investing in new technology to replace outdated fleets and new designs that reduce weight and air resistance, the International Air Transport Association says airlines are experimenting with a range of plant materials in an effort to find the jet fuel of the future.

The association, which represents 230 airlines, said it wants 10 percent of aviation fuel to come from biofuels by 2017 as part of a broad climate change plan. Air travel now generates only 2 percent of global carbon emissions that are believed to contribute to global warming, but the industry's high growth rate has raised concern about future emissions.

"There are very promising biojet fuels, and jatropha is one of them," association spokesman Anthony Concil said Tuesday, adding that the industry is also looking at switch grass, algae and salt-tolerant plants called halophytes.

Jatropha is a bush with round, plum-like fruit that has been found in parts of South America, Africa and Asia. Seeds from jatropha are crushed to produce a yellowish oil that is refined and mixed with diesel.

Tuesday's flight was a joint venture by Air New Zealand, airplane maker Boeing, engine maker Rolls Royce and biofuel specialist UOP Llc, a unit of Honeywell International.

In February, Boeing and Virgin Atlantic carried out a similar test flight that included a biofuel mixture of palm and coconut oil — but that was dismissed as a publicity stunt by environmentalists who said the fuel could not be produced in the quantities needed for commercial aviation.

Continental Airlines has said on Jan. 7 it will operate a test flight out of Houston using a special blend of half conventional fuel and half biofuel with ingredients derived from algae and jatropha plants.

Simon Boxer, of environmental group Greenpeace New Zealand, said it was inevitable that airlines would show greater interest in sustainable biofuels as travelers become more aware of the harm that air travel causes the environment.

But he said it wasn't clear whether jatropha was really sustainable. He questioned what the environmental impact would be if jatropha grew popular and more land and resources were needed to produce it on a commercial scale.

Ken Morton, a Boeing spokesman, said he expects more airlines will embrace biofuels as countries introduce emission taxes and emission trading schemes that will impact the industry.

"It makes a lot of commercial sense to invest in these biofuels," said Morton, who was on hand for the New Zealand flight. "Certainly, it is what the public wants."

Jatropha on first glance appears to have many of the attributes demanded from the industry.

It grows almost anywhere, so it wouldn't compete with food crops as corn-based ethanol does and has a lower freezing point than traditional biofuels like palm oil. 

India appears to be most bullish on jatropha, with plans to plant 30 million acres (12 million hectares) by 2012. Already, the Indian government says it has successfully run dozens of trucks and buses on jatropha-based biodiesel and 18.5 million acres (7.4 million hectares) of jatropha saplings are growing along the country's railroad tracks. 

While Air New Zealand heralded Tuesday's flight as successful, Group Manager Ed Sims cautioned that it will be at least 2013 before the company can ensure easy access to the large quantities of jatropha it would need to use the biofuel on all its flights. 

"Clearly we are a long, long way from being able to source commercially quantifiable amounts of the fuel and then be able to move that amount of fuel around the world to be able to power the world's airlines," Sims told New Zealand's National Radio. 

____ 

Associated Press Environmental Writer Michael Casey in Bangkok contributed to this report.
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Reuters: 2009 to be one of warmest years on record: researchers

Tue Dec 30, 2008 1:37pm EST

 

LONDON (Reuters) - Next year is set to be one of the top-five warmest on record, British climate scientists said on Tuesday.

The average global temperature for 2009 is expected to be more than 0.4 degrees celsius above the long-term average, despite the continued cooling of huge areas of the Pacific Ocean, a phenomenon known as La Nina.

That would make it the warmest year since 2005, according to researchers at the Met Office, who say there is also a growing probability of record temperatures after next year.

Currently the warmest year on record is 1998, which saw average temperatures of 14.52 degrees celsius - well above the 1961-1990 long-term average of 14 degrees celsius.

Warm weather that year was strongly influenced by El Nino, an abnormal warming of surface ocean waters in the eastern tropical Pacific.

Theories abound as to what triggers the mechanisms that cause an El Nino or La Nina event but scientists agree that they are playing an increasingly important role in global weather patterns.

The strength of the prevailing trade winds that blow from east to west across the equatorial Pacific is thought to be an important factor.

"Further warming to record levels is likely once a moderate El Nino develops," said Professor Chris Folland at the Met Office Hadley Center. "Phenomena such as El Nino and La Nina have a significant influence on global surface temperature."

Professor Phil Jones, director of the climate research unit at the University of East Anglia, said global warming had not gone away despite the fact that 2009, like the year just gone, would not break records.

"What matters is the underlying rate of warming," he said.

He noted the average temperature over 2001-2007 was 14.44 degrees celsius, 0.21 degrees celsius warmer than corresponding values for 1991-2000.

(Reporting by Christina Fincher; Editing by Christian Wiessner)

Back to Menu
=============================================================

RONA MEDIA UPDATE

THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

30 December 2008

GLOBE AND MAIL:   Despite economy, emissions still issue for oil sands

YEAR-END ESSAY: ENERGY AND CLIMATE CHANGE

 SHAWN MCCARTHY

 GLOBAL ENERGY REPORTER; smccarthy@globeandmail.com

 December 30, 2008

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/LAC.20081230.RESSAYMCCARTHY30/TPStory/?query=environment

OTTAWA -- Canada's oil industry had a sharp reversal of fortunes in the second half of 2008. But even as oil sands producers struggle to cope with low crude prices, they will have to continue to plan how to adjust to a carbon-constrained world.

Conventional wisdom suggests that, as the economy tanks, corporations  face less pressure to improve their environmental performance because  governments are reluctant to impose additional costs on struggling  employers. And certainly, Prime Minister Stephen Harper's government -  never an enthusiastic warrior in the climate change battle - is concerned  about proceeding with new emissions regulations in the midst of a deep  recession.

Still, pressures are building that should ensure that a reprieve – if  indeed there is one - will be temporary, and major emitters from oil  companies to electricity producers will have to make significant  investments on new technology to improve energy efficiency and reduce  emissions.

U.S. president-elect Barack Obama has indicated that he will move  aggressively to combat climate change, while the world is looking to fashion a new agreement on emissions-reduction targets at a meeting in Copenhagen next November. The Harper government has said it wants to  develop a North American approach to climate change, including a cap-and-trade system that will place real limits on emissions.

Ottawa has already released the broad outline of its regulatory plan, which would reduce emissions by 20 per cent by 2020 from 2006 levels. The Conservative government will impose intensity-based limits, forcing companies to reduce their emissions for every barrel of oil produced. It has said oil sands producers will have to dramatically reduce their emissions-per-barrel, though environmentalists fear there are major loopholes that give credit for research into unproven technologies.

But the government is regulating a much different industry than the one that existed a mere six months ago. After riding high for five years, Canada's oil sands producers saw their fortunes take a violent turn in the second half of 2008, as profit margins shrank dramatically, and expansion and upgrading plans were put on hold.

After posting profits through the first three quarters of the year, the companies' fourth quarter revenues will reflect slumping crude prices. Many analysts now forecast oil prices will bottom out around $25 (U.S.) a barrel early next year before rebounding with a recovering economy.

Project delays would give the companies some breathing room to figure out their future carbon liability, and how they will manage it. Based on forecasts of a tripling of production by 2020, the booming oil sands sector was expected to be largest source of emissions growth in Canada for the next 15 years.

However, the oil sands projects are among the highest cost sources of crude in the world, and a prolonged slump in global oil markets would clearly reduce future oil sands production, at least in the medium term. With cutbacks to planned oil sands projects, the emissions profile could change dramatically.

Ottawa was supposed to release this year its new emissions regulations that will take effect in 2010 and impose added costs on new energy projects, whether coal-fired power plants, oil sands upgraders or oil sands extraction projects. Those regulations were delayed by the fall election and cabinet shuffle, and now aren't expected to be released until the middle of next year at the earliest.

In an interview, Environment Minister Jim Prentice said that, prior to finalizing those rules, he wants to work with the provinces - notably Alberta - on harmonization, to consult further with affected industries, and to get a better sense of how Canada can co-operate with the incoming administration of Mr. Obama.

But with the oil industry slashing capital budgets and once-booming Alberta teetering towards recession, the fragile economy is top of mind.

"In the short term, we can't afford to produce an uncompetitive burden on Canadian jobs," Mr. Prentice said in an interview.

That reticence does not mean the industry is off the hook, or that the climate change pressures will diminish, he added.

 "The transition to a lower-carbon economy is one of the central imperatives of our time," the minister said, adding that Canada should play a leadership role in the commercialization of the new technologies that will be required to confront the challenge.

The election of Mr. Obama has added tremendous impetus to the environmental agenda, notably on global warming. In the last few weeks, the president-elect has stacked his cabinet - including the energy secretary post, and a newly created role of special assistant on energy and climate change - with global warming experts who have advocated aggressive caps on emissions and major investments in conservation and clean energy.

It remains to be seen, of course, how aggressively Mr. Obama and the Democratic Congress will regulate once they take power and confront the inevitable tradeoff between costly emissions regulations and concerns about competitiveness amid weakened industries.

A central plank in Mr. Obama's presidential campaign - and in his rhetoric since winning the election - has been the need for massive investment in clean technology and renewable fuels to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and cut the U.S.'s dependence on foreign oil.

At the same time, Mr. Obama and Democratic leaders in Congress have promised to establish a national cap-and-trade system that will put real limits on greenhouse gas emissions. It is that cap-and-trade system that Canada is eager to be part of, even as American environmental groups target the oil sands as climate-change enemy No. 1.

Urged on by U.S. environmental groups, the Democrats are considering "low carbon fuel standards" - highlighting fuels with a lower carbon footprint - that could disadvantage oil sands producers if they don't reduce emissions.

Canadian companies are looking to reduce their carbon footprint through carbon-capture-and-storage technology, which diverts emissions from smokestacks and buries it permanently underground. But it remains a hugely expensive and unproven undertaking. In its prebudget submission, the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers, the industry lobby group, urged Ottawa to provide tax breaks to encourage companies to invest in carbon capture and storage, while the Alberta government wants Ottawa to match its $2-billion (Canadian) spending on the technology.

Mr. Prentice acknowledged that Canada needs to deploy carbon-capture-and-storage technology to meet Ottawa's emission targets. While it will get plenty of help from provincial and federal governments, the oil industry will have to make future investment decisions in the knowledge that the climate-change pressures are unlikely to fade, even in hard times. And that any oil sands expansion will require credible carbon-management plans.
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BUSINESS WEEK:   High Hurdles for Obama's Green Stimulus

December 29, 2008, 7:08PM EST

To qualify in the Obama Administration's stimulus package, projects must be

green, shovel-ready, short-term, and job-producing

By John Carey

The scent of fast money in Washington has all manner of corporate interests scrambling to show they can create jobs, especially green ones. The prize is a slice of the Obama Administration's stimulus package, expected to range from $675 billion to $775 billion in scale. But the President-elect's transition team is warning interest groups that they won't see any of the money unless their pet projects meet strict criteria.

First, the projects must be "shovel-ready"—that is, ready to go immediately. "They told us that for business to get anything, we have to prove there's a short-term job impact—within six months," explains Brent Erickson, vice-president of the Biotechnology Industry Assn. (BIO), which is pushing for biofuels production incentives. But the projects can't put Uncle Sam on the hook to spend money for more than a year or two. "They have to be temporary, not creating a permanent need for funding," says Dow Chemical (DOW) lobbyist Peter Molinaro.

A "Feeding Frenzy" of Proposals

Hiring ditch diggers would get shovels in the ground fast, of course. But Obama's team is most interested in projects that will speed America toward a greener, cleaner future, reducing both energy dependence and the emissions that cause global warming. That has touched off a "feeding frenzy," says Steven Nadel, executive director of the nonprofit American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy. "Everyone and his mother is saying why their pet projects deserve to be invested in." The nuclear industry, for instance, wants more help not just building new power plants but also jump-starting homegrown suppliers of components. "If you think of an industry that has created the most green jobs over the past 40 years, it is the nuclear industry," argues Marvin S. Fertel, acting president of the Nuclear Energy Institute. Dow Chemical figures its water supply business fits the bill. "What's not green about retrofitting and repairing water systems that leak thousands of gallons a day?" Molinaro asks.
One proposal generating buzz predicts more than 7 million jobs from a $171 billion investment to improve the energy efficiency of buildings and homes. Commercial property owners would get short-term tax reductions, and homeowners could lower mortgage payments if they boosted their energy efficiency or amounts of renewable energy. Homeowners would get their interest rates cut to, say, 3% if they paid for home energy audits and enough insulation and other improvements to cut usage by 75%. "It gets people back to work in a way that's extremely positive," says Edward Mazria, founder of Architecture 2030, the Santa Fe (N.M.) research group that devised the plan.

It's not just companies and industries pushing job creation plans. The Interior Dept. wants $9.5 billion to restore parks and other projects. Jobs created: 149,000. For $220 million, the Army Corps of Engineers would build up protective barrier islands and wetlands in Louisiana—and generate 30,000 jobs.

The Bottom Line: Job Creation

When it comes to signing off on green projects, Obama's team won't be a pushover. "They're not going to be fooled," says Joseph Romm, senior fellow at the Center for American Progress, a liberal think tank. They demand that all claims be backed up by hard data. That's why Erickson biotechnology industry group has hired a consulting firm to calculate the jobs created by second-generation biofuels.
And that's also why Robert Pollin, an economics professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, is suddenly very popular. Pollin is the co-author of a report on the potential for a green recovery and the developer of an economic model showing how many jobs are created with any given investment. With industry groups, labor unions, environmental groups, and government agencies all vying to convince the Obama team how many jobs their projects can create, he says, "the requests are flooding in. It's a fad and some will be silly, but most are things that are beneficial." Carey is a senior correspondent for BusinessWeek in Washington.

http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/09_02/b4115000923747.htm?chan=top%20news_top%20news%20index%20-%20temp_news%20%2B%20analysis
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Wall Street Journal:  Green Goal Of 'Carbon Neutrality' Hits Limit

      December 30, 2008

By Jeffrey Ball

ROUND ROCK, Texas -- Computer giant Dell Inc. said this summer that it has become "carbon neutral," the latest step in its quest to be "the greenest technology company on the planet."

What that means, and what it doesn't, may surprise Dell customers and other consumers who have been bombarded with bold environmental promises from major corporations.

In the two years since Al Gore's movie, "An Inconvenient Truth," helped make climate change a marquee issue, companies from Timberland Co., the shoe maker, to News Corp., the owner of The Wall Street Journal, have promised to become "carbon neutral."

The term may suggest a company has reengineered itself so that it's no longer adding to the carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases scientists say are contributing to climate change. The experience of Dell, one of the few multinational corporations to claim it already has achieved carbon neutrality, shows the reality often falls short of that ideal.

The amount of emissions Dell has committed to neutralize is known in the environmental industry as the company's "carbon footprint." But there is no universally accepted standard for what a footprint should include, and so every company calculates its differently. Dell counts the emissions produced by its boilers and company-owned cars, its buildings' electricity use, and its employees' business air travel.

In fact, that's only a small fraction of all the emissions associated with Dell. The footprint doesn't include the oil used by Dell's suppliers to make its computer parts, the diesel and jet fuel used to ship those computers around the world, or the coal-fired electricity used to run them. 

Dell's announcement that it had achieved carbon neutrality didn't go into these details. But in an interview, Dell officials estimate that the emissions produced by its suppliers and consumers each amount to about 10 times the footprint Dell has defined for itself. That means the company is only neutralizing about 5% of the greenhouse gases that go into the making and use of its products.

Moreover, while Dell is improving its energy efficiency, it is claiming carbon neutrality mostly by purchasing environmental "credits." These are financial instruments that bankroll environmental improvements made by others, such as running wind turbines or planting forests. Dell reasons that these credits cancel out the bulk of its carbon footprint.

Yet some of those improvements would have occurred whether or not Dell invested in them, according to some of the companies involved. That suggests Dell isn't ridding the atmosphere of as much pollution as it claims.

Dell says it's trying to set an example by reducing its environmental impact as responsibly and aggressively as it can. 

"There are skeptics of carbon neutrality who will say, 'That's kind of bogus,'" says Dane Parker, Dell's director of environment, health and safety. "Instead of using that as an excuse for inaction, we've said, 'There's a lot you can do.'"

Mr. Parker says it wouldn't be feasible to include more emissions in the company's carbon footprint. He says many of Dell's suppliers haven't yet calculated their own emissions, and customers' contributions to the overall pie vary depending on how and where they use their computers. For now, Mr. Parker says, the best Dell can do is design computers that are as energy efficient as possible, and persuade its suppliers to reduce their own emissions. Dell has told its major suppliers that it plans to take their emission levels into account when deciding whether to continue doing business with them.

Regarding the environmental credits Dell has bought, Mr. Parker says they "meet the highest standards" that currently exist.

Indeed, Dell's program is widely praised by environmental groups as one of the most comprehensive attempts by a major corporation to combat climate change. The strategy mirrors the one that scientists and politicians are now prescribing: boosting energy-efficiency, funding renewable energy and buying carbon credits.

Dell's drive offers an early road map of the thorny questions companies will face as they attempt the massive emission reductions scientists say are needed to curb global warming. In a global economy with so many interconnected players, figuring out who should be responsible for cutting which emissions -- and how to ensure those cuts happen -- is dizzyingly complicated. Amid that confusion, Dell's story illustrates the fuzziness of some of today's corporate environmental claims.

Some observers say companies pledging carbon neutrality at this point could be jumping the gun. There's not yet uniform agreement on what should be counted in such programs, says Pankaj Bhatia, a policy expert at the World Resources Institute, a Washington-based environmental group that is working with many corporations, including Dell, to develop a standard for carbon neutrality.

Dell is "going farther than most corporations" in trying to minimize its environmental impact, says Bill Burtis, spokesman for Clean Air-Cool Planet, a Portsmouth, N.H.-based nonprofit group that advises companies on how to reduce their greenhouse-gas emissions. But he says Dell's public descriptions of its pledge could lead consumers to the mistaken assumption that buying a Dell computer means they're not contributing to climate change at all. "If you're going to use the terminology of neutrality, you've got to be upfront about what that means," says Mr. Burtis.

Other companies pledging to become carbon neutral include Google Inc. and Yahoo Inc., both of which say they are working to become more energy-efficient and are also buying offsets. Both companies include in their footprints such things as their facilities' electricity use and their employees' commuting and business air travel. Google also includes the emissions produced in the manufacturing of the servers that its data centers use, a Google official says. Yahoo doesn't include those emissions, a Yahoo spokeswoman says.

Timberland and News Corp. have said they'll become carbon-neutral by 2010. They include in their footprints essentially the same things Dell does: boilers and vehicles, electricity use and employee business air travel. And both companies say they're trying to get suppliers to curb their emissions, too.

For Timberland, its own carbon footprint represents a slice that "probably wouldn't even register in the pie chart" of all the emissions associated with the company and its products, but it's a first step, says Betsy Blaisdell, Timberland's manager for environmental stewardship. It doesn't count emissions produced by the company's suppliers, including the

prodigious emissions that come from the production of leather. Cows, as they digest their food, burp out methane, a potent global-warming gas. 

Ms. Blaisdell estimates Timberland will satisfy about half of its carbon-neutral pledge by using energy more efficiently and buying renewable energy. For the other half, Timberland plans to buy credits, or offsets, which it says it's vetting for legitimacy.

News Corp. hasn't computed how much of the total emissions associated with the company will be covered by the carbon footprint it has drawn. But that percentage is probably small, says Hugh Strange, a director of the company's energy initiatives. When News Corp. calculated the annual carbon footprint of its Dow Jones & Co. unit, which publishes The Wall Street Journal, for instance, it counted largely the emissions from the electricity the newspaper's offices and printing plants use and from employee business flights. It didn't include the emissions from making the newsprint or from delivering the newspapers. Its reasoning is much the same as Dell's and Timberland's: News Corp. doesn't control those parts of its supply chain.

News Corp. was initially "kind of wary" of publicly setting a carbon-neutral goal, says Rachel Webber, another director of the company's energy initiatives. But, she says, it decided that making that kind of high-profile statement "was the single most dynamic way we could inspire people" to cut emissions.

Dell's push dates to 2002, when environmentalists launched public protests against the company, saying Dell wasn't doing enough to encourage the recycling of its computers. In response, Dell launched extensive recycling programs.

By late 2006, the company began discussing a climate-change program. Dell hired Mr. Parker, who at the time was Intel Corp.'s environmental director. It also set up an internal group of executives, called the Environment 2.0 Team, to deliver quarterly updates to Dell CEO Michael Dell.

Dell first put the onus on its customers. It launched "Plant a Tree for Me," a program in which Dell's U.S. consumers can donate a few dollars to environmental groups that plant trees. Trees can compensate for emissions because they consume carbon dioxide as they grow. In 2007, the program offset about 4% of the expected emissions from the computers Dell sold to U.S. consumers, according to Wall Street Journal calculations using figures  provided by Dell and technology research firm IDC. Dell declined to comment on that figure. 

In September 2007, Mr. Dell announced that the company was "going carbon-neutral." It installed more-efficient light bulbs and air conditioners in its buildings, and timers that turn off lights and computers at night and on weekends. It is also trying to cut down on employee air travel. These moves have reduced Dell's stated carbon-dioxide emissions by about 4%, or 20,000 metric tons, leaving an overall carbon footprint of 490,085 tons.

Dell is neutralizing the entirety of that footprint by purchasing renewable energy and environmental credits. The bulk of those are composed of so-called renewable-energy certificates, or RECs, from wind-power projects in the U.S.

Wind power typically costs more to produce than conventional coal- or natural-gas-fired electricity. To help defray that premium and spur wind power's growth, a market has sprung up in the U.S. in which wind-power developers can sell certificates to companies that want to offset their emissions. This works much like the broader market for "carbon credits," in which companies offset their emissions by buying credits that go toward a range of projects from renewable energy to forest preservation.

The renewable-energy-certificate market in the U.S. has soared as corporate environmental claims have proliferated. One certificate typically represents one megawatt-hour of electricity from renewable sources such as wind turbines or solar panels. By that definition, the number of certificates bought voluntarily by companies in the U.S. rose to about 10.6 million in 200  from about 660,000 in 2003, according to the U.S. government's National Renewable Energy Laboratory. Prices vary, but these certificates typically trade for a few dollars apiece. 

The carbon-credit market has also grown, especially in Europe, where governments limit emissions. It has softened somewhat since July, with the price of a permit dropping nearly 50%, to about $23 today. That's in part because of speculation that the economic downturn will prompt some European countries to loosen their environmental rules.

For companies like Dell, credits are crucial to meeting their environmental promises. But even as the credit market grows, it's coming under increasing scrutiny by regulators, including the Federal Trade Commission. A main concern is that some of the projects selling credits would have been built regardless.

In such cases, the revenue from credits might help a renewable-energy company's financial performance, but it's not really funding new cuts in emissions. And that means the companies buying the credits to neutralize their own continued pollution aren't achieving the environmental gains they're claiming.

Aware of this pitfall, Dell hired a consultant this summer to review some of its planned REC purchases and confirm their legitimacy. 

"They wanted to make sure that when they came out and said, 'Here's our carbon footprint,' there were no surprises," says Craig Ebert, U.S. director for ICF International, the Fairfax, Va.-based consultant Dell hired.

Neither ICF nor Dell will release the report ICF prepared. Mr. Ebert says the three-page memo was a "basic assessment" of the projects. "It wasn't a deep dive down into every nook and cranny of the projects," he says, because that "really wasn't necessary, and we weren't asked to do that by Dell." He says the report concluded that the wind-power projects Dell asked ICF to vet wouldn't have been economically feasible without the revenue from the certificate sales.

The companies involved in several of Dell's wind projects say otherwise. The smallest project -- one not reviewed by ICF -- is a single wind turbine at the University of Minnesota's West Central Research and Outreach Center in Morris, Minn. The turbine, installed in 2005, was entirely funded through a $2 million grant from a Minnesota state program designed to promote renewable energy, said Michael Reese, the research center's renewable-energy director.

The university "absolutely" would have built the turbine even if it hadn't been able to sell certificates, Mr. Reese says. The approximately $15,000 in annual revenue the university gets from the certificate sales "adds up," he says, "but it's not a main component of the funding" for the project. 

The situation is similar with the Elk River Wind Project, in Beaumont, Kan., from which Dell has bought a larger number of certificates. They are sold through Empire District Electric Co., a power company based in Joplin, Mo., that buys Elk River's wind energy. Julie Maus, an Empire spokeswoman, says it's able to afford the wind power because the project gets tax credits from the federal government.

The additional revenue Empire gets from selling RECs is "just sort of icing on the cake," she says. "We would have entered into the project regardless of whether we had the ability to sell these RECs or not." 

The single biggest contributor to Dell's carbon-neutral claim is a trio of wind projects in Iowa owned by Mid American Energy Co., a Des Moines-based power producer.

Mid American "certainly" would have built the wind farms regardless of whether it had been able to sell RECs, says Tom Budler, the company's general manager of wind development. The wind farms are profitable as a result of the federal tax credit, he says, so the credit profits are "just additional value."

Both Empire and Mid American say the REC revenue also helps keep down electricity rates for their customers.,

ICF, the consultant Dell hired to vet several of the wind projects, stands by its study, the company's Mr. Ebert says. Dell's Mr. Parker said in an email that the computer maker has "made a conscious decision to partner with the world's most reputable providers" of environmental credits.

Representatives of other projects from which Dell is buying offsets say the company's money is critical. A project to protect a threatened forest in Madagascar, for example, wouldn't have happened without Dell's investment, says Toby Janson-Smith, an official at Conservation International, the environmental group coordinating that program. Dell is offsetting about 100,000 tons of carbon dioxide annually through the Madagascar project.

The carbon-neutral pledges show no sign of abating. In about two years, the University of Minnesota's contract to sell RECs from its wind turbine will expire. But the turbine will continue producing certificates. At that point, the university plans to keep the certificates for itself, the school's Mr. Reese says. The reason: The university, too, plans to use the chits to claim that it's going carbon-neutral.

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB123059880241541259.html?mod=djemITP#
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