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THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Thursday, 10 January 2008

Other Environment News
· Unknowns in '08 may hurt climate fight (Reuters)

· Japan plans $10 billion aid to fight global warming (Reuters)

· Canadian Panel on Environment Recommends a Carbon Tax - Update5 (Bloomberg)

· UBS to launch climate change derivatives index (Financial Times)

· Grass biofuels 'cut CO2 by 94%' (BBC)

· As arctic ice melts, South Pole ice grows (Christian Science Monitor)

· Australian ship seeks out whalers (BBC)

· Australia to end plastic bags in supermarkets (Reuters)

· Climate Change Fueling Malaria in Kenya, Experts Say (National Geographic)

· Satellite images reveal deforestation threatening endemic bird species (The Guardian).

Environmental News from the UNEP Regions
· RONA
· ROA
Other UN News
· Environment News from the UN Daily News of 9 January 2008 
· Environment News from the S.G.’s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing of 9 January 2008 (none)
UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
UN News Centre: UN grants $7 million to assist Kenyan victims of post-electoral violence

 John Holmes briefs correspondents on the humanitarian situation in Kenya

9 January 2008 – The United Nations has authorized $7 million from its Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) to support relief efforts in the aftermath of the post-electoral violence that tore through Kenya last week resulting in the displacement of some 255,000 people. 

This initial allocation from the landmark Fund, designed to make resources available quickly for relief operations, will enable UN agencies on the ground to provide vital aid in the areas of food, health, shelter, water and sanitation to those affected by the violence, which reportedly has killed some 350 people, that erupted after President Mwai Kibaki was declared the winner in the recent election. 

UN agencies in the country have been working with the Kenya Red Cross Society, national and international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and faith-based groups to address the most urgent needs. 

The humanitarian consequences of the post-electoral violence were “pretty severe,” not only terms of the number of people killed and injured but also in terms of people being displaced from their homes, the UN’s top aid official told reporters in New York. 

“The best estimate we have at the moment is an official Government figure of 255,000 people having been displaced from their homes in the course of that violence,” said Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator John Holmes. 

“We also estimated that up to 500,000 people altogether may be in need of some assistance over the next weeks and months,” he added, noting that one of the difficulties in assessing the scale of the problem is that people are still moving around, including a “steady trickle” of people crossing out of Kenya. 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is continuing to monitor the situation in Uganda, where thousands of people from Kenya have taken refuge. The agency reports that some 3,400 people have so far been registered by the Ugandan Red Cross and more are continuing to arrive. 

Many of the refugees have camped in schools that are set to re-open for a new school year at the beginning of February, and UNHCR is working with the Ugandan Government to find alternative accommodations. The agency has also made available relief supplies for roughly 100,000 people in Kenya. 

Meanwhile, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said that, in a situation that is far more reminiscent of northern Uganda than Kenya, many people in different parts of the country are going to police stations to sleep for the night for fear of attack. 

“While they go to their homes or to work during the daytime they do not feel safe enough to sleep in their own beds at night,” UNICEF’s Sara Cameron told reporters in Nairobi, adding that about 1,000 people slept at Tigoni police station the other night. 

The agency is also very concerned about the impact of the recent crisis on Kenya’s children, at least 100,000 of whom are believed to have been displaced. “We know from experience in many countries that fear can have lasting damaging effects on children,” Ms. Cameron said, noting that effects include bedwetting, withdrawal, bad behaviour and difficulty concentrating at school. “We must expect and prepare to respond to the confusion that many children will feel because of this crisis.” 

She noted that with the right support children can quickly bounce back and recover from trauma. “The best news for children though will of course be an end to aggression and the brutal discrimination and prejudices which far too many have witnessed recently,” she added. 

With regard to the impact of the crisis on Kenya’s environment, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) today noted that the country’s transport system is not currently running at 100 per cent, which may be compromising waste collection. 

“The build up of wastes raises serious public health concerns as a result of increased levels of pests and risks to the local environment including river systems and water supplies as a result of leakages and the clogging of sewers,” UNEP spokesperson Nick Nuttall warned. 

The Nairobi-based agency is monitoring the environmental situation in the country. “While there is likely to be little or no significant environmental impact as a result of the current crisis, impacts on areas such as forests, wildlife and water quality cannot be ruled out if the situation persists and significant numbers of people remain displaced over the medium to long term,” he said. 

Mr. Nuttall warned that this damage “would in the end exacerbate the loss of livelihoods and the humanitarian situation.”

___________________________________________________________________________

Business Daily Africa: UN directs its Nairobi staff to remain home  
  
  

Written by Jim Onyango   

January 10, 2008: The UN headquarters in Nairobi has asked its staff to stay away from duty pending the end of violence in parts of the country.

This means that the UN considers Kenya a dangerous station for its staff following the violence that erupted  after a disputed presidential election in which more than 400 people have been killed and  255,000 others displaced.

The decision, announced last week,  could harm the operations of UN agencies in Kenya, but  is likely to be welcomed by the more than 500 international staff who work  in Nairobi.

Considering the Kenyan capital as unsafe means that the international staff will receive extra money as a “hardship allowance” and their leave holidays will also be extended.  

The UN also employs about 2,000  Kenyans.

Some UN staffers in Nairobi said they have not been to work for the last two weeks and  that some activities of the UN in Nairobi had been suspended. Only essential staff, especially those directly dealing with the humanitarian crisis in parts of the country were on duty.

But a UN official said it was a normal procedure to ask non core staff to stay away during such situations.

“Yes its true, only essential staff are working” said Mr Nasser Ega-Musa, the officer in charge of the United Nations Information office in Nairobi.

 “However, only essential staff are working in some Kenyan companies. It is the nature of the crisis and it is not particular to the UN.  Our staff are under the same pressure as Kenyans. It is a normal caution,” he said.

A UN staffer told the Business Daily  staff had been asked to keep safe and stay away from the office until further notice. Staffers received the caution through mobile phone text messages last week.

Violence erupted in parts of the country after the Electoral Commission declared President Kibaki winner of the election, but admitted flaws in the tallying of the results. ODM and election observers have complained of differences in some of the final results announced by commissioners and those read out at the constituencies.

ODM supporters staged violent protests believing the election had been rigged in favour of Mr Kibaki. The ECK admitted anomalies in the tallying of presidential results while opposition leaders and election observers cited differences in some of the final results announced by commissioners and those read out at the constituencies.

The United Nations has strong presence in Nairobi, with the city hosting the UN Environment Programmes (UNEP) and the UN Centre for Human Settlements (UN-Habitat) headquarters.

In 2001, the United Nations International Civil Service Commission rated Nairobi as among the most insecure cities in the world, downgrading the city  to status  “ C”  from a “B”  station. The  Commission rated Nairobi as among the most insecure cities in the world because of soaring crime .

. The UN International Civil Service Commission (ICSC), which regulated the conditions of service for the international body’s employees, downgraded Nairobi from a B-station to a C-station.

The rating meant that Nairobi, was seen by the UN as more of a hardship post than the drug wrought Colombian city of Bogota, or the violence prone Jerusalem

Ranking Kenya as a difficult country means that staff of the United Nations agencies assigned to Nairobi will now get a hardship allowance amounting to 15 percent of their salary and a longer home leave.

Mr Ega-Musa denied that the political crisis in Kenya had forced the UN to downgrade the city status.

“It is absolutely not true that our security situation deteriorated to a point that we have downgraded Nairobi…Our staff are Kenyans we are under the same pressure as any other person in Nairobi” said Ega-Musa.

Meanwhile, the World Food Programme (WFP) said they had reached most people who had been displaced following the political unrest.

The WFP said it has been able to deliver food aid to thousands of people in the western region, but its convoys still required police escorts on some stretches due to security concerns.
=================================================================

Other Environment News
Reuters: Unknowns in '08 may hurt climate fight

Wed Jan 9, 2008 3:24pm EST

By Clara Ferreira-Marques

LONDON (Reuters) - A stronger focus on turbulent financial markets and escalating geopolitical tension in 2008 could prompt governments and companies to neglect less immediate risks such as climate change and food security, the World Economic Forum warned.

That, the Geneva-based group said, could make it even harder to deal with these critical, longer-term issues in the future.

"Action to mitigate climate change, for example, may be put in danger should the global economy weaken substantially, even though many of the ... decisions which will shape the future path of global climate will need to be made in the next five years," the WEF said in a report published on Wednesday.

"(Inaction) on long-term risks will only weaken the global capacity to manage future challenges."

The Global Risks report, which will form part of the agenda for the Davos meeting of the World Economic Forum of policy makers and business leaders later this month, named four key issues for 2008: systemic financial risk, supply chain disruptions and energy and food security -- a new addition.

Systemic financial risk, it said, was the most immediate and -- from the point of view of economic cost -- the most severe.

"It is not the first time we have experienced a financial crisis, but it is (happening) in a system which has undergone substantial transformation," said David Nadler, vice chairman of insurance broker Marsh & McLennan, citing deregulation, financial innovation and sovereign wealth funds.

The annual report outlined the risk of a recession in the United States and said Britain's dependence on the financial sector left it particularly vulnerable.

Nadler, presenting the report, said governments and firms needed to improve stress testing, contingency plans and moves to spot risks before they come to the fore. 

EMERGING RISKS

The WEF also highlighted risks to the world's supply chain -- increasingly complicated by the widespread outsourcing of key services -- and energy security, as well as food security, included in the report for the first time.

Factors including demographics, lifestyle changes and climate change, it said, shift the world into a period of "more volatile and sustained high prices" for food.

Hundreds of leaders of the world's top companies, influential executives and politicians will meet in the Swiss ski resort of Davos later this month, and they are likely be in a far less buoyant mood than a year ago, when the global economy was still enjoying one of its longest periods of growth since World War Two, with confidence running high.

This year they meet after months of a "credit crunch" and capital market unrest, and at the start of an uncertain year.

Among the economic risks for 2008, the WEF report names an abrupt drop in the value of the U.S. dollar, slower Chinese economic growth, tax rises in wealthy nations and a drop in U.S., UK and European house prices.

Geopolitical risks include the collapse of the nuclear non-proliferation treaty or conflict between the United States and either Iran or North Korea, while extreme weather linked to climate change continues to top the list of environmental risks.

The report also warned that challenges were increasingly complex and inter-linked, making it harder to identify who is responsible and how to mitigate major risks.

(Editing by Louise Ireland)

Reuters: Japan plans $10 billion aid to fight global warming

Wed Jan 9, 2008 9:56pm EST

 

TOKYO (Reuters) - Japan plans to set aside about $10 billion over the next five years to help countries such as China and Indonesia fight global warming, a newspaper reported on Thursday.

Japan's top government spokesman, Nobutaka Machimura, confirmed to reporters that Tokyo planned to launch an aid program but said it had yet to work out details.

The aid would be focused on measures to cut greenhouse gas emissions, ease the effects of disasters caused by global warming and promote the use of alternative energy sources, the Nikkei business daily said.

The aid would come in the form of grants or low-interest loans, it said.

Japan would help improve the efficiency of China's ageing coal-fired power plants and money would also be used to assist developing countries to gather meteorological data to help them prevent natural disasters, the Nikkei said.

It said Japan was expected to formally agree to provide Indonesia with aid in March and would also help Tuvalu, a low-lying Pacific country that has already suffered from rising seas and storm surges linked to climate change.

(Reporting by Teruaki Ueno; Editing by Sanjeev Miglani and Rodney Joyce)

Bloomberg: Canadian Panel on Environment Recommends a Carbon Tax (Update5) 
By Greg Quinn and Ian McKinnon

Jan. 7 (Bloomberg) -- Canada should consider a tax on emissions of carbon dioxide to fight climate change, a government advisory group said today, as Environment Minister John Baird rejected such a levy. 

The panel made the recommendation in a report from Ottawa, saying a ``market-based policy'' is needed, and proposing the tax or a system to cap emissions and allow for trading of carbon credits. The government-created group is made up of business executives, academics and environmental activists. 

Later today, Baird reiterated that the government won't consider a carbon tax, while saying he agrees with much of the rest of the report. His Conservative Party government last year pledged to regulate all industries' greenhouse-gas emissions and cut them 20 percent by 2020. Opposition Liberal Party Leader Stephane Dion also opposes a tax and favors trading, party environment critic David McGuinty told reporters today. 

A new tax ``sounds like a Liberal idea,'' Baird told reporters in Ottawa at a press conference. The government will instead proceed ``full speed ahead'' with its existing environmental plan, without being more specific. 

A carbon tax would be ``politically hard,'' Glen Murray, chairman of the group, called the National Round Table on the Environment and the Economy, said at a separate press conference today. Still, it will be more difficult for political leaders to lag on the environment as voters learn more about the issue, Murray said. 

No Kyoto 

Baird, 37, last year rejected meeting emissions targets agreed to by a previous Canadian government under the Kyoto treaty, saying that plan would be impossible to achieve without hurting the economy. 

Suncor Energy Inc. and other companies are preparing to spend more than C$80 billion ($80 billion) in the next decade on oil-sands projects, which might become more expensive with a tax on carbon-linked pollution. Tar sands in the western province of Alberta, where Prime Minister Stephen Harper's electoral district is located, hold the largest pool of oil reserves outside the Middle East. 

TransAlta Corp., Canada's biggest carbon-dioxide emitter and publicly traded power generator, isn't opposed to a tax because it would share the burden among consumers and companies, said Don Wharton, vice president of sustainable development. TransAlta uses coal to fuel 54 percent of its power capacity of about 9,000 megawatts, Wharton said. 

``All of us, as consumers and drivers, have a role to play,'' Wharton said by telephone. 

`Economy-Wide Price' 

The report said a tax could be imposed directly on distributors and producers of fossil fuels or, alternatively, on the companies that pollute when they burn the fuel. 

``The key is to put an economy-wide price on emissions,'' David McLaughlin, the round table's president, said at the press conference. The panel's research into how to achieve ``deep'' emissions cuts by 2050 ``did not lead us to recommend a single best policy option at this stage,'' he said. 

Baird's plan, introduced last April, said the government will impose rules for each major industry this year and pledged greenhouse-gas reductions of 60 percent to 70 percent by 2050. Making those cuts would cost the equivalent of a year or two of economic growth if the government acts before emissions get much worse, today's report said. 

The group also forecast the price of carbon could rise to C$200 a ton by 2030 from C$20 a ton in 2015. 

The Montreal Exchange, Canada's bourse for futures contracts and derivatives which agreed Dec. 10 to be purchased by TSX Group Inc., is working to create a market to trade carbon-dioxide emissions credits. 

Deeper Cuts 

Canada could mandate deeper cuts than the government proposed last year and still increase the cost of producing a barrel of oil by just C$2 or C$3, according to the Pembina Institute, an Alberta-based environmental group. 

A Liberal Party government ratified the Kyoto Protocol on climate change in December 2002, agreeing to reduce emissions to 6 percent below 1990 levels from 2008-2012. Canada's emissions in 2005 were 33 percent above its Kyoto target, according to government figures released last year. 

Financial Times: UBS to launch climate change derivatives index

By Paul J Davies 

Published: January 10 2008 02:00 | Last updated: January 10 2008 02:00
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The first derivatives index designed to track the greenhouse effect is set to be launched in coming days by UBS, allowing investors to bet on the combined impact of carbon emissions and rising global temperatures.

The index follows on from the Swiss bank's launch of the first global warming index last year and adds to a growing number of products from banks aimed at encouraging a broader range of investors to bet on the effects of climate change.

Both retail and institutional investors will be able to buy exposure to, or short sell, the UBS Greenhouse Index in much the same way they would the FTSE or Dow Jones stock market indices.

The level of the index will rise as the price of carbon emissions credits and global temperatures rise.

Ilija Murisic, executive director of hybrid derivatives trading at UBS, said that the new index increased the sophistication of the climate exposure investors could take oncompared with its global warming index, which had attracted more than $100m of trades since its launch last April.

"If the Global Warming Index was the iPod, the Greenhouse Index is the iPhone," he said.

The index will be based half on the global warming index, which uses weather derivative contracts traded on the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, and half on exposure to emissions futures from two sources.

The larger part of the emissions side is based on the European Climate Exch-ange, the most liquid market for EU carbon emissions credits, which traded about 1bn tonnes of carbon last year. The remainder is based on the Kyoto Clean Development Mechanism traded on Nord Pool, which tracks the value of credits awarded to groups for investment in clean energy or emissions reductions projects.

Barclays Capital launched a global carbon index last month based on the same two markets.

The EU emissions trading system and the Kyoto carbon credits created a market worth $30bn in 2006, said the World Bank, which should release data for last year in coming weeks.

BBC: Grass biofuels 'cut CO2 by 94%'

Producing biofuels from a fast-growing grass delivers vast savings of carbon dioxide emissions compared with petrol, a large-scale study has suggested.

A team of US researchers also found that switchgrass-derived ethanol produced 540% more energy than was required to manufacture the fuel.

One acre (0.4 hectares) of the grassland could, on average, deliver 320 gallons of bioethanol, they added.

Their paper appears in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

The five-year study, involving 10 farms ranging in size from three to nine hectares, was described as the largest study of its kind by the paper's authors.

Co-author Ken Vogel of the US Department of Agriculture's (USDA) Agriculture Research Service, based at the University of Nebraska, Lincoln, said that all previous energy analyses had been based on data from research plots and estimated inputs.

Last year, a team of scientists had also examined the energy gains from ethanol produced from switchgrass, but their model suggested that the net gain was in the region of 343%, which was considerably less than the USDA team's findings.

Biofuels: Next generation

"A lot of their information was based on small plot data and also estimates of what would be needed in the agronomic production of biofuels," Dr Vogel explained.

"We had on-farm trials, so we had all the data from the farmers on all the inputs needed to produce the crops.

"We were able to take this information and put it into this model and able to come up with a very real-world estimate."

The energy inputs required to produce the crops included nitrogen fertiliser, herbicides, diesel and seed production.

However, he added that as there were no large-scale biorefineries in operation, the team did have to estimate how much bioethanol such a plant would be able to produce in order to calculate the net energy gain.

"Right now, the Department of Energy is co-funding the construction of six biorefineries in the US. These plants will be completed around 2010, and will be above the pilot plant scale."

Although the process to produce ethanol from switchgrass was more complex than using food crops such as wheat or corn, the so-called "second generation" biofuel could produce much higher energy yields per tonne because it utilised the whole plant rather than just the seeds.

Carbon cuts

The team also calculated that the production and consumption of switchgrass-derived ethanol cut CO2 emissions by about 94% when compared with an equivalent volume of petrol.

SWITCHGRASS FACTS

Scientific name: Panicum virgatum L

Species is a perennial grass

Distribution: North and South America, parts of Africa

Grows to heights of 0.5-2.5m

Produces an average of 320 barrels of bioethanol per hectare

(Source: USDA; Cardiff School of Biosciences)

Burning biofuels releases carbon dioxide, but growing the plants absorbs a comparable amount of the gas from the atmosphere.

However, the energy inputs used during the growing and processing of the crops means the fuel is rarely "carbon neutral".

"Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions of ethanol from switchgrass, using only the displacement method, showed 88% less GHG emissions than conventional ethanol," the researchers wrote.

"The use of... biomass residue for energy at a... biorefinery is the main reason why switchgrass and human-made prairies have theoretically lower GHG emissions than biofuels from annual (food) crops, where processing is currently derived from fossil fuels."

A number of organisations, including the UN, have expressed concern that biofuels could do more harm than good.

The criticisms of the technology include taking large areas of arable land out of food production, inflating crop prices and limited carbon emission savings.

"In contrast to most European countries, the US has quite a bit of land that is being held outside of (food) production at the moment," Dr Vogel told BBC News.

"We are looking at the use of switchgrass on marginal cropland The intent is to have energy crops being grown on marginal cropland, so it would not be in competition with food crops on our best land.

He also added that there were other factors within the process of producing the biofuel that limited its financial and environmental feasibility.

"Because there is going to be a lot of tonnage of material shipped to the biorefinery, there is going to be some economics involved."

In order to maximise the carbon reductions, he said: "A biorefinery will have a feedstock supply radius of about 25 to 50 miles, so the feedstock of any biorefinery needs to be localised."

As the switchgrass had to be sourced within the local area, Dr Vogel said it was important that the land delivered a high yield of grass in order to meet the refinery's demands.

Annual rainfall was a key factor affecting the delivery of the necessary yields.

Christian Science Monitor: As arctic ice melts, South Pole ice grows
Scientists are puzzled, but the phenomenon seems to fit the latest global-warming models.

By Peter N. Spotts | Staff writer of The Christian Science Monitor

For decades, the vast expanse of sea ice that surrounds Antarctica each winter, and all but vanishes each austral summer, has languished as the Rodney Dangerfield of Earth's cryosphere. 

Antarctic sea ice has gotten little respect, especially compared with its top-of-the-world cousin, or with the enormous ice sheets on Greenland and the Antarctic continent. The sea ice is hard to reach. It has little direct effect on people. And the Southern Ocean was not a cold-war playground for US and Soviet submarines, which amassed a wealth of information on changes in Arctic sea ice before the era of long-term satellite observations. 

But as a research target, southern sea ice's stock appears to be rising. 

Over the past 20 years, southern sea ice has expanded, in contrast to the Arctic's decline, and researchers want to understand why. Many climate-model experiments show the Arctic responding more rapidly than Antarctica as global warming kicks in. But after looking at the latest projections from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, "Arctic sea ice is well ahead of the models, and Antarctic sea ice is well behind what the models project," says Stephen Ackley, a polar scientist at the University of Texas, San Antonio. 

Moreover, recent studies have shown that in key regions off the Antarctic coast, sea ice shows a strong, coherent response to El Niño-La Niña cycles, decade-scale climate swings in the tropical Pacific whose length, strength, and timing may be affected in uncertain ways by global warming. Indeed, outside the tropics, Antarctica boasts the strongest climate response to El Niño of any region on the planet. This suggests strong climate connections and feedbacks among sea, ice, and air in the Southern Ocean that are poorly understood. 

Some scientists say trends in sea ice in key spots around the continent may be bellwethers for worrisome changes that could accelerate the melt of nearby land ice, most notably the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. 

The overall growth in Antarctica's sea ice over the past two decades masks significant regional declines in the Bellingshausen and Amundsen Seas – the destination for glaciers flowing from the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. Researchers say these glaciers are losing ice to the sea faster than snow is replenishing the ice. Thus, the large regional drops in sea ice could also signal the presence of "a very big threat to glacier ice" on the continent, says Xiaojun Yuan, a polar scientist at Columbia University's Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory in Palisades, N.Y. The leading suspect: relatively warm water upwelling near the coast as a result of global warming's effect on wind patterns in the region. 

To address some of these issues during the Interna­tional Polar Year, which ends in March 2009, scientists are installing a network of buoys off Antarctica's coast. The buoys will track changes in sea ice and measure the factors in air and atmosphere that trigger those changes. Last August, 10 international science groups joined forces on a project dubbed SOPHOCLES, which aims to use the latest information on the Southern Ocean and Antarctica's land and sea ice to improve climate models. 

'Antarctic sea ice is such a different animal'

For some commentators, the out-of-sync trends in sea ice at the two poles is evidence that warming isn't global and doesn't deserve the international angst it triggers. 

Not so fast, many researchers respond. Northern and southern sea ice shouldn't necessarily act in lock-step. "Antarctic sea ice is such a different animal," says Douglas Martinson, another polar-ice specialist at Lamont-Doherty. Geographic and oceanographic differences – a virtually landlocked ocean in the north versus an open ocean in the south – encourage the buildup of thick, long-lasting, multiyear ice in the Arctic Ocean. Antarctica's sea ice, by contrast, is largely thin and seasonal. In winter, Antarctic sea ice covers an area nearly twice the size of Europe. By the end of summer, it shrinks to one-sixth of its winter extent. These wide swings make it difficult to tease out long-term trends in ice cover there. 

The first big advance in monitoring Antarctic sea ice came in 1972, when the federal government launched a satellite with a microwave device to monitor ice 24/7, regardless of cloud cover. 

The results were eye-opening, says Claire Parkinson, a researcher who tracks sea-ice trends at the Goddard Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, Md. During three of the first four years the instrument gathered data, an enormous open area in the ice, or polynya, appeared in the Weddell Sea – a phenomenon no one has seen there since. (A grocery-store tabloid had the obvious explanation: that scientists had discovered evidence of an undersea base run by space aliens – heat from the alleged facility had melted the ice. "It was one of our images," says a bemused Dr. Parkinson. "But it wasn't our interpretation.") 

Since 1978, the satellite record shows that Antarctica's sea ice has expanded by about half a percent a year. Declines in sea ice recorded between 2000 and 2002 have significantly moderated the overall rise. 

These long-term data have let scientists tease out relationships between Antarctic sea ice and natural climate variations, such as swings between El Niño and La Niña in the tropical Pacific. Recent modeling work has given scientists a sense that they are on the right track as they explore the processes affecting sea ice. Dr. Yuan, who uncovered Antarctica's coherent response to El Niño, has developed a seasonal sea-ice forecast model for key regions that scientists now use to plan expeditions. 

The ice also plays a key ecological role in the region, some of which bears on the exchange of CO2 between the atmosphere, ocean, and ice, and on cloud formation. 

Researchers have found that bacteria and algae that live in the ice trigger the production of huge amounts of dimethyl sulfide, a compound that, when exposed to oxygen, reacts to form aerosol particles around which moisture can condense as cloud droplets. In the ocean, algae and plankton produce the compound. But on the ice, researchers find concentrations some 3,000 times higher than in seawater. And where ice was once thought to keep the ocean from taking up CO2 or returning it to the atmosphere, the picture has grown more complex, Dr. Ackely says. Cold ice does seal in CO2. But slightly warm ice or ice under a little bit of snow begins to flush CO2 out of the ice and back into the air. 

Antarctic ice may be melting from underneath

Given the complex role sea ice plays directly or indirectly in the biology and climate of the Southern Ocean region and beyond, its future under global-warming scenarios is of keen interest. Currently, models suggest that through the end of the century, Antarctic sea ice will begin an overall decline, although it isn't projected to be as dramatic as the Arctic's. There, some researchers predict summer sea ice will virtually vanish by 2013, 27 years earlier than previously projected. 

A key measurement scientists are trying to make beginning this year involves the mass of Antarctica's sea ice. In the Arctic, ice began to melt from underneath before major shifts in its extent appeared. Thus, measurements of the sea ice's overall mass may uncover changes that aren't readily seen in satellite images. 

One factor that could complicate this mass balance is snowfall. Researchers have long known that snow builds glaciers. Two years ago, a team of scientists combined snow-thickness measurements with modeling studies and found that, at least in Antarctica, snow also may build Antarctica's sea ice. 

As the climate has warmed, more moisture has made its way to high latitudes. "In the Antarctic in particular, we expect more snowfall," says Achim Stoessel, a researcher at Texas A&M University in College Station, who took part in the study. Simulations showed that with increased snowfall, a sufficiently thick snow layer would push the ice underwater. The seawater in the snow-ice boundary would freeze, thickening the floe. 

Some researchers suggest that this process may eventually arrest the decline of Arctic sea ice as well.
___________________________________________________________________________
BBC: Australian ship seeks out whalers

An Australian patrol ship tasked with monitoring Japan's whaling fleet has departed from the western city of Perth for waters off Antarctica.

The Oceanic Viking, a customs vessel, left Stirling Naval Base on Tuesday night on a 20-day surveillance mission.

It will collect photographic and video material for a possible legal challenge against the whalers, Australian officials have said.

Japan's fleet began its annual whale hunt in mid-November.

It plans to kill about 900 minke whales and 50 fin whales by mid-April 2008 as part of what it calls a scientific research programme.

But it has suspended plans to kill 50 humpback whales, amid a storm of international criticism.

Legal challenge

Acting against the whalers was one of the new Labor-led Australian government's election pledges.

An Airbus A-319 will also conduct surveillance flights over the fleet.

Evidence from the vessels would be used to help Canberra decide if it could take action against the whalers in international courts, Foreign Minister Stephen Smith said last month.

On Monday he rejected criticism that the government had delayed deploying the ship to ease diplomatic tensions with Japan.

"All of the decisions that were made in respect of the Oceanic Viking have been made on the basis of maximising the potential of 20 days of successful activity," he told journalists in Perth.

There are deep divisions between Australia and Japan on the issue of whaling.

Japan says it kills whales for the purpose of scientific research, something permitted under a clause in International Whaling Commission rules.

But Australia and other nations say the same research goals could be achieved using non-lethal methods, and call the research programme a front for commercial whaling.

Boats from environmental group Greenpeace and the more radical Sea Shepherd group are also tracking the Japanese fleet.

Sea Shepherd says its activists will attempt to intercept the ships.

Reuters: Australia to end plastic bags in supermarkets

Thu Jan 10, 2008 3:37am GMT

 By Michael Perry

SYDNEY (Reuters) - Australia has followed China in announcing it plans to end plastic bag use in supermarkets, with its new environment minister saying on Thursday he wants a phase-out to start by the end of 2008.

"There are some 4 billion of these plastic bags floating around the place, getting into landfill, ending up affecting our wildlife, and showing up on our beaches while we are on holidays," Environment Minister Peter Garrett said on Thursday.

"I think most Australians would like to see them rid. We think it's absolutely critical that we get cracking on it," Garrett, once president of the Australian Conservation Foundation, told local media.

"We'd like to see a phase-out implemented by 2008," he said.

China launched a crackdown on plastic bags on Tuesday, banning production of ultra-thin bags and forbidding their use in supermarkets and shops from June 1, 2008.

"We should encourage people to return to carrying cloth bags, using baskets for their vegetables," China's State Council said in a notice on the government Web site (www.gov.cn).

Chinese people use up to 3 billion plastic bags a day and the country has to refine 5 million tonnes (37 million barrels) of crude oil every year to make plastics used for packaging, according to a report on the Web site of China Trade News (www.chinatradenews.com.cn).

Many countries such as Ireland and South Africa have experimented with heavy taxes, outright bans or eliminating the thinnest plastic bags, while some towns and cities have taken unilateral action to outlaw plastic bags.

"We've certainly had a system in place that's been voluntary up to now, where you've got people coming into the supermarkets and they have the opportunity to take up those canvas bags," said Garrett, whose centre-left Labor party came to power in November.

Garrett said he would meet with the leaders of Australia's six states and two territories in April to discuss the phasing out of plastic bags.

But it is unclear how Australia will rid itself of plastic bags, whether like China it will issue an outright ban or like Ireland impose a levy. Garrett said he was not personally in favor of a levy as it punished shoppers.

"It has always been the policy of Labor to look at a total ban in 2008 and that is what minister Garrett is doing and we totally support that," said Clean Up Australia chairman Ian Kiernan. "But we are not in favor of a levy."

"We know that with the Irish example there was a dramatic reduction in the acceptance of plastic bags with the levy but that started to creep back and it has not proved to be effective in the long term," Kiernan said.

(Editing by Jerry Norton)

National Geographic: Climate Change Fueling Malaria in Kenya, Experts Say
Eliza Barclay in Tumutumu, Kenya

for National Geographic News

January 9, 2008

Esther Njoki lay on a slender cot in the women's ward of Tumutumu Hospital, lucid for the first time in days after being ambushed by fever and delirium. The emaciated 80-year-old had survived a bout of malaria, but her doctor said it nearly killed her. 

Malaria has long been endemic to Kenya's humid coast and swampy lowland regions, but it has only rarely reached Njoki's village on the slopes of Mount Kenya (see Kenya map). 

In recent decades, however, scientists have noted an increase in epidemics in the region, as well as in sporadic cases like Njoki's. 

Many medical and environmental experts attribute the spike in malaria to climate change, in the form of warmer temperatures and variations in rainfall patterns. (See a map of global warming's effects.) 

"We are now finding malaria in places that we did not expect to find it, particularly the highland regions that used to be too cool for malaria," said Dorothy Memusi, deputy director of the Malaria Division in Kenya's Ministry of Health. 

Parasites, Mosquitoes Affected by Climate 

Malaria is an infectious disease caused by parasites in the blood system. Symptoms include fever, severe joint pain, and in extreme cases, anemia—a deficiency in red blood cells—because the parasites use red blood cells to reproduce. 

Changes in temperature can affect the development and survival of malaria parasites and the mosquitoes that carry them, according to a joint 2004 study by the State University of New York, Buffalo, and the Kenya Medical Research Institute. 

Rainfall also influences the availability of mosquito habitats and the size of mosquito populations, the research found. 

Shem Wandiga is a professor of chemistry at University of Nairobi who has studied the relationship between climate and malaria. 

He said malaria epidemics first appeared in Kenya's highlands in the 1920s, but during the last 20 years, the frequency of outbreaks in the region has been more pronounced. 

"The best climate conditions for malaria are a long rainy season that is warm and wet, followed by a dry season that is not too hot, followed by a hot and wet short rainy season," Wandiga said.

"Two to three months after that pattern, you see the onset of a malaria epidemic." 

The recent outbreaks are particularly worrying because people have not built up immunity to the malaria parasite, according to K. M. Bhatt, an infectious and tropical disease specialist at the University of Nairobi. 

 "Epidemics are now more deadly, particularly for humans who do not have immunity and are taken by surprise when they're bitten," she said. 

"[Patients] can get cerebral complications and lung and kidney failures if they do not get immediate treatment." 

Wandiga noted that immunity to malaria develops over generations of people living with the disease. 

"The second curse for highlanders who get malaria is their inability to access good medical facilities that would diagnose disease early enough and treat it," Wandiga added. 

Other Causes? 

While environmental and public health experts express alarm over the effects of climate change on malaria's spread, others are still skeptical of the role of climate in the epidemics in the East African highlands. 

Bob Snow is a professor at the University of Oxford based at the Kenya Medical Research Institute-Wellcome Trust Research Program. He said that rising malaria rates are more likely the result of increased drug resistance in malaria parasites and the infrequent use of pesticides in mosquito breeding grounds. 

Part of the Kenyan government's strategy to control malaria includes a renewed pesticide spraying program, the distribution of more than 3.4 million mosquito nets, and the use of combined-drug therapies called ACTs, he pointed out. 

"Since 2000 there has been a precipitous decline in hospitalization from malaria [that is] coincidental with expanding [mosquito] net coverage and adoption of ACTs," Snow said. 

Wandiga countered that the Kenyan highlands have not experienced an epidemic in the last three years because weather conditions have not been conducive to mosquito propagation. 

But he said he remains concerned that the region will continue to see health effects from climate change. 

"We expect the frequency of diseases to increase and hence the need for early warning and early detection systems," he added. 

"We need to improve health delivery services to communities to cope with these sudden increases." 

________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian:Satellite images reveal deforestation threatening endemic bird species

· Jessica Aldred 

· guardian.co.uk, 

· Wednesday January 9 2008

The New Britain rainforest in Papua New Guinea. The left image was taken in 1989 and the right was taken in 2000. The incresed area shaded in lighter green on the right shows the effect of deforestation. Photograph: RSPB

Conservationists have called for urgent action to protect one of the world's wildlife "hot spots" after satellite images released today revealed that a forest located in Papua New Guinea is being logged faster than anywhere else in south-east Asia.

Before and after pictures of New Britain, an island off the east coast of New Guinea, show that 12% of forest has been cleared between 1989 and 2000, with over 20% of this being lowland forest under 100m of altitude.

The resulting loss of habitat has badly affected 21 bird species, 16 of which are found nowhere else in the world, according to the study by the RSPB and BirdLife International, which was published today in the Biological Conservation journal.

It says that the estimated rate of forest loss each year is 1.1% in New Britain, compared to 0.8-0.9% for the rest of south-east Asia. 

Around 11% of the land has been cleared for palm oil or coconut plantations, and conservationists say that deforestation has taken place in at least two protected areas – Mt Bamus (2.4%) and the Whiteman Mountains (8.6%). In the period studied, most deforestation took place near the coast, which supports the largest population of endemic species. 

"Examining the satellite images of New Britain, we were struck immediately by the clear and extensive loss of forest in many parts of the island", said the paper's lead author, Graeme Buchanan, a research biologist at the RSPB. 

The study, which overlaid the maps showing forest loss with known habitat preferences of New Britain's birds, claims to be the first to use satellite imagery to assess the threat facing individual bird species, a technique which conservationists say could be invaluable in surveying other parts of the region where access is poor or an area is too vast to cover on the ground.

"By comparing this [satellite] information against the altitudinal ranges of each of the birds that live in New Britain, we estimated the potential effects on species – a 'before and after' of disappearing habitat, and of disappearing populations," said Buchanan.

Six species of bird, including the Bismarck kingfisher and green-fronted hanging parrot, had lost or were predicted to lose more than 20% of their habitat. The scientists concluded that the numbers of these two species had probably dropped by more than 30%.

Another 23 birds had lost over 10% of habitat, including the yellowish imperial pigeon, whose population may have fallen by nearly a third. Hardest hit of the endemic birds were the slaty-mantled sparrowhawk, the New Britain bronzewing and the black honey-buzzard.

As a result of the study, 10 bird species could be given more serious threat classifications by the IUCN World Conservation Union, when its "red list" of endangered species is updated this spring. 

Co-author of the report, Stuart Butchart, global species programme coordinator at BirdLife International, said: "New Britain's endemic birds are being driven to extinction by our thirst for palm oil, which is widely used in foodstuffs and industry.

"After wiping out the lowland forests of Malaysia and Indonesia, companies are now moving eastwards, to New Guinea and Melanesia, where they now threaten a whole new suite of species."

Conservationists are calling for urgent action to protect the area. Buchanan added: "The area is unique and should be better protected and managed. We think the rate of deforestation is accelerating and is already higher than the average for south-east Asia. 

"The demand for timber and palm oil is likely to be driving this destruction and if nothing is done soon, some of New Britain's endemic species could disappear for good. Logging in the past 20 years has already left at least 10 birds close to extinction and if the rate of deforestation continues, all forest below 200m will be gone by 2060."
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F.T.C. Asks if Carbon-Offset Money Is Well Spent

By LOUISE STORY. Published: January 9, 2008

Corporations and shoppers in the United States spent more than $54 million last year on carbon offset credits toward tree planting, wind farms, solar plants and other projects to balance the emissions created by, say, using a laptop computer or flying on a jet.

But where exactly is that money going?

The Federal Trade Commission, which regulates advertising claims, raised the question Tuesday in its first hearing in a series on green marketing, this one focusing on carbon offsets. 

As more companies use offset programs to create an environmental halo over their products, the commission said it was growing increasingly concerned that some green marketing assertions were not substantiated. Environmentalists have a word for such misleading advertising: “greenwashing.”

With the rapid growth of green programs like carbon offsets, “there’s a heightened potential for deception,” said Deborah Platt Majoras, chairwoman of the commission. 

The F.T.C. has not updated its environmental advertising guidelines, known as the Green Guides, since 1998. Back then, the agency did not create definitions for phrases that are common now — like renewable energy, carbon offsets and sustainability. 

For now, it is soliciting comments on how to update its guidelines and is gathering information about how carbon-offset programs work. 

Consumers seem to be confronted with green-sounding offers at every turn. Volkswagen told buyers last year that it would offset their first year of driving by planting in what it called the VW Forest in the lower Mississippi alluvial valley (the price starts at $18). 

Dell lets visitors to its site fill their shopping carts with carbon offsets for their printers, computer monitors and even for themselves (the last at a cost of $99 a year). 

Continental Airlines lets travelers track the carbon impact of their itineraries. 

General Electric and Bank of America will translate credit card rewards points into offsets. 

Most suppliers of carbon offsets say that the cost of planting a tree is roughly $5, and the tree must live for at least 100 years to fully compensate for the emissions in question. By comparison, an offset sold by Dell for three years’ use of a notebook computer costs $2.

To supply and manage the carbon offsets, big consumer brands are turning to a growing number of little-known companies, like TerraPass, and nonprofits, like Carbonfund.org. These intermediaries also cater to corporations that want to become “carbon-neutral” by purchasing offsets for the carbon dioxide they release. 

Ms. Majoras of the F.T.C. pointed out that spokesmen for events like the Super Bowl and the Academy Awards have recently started saying that their events are carbon-neutral (though the Academy Awards drew criticism for the way its offsets were handled).

The F.T.C. has not accused anyone of wrongdoing — neither the providers of carbon offsets nor the consumer brands that sell them. But environmentalists say — and the F.T.C.’s hearings suggest — that it is only a matter of time until the market faces greater scrutiny from the government or environmental organizations. 

“Is there green substance behind the green sparkle?” said Daniel C. Esty, director of the Center for Business and the Environment at Yale University and author of “Green to Gold,” a book about how companies use environmental strategies to their advantage. “The carbon market is a leading example of the challenge of making sure that when people put their money into what they hope will improve their planet, that there is real follow-through.”

Carbon offsets are essentially promises to use money in a way that will reduce carbon emissions. Panelists at the F.T.C.’s session on Tuesday raised a number of questions about certifications behind the claims, wondering if the offset companies might be double-counting carbon reductions that would have happened even without their efforts.

There is even disagreement over how much carbon dioxide can be neutralized by tree-planting, which is the type of offset that is easiest to grasp.

Carbonfund.org, for example, which provides offsets to companies like Amtrak, U-Haul and Allstate, uses the offset money in three ways: to plant trees; to subsidize wind and solar power so that it can be sold at more competitive prices; and to purchase credits on the Chicago Climate Exchange, which barters among hundreds of companies trying to reduce their emissions.

Even the companies that market carbon offsets say they have wondered if the providers were living up to their promises. When Gaiam, a yoga-equipment company, began selling offsets for shipping to consumers through the Conservation Fund, a nonprofit organization, Chris Fischer, the company’s general manager, says he insisted on visiting one of the tree sites in Louisiana.

“Not only did I want to know it existed, I wanted to make sure it was being done the way they said it was being done,” Mr. Fischer said. “It’s not just ‘did they do it?’ — it’s ‘did they do it right?’”

Gaiam has sold more than $200,000 in offset credits in the last two years, Mr. Fischer said. 

Other companies have not had immediate success marketing the offsets. Last spring, Delta Air Lines began selling flight offsets — $5.50 for domestic round-trips, and $11 for international ones — but has so far not sold as many as it hoped, said Jena Thompson, director of Go Zero program at the Conservation Fund, which manages Delta’s offsets.

Delta is trying to draw more attention to the program this month by setting up a carbon-offset kiosk at the Sundance Film Festival in Park City, Utah.

The airline did not consider increasing all ticket prices by the cost of carbon offsets because customers are price-sensitive, a spokeswoman, Betsy Talton, said.

Volkswagen has provided free offsets to everyone who purchased a car in the last five months. The offsets cover a year of driving for a typical driver, a spokesman, Keith Price, said. The company also gave customers the chance to buy offsets for additional years, an option that Mr. Price said had proved most popular in Southern California and the suburbs of Boston.

.............................................................................................................................................

Reducing carbon emissions affects Florida and the global community

By Kathy Baughman McLeod 

The man sitting next to me wore a full length white robe, white turban, white ornate scarf and was barefoot — and talking on a cell phone.

I was at the opening session of the Conference of the Parties, the 13th meeting of the nations that negotiated the Kyoto Protocol, with 12,000 other delegates.

I was invited to attend and speak at the conference by the Climate Group, a London-based non-profit organization, on behalf of Alex Sink, Florida's chief financial officer. The Climate Group has offices all over the world, including in the Tampa Bay area. 

I was a delegation of one representing Florida, while California, New York and New Jersey had representatives there, as did Canadian provinces; Australian states; Sao Paulo, Brazil; Westphalia, Germany; and the Basque region of Spain. With such focus on the U.S. government's inaction, I was proud to represent Florida and to stand with other states to show our commitment. 

I went to tout Florida's progress and Gov. Charlie Crist's great strides in the battle against climate change in a few short months — the energy and climate action team, our comprehensive greenhouse gas reduction strategy through the governor's executive orders, and more. I also wanted to share Sink's initiatives on the financial aspects of climate change from an investment and risk management perspective. 

The conference started with a bang. After one week in office, Australia's newly elected Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, signed the Kyoto Protocol. Voters ousted the prior government for one with a serious commitment to address climate change. It was a dramatic moment when Rudd handed Ban Ki Moon, the secretary-general of the UN, the signed document in front of a packed auditorium.

With Australia's actions, the United States was further isolated. The leader of Papua New Guinea's delegation said in a tense moment as the U.S. negotiators declined to agree, "We ask for your leadership, we seek your leadership, but if for some reason you're not willing to lead, leave it to the rest of us. Please, get out of the way." The crowd exploded with applause.

An overarching theme was that large, wealthy nations that continue to emit high levels of CO2 do so at the immediate peril of small island countries like Palau, the Maldives, Micronesia, Guam and many others. 

The negotiations reached consensus on reducing emissions (without specific targets) and two other key issues: 

An "adaptation fund" to help developing nations change how they do business to better survive the impacts of climate change, like drought; and the need to share technology to speed up the transition to a low-carbon economy and to reduce deforestation, one of the highest sources of CO2 emissions. With a new coal plant becoming operational every week in China, transferring technology on efficient, cost-effective clean energy is essential. 

One individual made a large and lasting impression on me in Bali. I asked if he was representing his country there. "I am the president of Palau," he said off-handedly. He explained that his Pacific island nation's coral reefs are dying and that the biggest threat is climate change, given the island's dependence on tourism. 

In a moving speech to the conference, Palau President Tommy Remengesau Jr. beseeched the United States and other slow-to-the-table nations to consider their own futures: "If you cannot do this for me or for yourself, do this for our children. The immediate future of my country is in your hands."

Coastal, weather-weary and tourism-dependent? Isn't that Florida?

Reducing carbon emissions in Florida is not just for Palau's children; it is truly for our own.

Kathy Baughman McLeod is deputy chief of staff to Florida Chief Financial Officer Alex Sink. She can be reached at kathy.baughmanmcleod@fldfs.com.
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Canada's oldest ice formation melting at alarming rate, scientists say

Margaret Munro, CanWest News Service

Canada's oldest ice, the Barnes Ice Cap, which covers close to 6,000 square kilometres of Baffin Island, is shrinking at a dramatically accelerating rate, says a U.S. research team. It reports the ice cap has recently been thinning at almost 10 times the rate it was 25 years ago. 

While not a big surprise - glaciers and ice fields throughout the Canadian Arctic are wasting away as the climate warms - researchers say the demise of the Barnes Ice Cap is particularly noteworthy. It is the last remnant of vast kilometers-thick Laurentide ice sheet that blanketed Canada during the last ice age. 

"The oldest ice we have in Canada is in the Barnes Ice Cap," says glaciologist Martin Sharp, of the University of Alberta, noting that some of the ice is "20,000 years plus." 

"The Laurentide ice sheet basically retreated onto the ice mass that is now the Barnes Ice Cap," says Sharp. "It's the last bit that got left behind. And now it's on it's way out too. 

"This old ice is an archive of history, and once it's gone, it's gone," says Sharp. 

The Barnes ice cap is locked in winter's deep freeze this week with Arctic winds driving temperatures below the -40 Celsius. But the ice cap, like much of the Canadian Arctic, is being bathed with increasingly warm summer temperatures. 

It is estimated that global sea level will rise 0.2 metres (20 centimetres) if the world's glaciers and small ice caps melt, but researchers say much more work is needed to understand and forecast the impact of the accelerating melt down which could see most of the ice vanish this century. 

William Sneed and his colleagues at the University of Maine compared historical and current data on one of Barnes' three ice domes and found a clear link between the warming climate and the accelerating thinning. 

Between 1970 and 1984, the dome thinned 1.7 metres, or about 12 centimetres a year. Then there was a "dramatic increase" in the rate of thinning as summer temperatures rose. Over the last 22 years, the dome thinned close to 17 metres, they report in the current issue of the journal Geology. That is close to 76 centimetres a year, "seven times the thinning rate between 1970 and 1984." Between 2004 and 2006 the rate accelerated still further, to about a metre a year, they report. 

"If the projections for global warming over the next century become a reality, the future is bleak for these ice masses," they conclude. 

Sharp, who leads a Canadian team studying glaciers and ice fields in the high Arctic, says the finding are consistent with what is being seen father north. 

"We've lost a lot of small glaciers and ice caps since 1960 and now what we are seeing is the big ones are taking a beating," he says, noting that the Barnes Ice Cap is not only the oldest but one of the 10 largest ice fields remaining in the Canadian Arctic. 

.............................................................................................................................................

EPA Launches Cell Phone Recycling Effort

By Elizabeth Shogren
The Environmental Protection Agency is launching a campaign to get Americans to recycle their cell phones. 

The agency is joining with major cell phone makers and providers to collect the phones. They can be reused by new customers, or they can be taken apart and their components, such as gold, copper and plastic, recycled. 

The EPA says recycling phones will save energy and reduce the greenhouse gas pollution that contributes to climate change.

.............................................................................................................................................

U.S. weighs protection for pygmy rabbits

Move triggers biological review of populations in Western states

The Associated Press

SPOKANE, Wash. - The federal government said Tuesday it will consider endangered species protection for the pygmy rabbit, which is struggling to survive in eight western states.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service announced it will conduct a scientific review to decide if the tiny rabbit — the smallest in North America — deserves protection as a threatened or endangered species.

"The finding does not mean that the service has decided it is appropriate to list the pygmy rabbit," said Bob Williams, supervisor of the agency in Reno, Nev. But it does trigger a thorough review of biological information.

In 2003, the federal government listed pygmy rabbits in Eastern Washington as endangered, and efforts to reintroduce the rabbits have struggled as the animals have been devoured by predators.

Because the rabbits are already listed in Washington, the new study covers the states of California, Oregon, Nevada, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming and Utah.

Adult pygmy rabbits are from 9 to 12 inches long, and weigh from 0.5 to 1.2 pounds. They typically live in areas of tall, dense sagebrush where the soil is loose enough for them to dig burrows.

The Fish and Wildlife Service will have three options after its review. It can decide that protection is not necessary; it can decide that listing the rabbits as threatened or endangered is warranted, triggering a yearlong round of studies and comments; or it can decide that protection is warranted but precluded by higher priority activities.

The service in 2005 initially rejected a petition that protecting pygmy rabbits was warranted. Last September, U.S. District Judge Edward Lodge in Idaho ruled the agency "acted in a manner that was arbitrary and capricious and contrary to the applicable law," and a new 90-day review was performed.

Pygmy rabbits (Brachylagus idahoensis) eat sagebrush and are one of the few rabbits in North America that dig their own burrows. They have lost habitat because of farming, fires, mining, energy development and recreation.

Earlier this year, the government introduced 20 pygmy rabbits in the Columbia Basin. But within a month only one male remained, because of predators.

Wildlife agencies had spent years and millions of dollars in a captive breeding program intended to restore the species. Columbia Basin pygmy rabbits, which no longer exist in the wild, were mated with more genetically diverse Idaho pygmy rabbits.

There are still about 80 of the crossbred rabbits in breeding programs at the Oregon Zoo in Portland and at Washington State University in Pullman, and efforts to reintroduce them will continue.

Copyright 2008 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
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Groups to sue for polar bear protection

By DAN JOLING, Associated Press Writer 

ANCHORAGE, Alaska - Three conservation groups notified the federal government Wednesday they intend to sue to get polar bears listed as a threatened species due to global warming. 

The formal notice filed by the Center for Biological Diversity, the Natural Resources Defense Council and Greenpeace is a necessary step before a lawsuit is filed. The notice cited a missed deadline by the federal agencies and officials in Washington on whether polar bears will be listed.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Director Dale Hall said earlier this week that the Wednesday deadline would be missed in part because of the complexity of the issue. The agency has never declared a species threatened or endangered because of climate change and the research effort has been taxing and challenging, he said.

Hall said the agency hoped to have a recommendation within weeks. Interior Secretary Dirk Kempthorne last January had proposed listing polar bears as "threatened," and the Endangered Species Act calls for a final decision one year later.

Kassie Siegel of the Center for Biological Diversity said missing the deadline was unjustified.

"Endangered Species Act listing decisions must be based only on science, and the scientists have finished their work on the polar bear listing," she said.

"Endangered" means a species is in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range. "Threatened" is one step less serious, a category that means a species is likely to become endangered.

Polar bears are considered marine mammals because they spend most of their lives on sea ice.

Summer 2007 set a record low for sea ice in the Arctic with just 1.65 million square miles, according to the National Snow and Ice Data Center at the University of Colorado, nearly 40 percent less ice than the long-term average between 1979 and 2000.
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Study Boosts Switchgrass as New Alternative Fuel

by Christopher Joyce
In his January 2006 State of the Union address, President George Bush presented a laundry list of things his administration would do to help America kick its oil habit. 

"We'll also fund additional research in cutting-edge methods of producing ethanol, not just from corn but from wood chips and stalks and switchgrass," the president promised. 

Many Americans had never heard of switchgrass back then.

Now a lot of switchgrass has been through the mill, so to speak. There has been little evidence that growing grass could actually make a dent in the demand for oil. But now there's new research showing that this prairie plant might actually be a good source of ethanol. 

That could be good news. Right now, Americans get their ethanol fuel from corn — so much of it that corn prices have been bouncing up near historic levels. A lot of economists say if the country wants more ethanol, it should not come from food. 

Thus, switchgrass. It's a kind of prairie grass, but you don't have to go to a prairie to find it. For example, it grows on the banks of the Chesapeake Bay in Maryland, where Ken Staver has been tending a plot for years. It can reach 6 feet high, is yellowish and is as stiff as a pencil. 

"You can see it's done very well here," says Staver, a scientist with the University of Maryland, "with very little care other than when we planted it 10 years ago when we used some herbicide during the establishment phase. But literally the only thing we do out here every year is harvest it." 

Switchgrass contains cellulose, the starting material that, with enough heat and the right enzymes and chemicals, can be made into ethanol fuel. 

Easy to Grow and Harvest
Staver says one of the good things about this grass is that it pretty much grows by itself. 

"It's considered a perennial plant," he says, "so it does reseed some, but mostly these are the original plants. It's not growing back from seedlings every year, it's growing back from the same rootstock." 

So you don't have to plant it every year or even fertilize it much. And it's easy to harvest. 

These things are essential to make fuel from plants — so-called biofuels. The more energy used to make them — for example, gas for tractors, or electricity to convert them into a liquid fuel — the lower your "net energy yield." In short, if it takes close to a gallon of gasoline to make a gallon of biofuel, why bother? 

In a new study, plant scientist Ken Vogel found switchgrass is worth the bother. He's with the federal government's Agricultural Research Service in Nebraska.

Vogel spent five years with farmers growing switchgrass in the Midwest. It was one of the biggest experiments with actual crops. He calculated with what might seem like mind-numbing thoroughness everything that went into each plot. 

"This includes the energy used for fuel," he says, "the energy used to make the tractors, the energy used to make the seed to plant the field, the energy used to produce the herbicide, the energy used to produce the fertilizer, the energy used in the harvesting process." 

More Efficient than Corn
For every unit of energy used to grow the switchgrass, Vogel says he could get almost 5 1/2 units worth of ethanol. That's a lot more efficient than making ethanol from corn, he says. He's bullish on switchgrass' future. 

"The bottom line is perennial energy crops are very net energy-efficient. It is going to be economically feasible, the basic conversion technology has been developed, and it is going to be a viable process." 

Vogel has focused on the growing part of the process. He hasn't demonstrated that commercial distilleries can actually achieve the same level of efficiency. 

One issue is how to power the distillery. If you use electricity made from coal, you lose some of the advantage of biofuels. Vogel argues that a distillery could regain that advantage by burning leftover parts of the switchgrass to generate energy. 

Vogel's research appears in the latest issue of the journal, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.
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Forest Service drops appeal on rules

Activists glad administration 'has thrown in the towel'

WASHINGTON - The Bush administration has dropped its appeal of a 2007 court decision that had overturned new management rules for 191 million acres of national forests. Opponents to the rules had argued they weakened protection for wildlife and the environment to the benefit of the timber industry.

The Justice Department notified the 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals this week that it was withdrawing its appeal, saying that the other parties, including the timber industry, would do likewise.

"We are glad the Bush administration has thrown in the towel," said Trent Orr, an attorney for Earthjustice, one of the environmental advocacy groups that had challenged the new forest management rules in court.

The court papers, filed Monday, were made available to reporters Tuesday by Earthjustice and the Western Environmental Law Center, both of which were involved in the case.

Last March, a federal district court in California found that the U.S. Forest Service had bypassed required environmental reviews and provisions under the Endangered Species Act in its overhaul of the management rules, including changes in logging limits, for its national forests.

U.S. District Judge Phyllis Hamilton, acting on a lawsuit filed by environmentalists, prohibited the further implementation of the revised rules which were issued in January, 2005.

The lawsuit argued that the new forest management plan illegally eased logging restrictions and removed a number of mandatory protections that had been in the previous management regulations, while also curtailing public participation in developing management plans.

"The good news is they've dropped the appeal," said Orr in a telephone interview. But he said that doesn't mean the issue is put to rest.

Last August, the U.S. Forest Service said it was developing revised rules that it hoped would pass legal scrutiny.

"They're just kind of doing the same thing over again. I suspect the court won't be any more friendly to this version," said Orr, predicting further lawsuits.

A spokesman for the Forest Service did not return a phone call seeking comment.

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

by Tamara Keith

The storms that battered California over the weekend dropped several feet of much-needed snow in the Sierra Nevada mountain range. 

The runoff from that snow melt this spring will be crucial for water resources in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta. That's the hub of a complicated water supply system that serves much of California. 

But, if climate change predictions come true, the delta's role may change. 

The Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta is where two major rivers and the San Francisco Bay come together. It used to be a wide-open marsh, where the balance of salt water and fresh water fluctuated with the tides. 

Then a century ago, a thousand miles of levees were built, creating dozens of delta islands and draining the marsh. Now, there's a system of channels and pumps designed to carefully manage all the precious water that moves in and out of the delta.

On Sherman Island, one of the largest islands in the delta, is at the confluence of the Sacramento River and the bay, where the salt water meets fresh water. It is California's water supply.

"It comes down the Sacramento here, turns left and toward San Francisco Bay and is sucked back up to the pumps and is exported to 4 million people in the Bay Area, 3 million acres of agriculture in the San Joaquin Valley, and 21 million people in Southern California," says University of California Professor Jeff Mount.

Mount says climate change is conspiring against the fragile balance at work in the delta. In order to serve millions of Californians, the salty water of the San Francisco Bay must be kept away from the pumps that bring fresh water to cities and farms. It requires constant management and enough fresh water at all times to push the salt water back.

Change Drives Salt Inward 

"The climate change is driving the salt inward," Mount says. "Where we are sitting now, which is now fresh because of heroic efforts that we're doing to manage water supply, this will inevitable be salty in the future."

Mount heads an independent board of California scientists advising the state. They are projecting the sea level could rise a foot by the year 2050 and 3 feet or more by the end of the century. That means trouble for the levees, rock and dirt mounds that keep the water in its place. 

Mount says there are two types of levees: Those that have failed, and those that will fail. On Sherman Island, wind-driven waves lap up against a rocky levee. During a typical storm, with extreme high tides, there's about a foot between those waves and the top of the levee. 

"It's a game of inches out here. You're just sort of clinging to the edge here, with very little margin for error. Regrettably the sea level is rising. So, that's going to go over the tops of the levees much more often in the future," Mount says. 

Islands Lose Elevation
And to make matters worse, delta islands lose about an inch of elevation a year, as soil is oxidized and blown away. That's a problem because, as Mount puts it, nature abhors a vacuum.

"We may be as much as 15 feet below sea level. And just on the other side of this levee is water that is at or above sea level, and it is trying real hard to get in here. And it is just that crummy little levee that is keeping it from getting in here," he says.

Mount and most delta experts agree that the current situation in the delta isn't sustainable. Eventually, that fragile balance of salt and fresh water will shift in favor of salt. 

"It's going to do one it of two ways," Mount says. "It's going to do it gradually — sea level rise and changes in inflows — or it's going to do it suddenly through the collapse of the levees." 

And if there's a major levee collapse, Mount says, water will rush in so quickly it will suck salty water out of the bay and into the delta in what Mount calls "the big gulp." 

"Just the noise of the water rushing into this island, and it's the sound of like a waterfall as this rushes in, and scours this hole in the ground as the water rushes in, and hurling pieces of soil way out onto the island. I mean, the power of these levy breaks is immense, unimaginable, and there's nothing you can do about it," he says. 

California's political leaders are now debating alternative plumbing scenarios for the state's water supply. 

From member station KQED, Tamara Keith reports.
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GM to unveil hydrogen-electric Cadillac model

Crossover Provoq can seat five, will travel 300 miles on fill-up

DETROIT - General Motors Corp. will unveil a hydrogen fuel-cell-powered Cadillac crossover concept vehicle at the Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas on Tuesday.

GM envisions the five-passenger Provoq going 300 miles on a single fill-up of hydrogen, getting 280 miles from hydrogen power and 20 miles from batteries.

It would go from zero to 60 mph in 8.5 seconds and have a top speed of 100 mph.

The aerodynamic Provoq’s hydrogen fuel cell would charge lithium-ion batteries to power one electric motor for the front wheels and another for the rear.

The vehicle could also be the basis of a replacement for the SRX, a larger crossover vehicle powered by V-8 and V-6 engines, Cadillac officials said.

The Provoq has a solar panel in its roof to power accessories such as the interior lights and audio system, the company said.

“All the people- and cargo-carrying capability customers expect in crossovers and SUVs is available in the Provoq, along with the premium attributes expected in a Cadillac,” Ed Welburn, GM’s vice president of global design, said in a statement.

No date has been set to bring the Provoq to showrooms, nor has pricing been discussed, the company said.
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Automobile's future is electronic and green: GM chief

By Glenn Chapman 

LAS VEGAS (AFP) - The automobile's future is electronic and green, using alternate fuels and slick technology to protect both people and the environment, the head of the world's largest car company said Tuesday. 

General Motors chief executive Rick Wagoner's prediction came in an unprecedented address at the Consumer Electronics Show (CES).

He capped his presentation by unveiling a prototype Cadillac Provoq sedan powered by hydrogen and electricity from a lithium ion battery pack.

Wagoner promised that by 2012 half the car maker's US production line will be devoted to vehicles powered by "Flexfuel," environmentally friendly alternatives to oil-based fuels.

"The future of the auto is bright and increasingly electronic," Wagoner said in the first-ever CES speech by a car company executive.

"All the factors point to a convergence of the automotive and electronics industries that is literally transforming the automobile."

A major advancement on the horizon is getting cars to communicate with each other, according to Wagoner.

Cars will be able to receive signals from other vehicles and then use computerized controls to take actions such as slowing to avoid collisions.

"One of the next big steps is to connect automobiles electronically to keep them from connecting physically," Wagoner said. "We are working our way up the technology ladder."

New cars already contain more electronics than steel, a GM engineer said.

Existing mapping, satellite navigation, wireless communications, and spatial detection devices can be integrated to build a "robot car" smart enough to drive itself, he noted.

A Chevrolet Tahoe converted into a self-driving vehicle won the US defense department's Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency Urban Challenge by maneuvering through traffic on mock city streets in November.

Carnegie Mellon University students modified the SUV into an "autonomous vehicle" with backing from GM.

"Autonomous driving means that someday you could do your e-mail, eat breakfast, do your makeup, and watch a video while commuting to work," Wagoner said.

"In other words, you could do all the things you do now while commuting to work but do them safely."

GM's OnStar system in cars already automatically summons help in the event of crashes and pinpoints the locations of stolen vehicles.

System upgrades soon to be implemented include remotely forcing stolen cars to slow or stop when spotted by police to prevent thieves from racing away, according to GM.

OnStar improvements soon to be revealed include sending e-mail directions from computers to cars and using mobile telephones to lock doors, start engines, or honk to signal locations in parking lots, a GM engineer said. 

In November, GM signed a deal to provide OnStar service in China. 

Electronic innovations are vital to breaking the auto industry's oil dependency for the sake of the world's deteriorating climate and dwindling oil reserves, Wagoner said. 

"The auto industry can no longer rely almost exclusively on oil," Wagoner said. "This is a global issue." 

Approximately 270 million cars and trucks were sold worldwide in 2007 and analysts expect that figure to more than triple in the next few years due to demand in China and other growing economies in Asia. 

GM will soon announce production of a plug-in electric car, Wagoner said.
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Cadillac out to beat Lexus to zero-emission luxury

By Kevin Krolicki

LAS VEGAS (Reuters) - General Motors Corp, looking to regain momentum against Toyota Motor Corp, sees a chance to beat the Japanese automaker to market with the first zero-emission luxury car.

GM seized the spotlight at a technology conference this week to show off a hydrogen- and battery-powered Cadillac concept car designed to run up to 100 miles per hour while emitting only water vapor.

Executives said the Cadillac Provoq fuel-cell concept vehicle showed GM is serious about challenging Toyota and its Lexus luxury brand for sales to the growing number of wealthy buyers looking to make an environmental statement on the road.

"We think we'll be able to take back some of the ground that Toyota owns today," said Cadillac general manager Jim Taylor, part of a team of GM executives who unveiled the Provoq concept outside of the established circuit of auto trade shows.

Taylor said Cadillac had suffered in competition with Lexus in California and other markets because of Toyota's lead in developing fuel-saving hybrid variants and in becoming recognized as the environmentally sensitive choice.

"We've got a misperception -- particularly on the West Coast -- that we're not working on this, that we're not interested in this," Taylor said of GM.

GM's hope is that the fuel-cell powered Cadillac Provoq (pronounced "provoke") will challenge that view and build on the positive reception for the Chevrolet Volt, a plug-in hybrid GM is rushing to market in another effort to beat Toyota.

The Volt and the Provoq are intended to run on GM's "E-Flex" architecture, a system the automaker is developing for a range of upcoming electrically driven vehicles.

For now, GM is sticking with an aggressive goal of selling the Volt by 2010, while also conceding that launch date could be delayed because of the challenge of developing a new generation of powerful lithium-ion batteries.

GM, like other major automakers, typically declines to specify whether concept cars like the Provoq will be turned into showroom models, a process that can take three to four years. 

ROAD READY?

But GM executives in Las Vegas this week for the Consumer Electronics Show said the largest U.S. automaker was already developing the fifth-generation fuel-cell stack needed to power the Provoq and expected to take that version into production.

GM, which believes it has a lead in fuel-cell technology, said the fuel-cell stack shown in the Provoq was half the size of its current version with more power.

GM's fourth-generation fuel-cell technology, which combines stored hydrogen with oxygen to produce electricity, is being used in a test group of 100 vehicles that the automaker calls the largest experimental fleet of its kind.

Cadillac's Taylor also said GM's luxury brand represented the logical choice for the automaker's first widely available fuel-cell vehicle first because its wealthier customers were willing -- and in some cases eager -- to pay more for cutting-edge technology.

"That's been our mission as part of the GM family," Taylor said.

Historically, GM has used Cadillac to roll out a range of technologies that found wide application -- like its OnStar communications service -- and some that fizzled like night-vision, he said.

GM is not alone in pushing for a wider roll-out of fuel-cell technology that had been confined to test labs until recently. Honda Motor Co Ltd will begin leasing a small number of its FCX Clarity fuel-cell sedans to drivers in Southern California later this year for $600 per month as part of a three-year program.

"There's been a lot of process in fuel cells since we've been working on them, more than some skeptics thought," GM Chief Executive Rick Wagoner told reporters.

But Wagoner cautioned that the success of fuel-cell vehicles depended on bringing down their cost and increasing the number of hydrogen refueling stations from the current handful in markets such as Los Angeles.

"Putting in a hydrogen infrastructure is going to be challenging and it's going to require some vision and leadership at the government level. Will that happen here? Maybe. Will it happen in China? Maybe," Wagoner said.

(Editing by Steve Orlofsky)
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Government Revisits Contested Wolf Recovery Plan

by Ted Robbins
It has been 10 years since the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service reintroduced the Mexican gray wolf into the mountains of southern Arizona and New Mexico. The agency is re-evaluating the policy, which is under attack from all sides. 

Ranchers hate it because they say the wolves kill cattle. Environmentalists hate the policy because wolves are killed or moved if they leave a narrow reintroduction area.

Problems Plague Gray Wolf Reintroduction

by Ted Robbins. All Things Considered, July 26, 2006 · A program to reintroduce the endangered Mexican gray wolf in the Southwestern United States has run into problems. Bred in captivity, the wolves haven't learned to hunt in the wild, and they're attacking cattle grazing on federal lands.

Eight years ago, the Mexican gray wolf was re-introduced to the mountains of Arizona and New Mexico. The species had been near extinction. It had been eliminated from the wild decades earlier, because it preyed on livestock. 

Today, as many as four dozen wolves roam those mountains. But that's only half the number that program managers had hoped for. 

The wolves were bred in captivity and when first released have to learn to live in the wild. So, researchers leave food for animals new to the wild, to help them make the transition to hunting on their own. 

It's imperative that they learn to hunt because the only other large prey in the mountains is cattle — the reintroduction area is federal grazing land. 

Some people seem to be taking matters in to their own hands: They've illegally shot and killed 23 Mexican wolves. 

Seven wolves have been killed legally by the government. Under the strict rules of the program, a wolf that attacks cattle can be put back in captivity or killed.

Not all wolves kill cattle. There are now seven breeding pairs and a number of second-generation wolves that were born in the wild. 

Changes in the program, including expanding the reintroduction area, are needed, according to officials involved in the project. But so far, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is giving no indication whether that might happen.
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Blind Cavefish Can Produce Sighted Offspring

Brian Handwerk

It's a miracle! Blind cavefish, despite having adapted to their lightless environment for more than a million years, can produce sighted offspring in just a single generation, a new study reveals. 

The ability was discovered when researchers mated fish from distinct populations that had been isolated in separate caves.

In some cases the first-generation offspring of such unions could see. 

The find shows that the genetic mutations causing blindness are different in different lineages of the fish. 

"Evolution's palette is varied," said study author Richard Borowsky of New York University in a statement. 

"Restoration of the ability to see comes in a single generation because the populations residing in different caves are blind for different reasons—i.e., different sets of genes are nonfunctional in the different populations." 

Genetic Reversal 

The research, which was recently published in the journal Current Biology, focused on several of the 29 known blind cavefish (Astyanax mexicanus) populations found in northeastern Mexico. 

The fish evolved from surface-dwelling ancestors during the past million years. (Related: "Eyeless 'Ghost Fish' Haunts Ozark Caves" [October 29, 2003].) 

They have sightless eyes as embryos, but the organs decay as the animal ages and are eventually scaled over by the fish's body. 

Previous work had suggested that the evolution of blindness, a loss of pigmentation, and other underground adaptations occurred independently in several locations and via mutations of different genes. 

The new work "nailed down" this concept, said biologist William Jeffery of the University of Maryland in College Park. 

The results also show how quickly physical adaptations can be reversed when interbreeding occurs between distinct populations. 

The genetic deficiencies from each parent's lineage were easily overcome by the strengths of the other.

This means that even though the fish are blind, they basically have functional visual systems that have been deactivated by a few key mutations, said Jeffery, who was unaffiliated with the study. 

"Everything must be in place except for the function of these key genes," Jeffery added. 

The study also found that cavefish genetics reflect geography. 

The farther apart two parents came from, the more likely it was their offspring would be able to see. 

This suggests that geographically distant populations are genetically more distant and thus have less overlap in blindness-causing genes. 

Eye Test 

During the course of their research, the scientists also developed a definitive test for sight in blind cavefish—a boon to future research on the unusual creatures. 

Studies from as far back as the 1970s had suggested some hybrid fish could see because their eyes were larger than their parents'—but definitive vision tests have been lacking. 

The new test involves immobilizing recently hatched fish and placing them in a cylinder that flashes an alternating pattern of black and white stripes. If the fish can see, they move their eyes according to the color divisions. 

"For the first time it really gives us an assay for detecting whether cavefish can see," Jeffrey said. 
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'Green' Energy Efficient Mobile Home Designed

But "green" is exactly what Michael Berk, F.L. Crane Endowed Professor of Architecture at Mississippi State, wants mobile homes to be. He hopes to toss traditional thinking about the structures into the recycling bin, salvaging the traditional "mobile home" perception one national award at a time.

Working in the Carl Small Town Center--a part of MSU's College of Architecture, Art and Design--Berk created an award-winning, next-generation factory-built unit he calls the GreenMobile. Unlike other lower-end housing, Berk's applies sound construction methods, as well as energy-saving concepts for lower utility costs.

The GreenMobile design meets International Residential Codes for structurally sound foundations, involves using better insulation, promotes the use of energy-efficient appliances, and creates interior spaces better suited for natural-day lighting and ventilation.

It also includes an option to install Tennessee Valley Authority solar photo-voltaic systems, which convert energy from the sun into electricity--an option known in the industry as net-metering.

Energy savings from the home make it a smart choice for people looking for affordable housing and lower utility costs. "It potentially could make money at the end of the month," Berk said.

Energy isn't the only thing separating the GreenMobile from traditional mobile homes. Berk said his next generation of mobile home will appreciate in value, unlike current mobile homes that depreciate shortly after being bought.

Given the potential to accrue value and the fact that they're designed to last longer than traditional mobile homes, GreenMobiles could be financed through low-interest loans from lending institutions such as the U.S. Department of Agriculture. They're expected to cost in the $50,000 range.

"Lenders have indicated they would consider 35- to 40-year mortgages," Berk said. "That means someone who in the past could afford only a single-wide trailer with a 15-year chattel mortgage would pay less money per month to own a really well-built product that will increase in value in the future."

When Berk completed the concept for the GreenMobile about five years ago, he designed it with the Mississippi Delta in mind, including attached decks and porches to expand outdoor living. Subsequent hurricane devastation in south Mississippi created a new use for the GreenMobile--an adaptable mobile unit for disaster relief housing.

Last December, GreenMobile was awarded a $5.8 million grant as part of the Federal Emergency Management Agency's Alternative Housing Pilot Program, organized to construct alternatives to FEMA trailers in disaster-affected communities.

Berk is working closely with the Mississippi Emergency Agency as a design adviser to modify the original GreenMobile concept and produce stripped-down versions under the name EcoCottage for Mississippi Gulf Coast residents. A prototype is expected to be completed in March, with about 80 units forthcoming.

The design shows how the GreenMobile can function as viable long-term housing or as short-term disaster housing. Berk's concept recently earned first-place honors at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's inaugural Lifecycle Building Challenge competition, gaining distinction in the unbuilt housing category. GreenMobile also has been featured in magazines and at a host of architecture conferences.

While GreenMobiles can be built for any region of the United States, Berk said the structure's long, narrow shape is optimal for the Southern region. If the manufactured home is set so the long side faces north and south, prevailing winds pass south, making ventilation easier and more efficient.

While the new model for manufactured housing has been recognized with awards, industry hasn't yet picked up on it. Working with MSU's Office of Technology Commercialization, Berk seeks a company to partner on the project to mass-produce the GreenMobile, making the award-winning unit a new housing choice.

"It's waiting to go to the marketplace," Berk said.
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General Environment News
Namibia: Pristine Coastal Areas Trashed By Quads

The Namibian (Windhoek): Large portions of the coast, mostly north of Swakopmund, have been damaged by uncontrolled off-road driving during the festive season and even tourist aviation operators are now concerned. Upon enquiry, certain flight operators informed The Namibian that the scars left by off-road activity, especially on the beaches north of Swakopmund, are the worst they have ever seen. According to one of the flight operators, Ray Roethlisberger, a group of Canadian tourists who flew along the coast just before the New Year, were utterly shocked at the damage to the environment. "We were very proud of our pristine environment, but now it's being wrecked by off-roading," Roethlisberger told The Namibian. "It is definitely a concern to us because tourists want to see what makes our country so unique and beautiful; not a load of tracks all over the place." A casual inspection by high-level environmentalists last week confirmed the complaints. According to Rod Braby, Senior Technical Advisor of the Namibian Coast Conservation and Management Project, the areas around camping sites were criss-crossed by tracks, and "doughnut" circular tracks were seen everywhere. http://allafrica.com/stories/200801080033.html
Namibia: Heavy Rains Raise Caprivi Flood Fears

 The Namibian (Windhoek); Regional authorities in the flood-prone Caprivi Region have warned of the possibility of flash flooding as heavy rains continue to fall across the region. Heavy rains, attributed to the climatic phenomenon known as La Ni-a, have been falling in that region since early December. Caprivi Regional Chief Executive Officer Raymond Matiti told Nampa yesterday that the situation was fast becoming serious. "At the moment, it is raining very heavily in the Caprivi Region. I expect that we will have a very serious situation here in two weeks' time. The Zambezi River will soon break its banks if it continues raining like this," said Matiti. In the absence of any scientific data about the rising of the river, the Region's Chief Executive Officer predicted that the floods in the Caprivi are likely to be worse than that of last year if the heavy rain persists.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200801080375.html
Zimbabwe: Rhino Population Continues to Increase

The Herald (Harare): The rhino population in Zimbabwe has continued to increase recording a 10 percent annual growth despite rampant poaching activities in the country. In a statement last week, the WWF project executive for the Lowveld Rhinocerous Project, Mr Raoul du Toit, paid tribute to the Zimbabwe National Parks and Wildlife Management Authority and its partners in their efforts to conserve the endangered animal. He said the WWF in collaboration with the Zimbabwe National Parks and Wildlife Management Authority, with funding provided by other partners and agencies was now stepping up its drive to protect the country's black rhinos. http://allafrica.com/stories/200801080234.html
Zimbabwe: Harare, Chitungwiza Councils in Trouble Over Sewage, Refuse

The Herald (Harare): The Environmental Management Agency has summoned Harare City Council and Chitungwiza Town Council to explain why they are failing to collect refuse and discharging raw sewage into the environment, which has led to a diarrhoea outbreak in Mabvuku in the case of Harare. EMA, sitting as a court, will conduct the hearings tomorrow. The agency is mandated to oversee and preserve the environment. It has powers to charge and fine anyone for polluting the environment and threatening the health of residents. In a statement yesterday, EMA senior environment officer Mr Johane Gandiwa said there was concern over the two councils' failure to collect refuse in areas under their jurisdiction. "The Environmental Management Board, sitting as a court, shall be conducting hearings on January 9 2008. The Harare City Council and Chitungwiza Municipality have been summoned to respond to several charges including but not limited to failure to collect refuse and garbage in their areas of jurisdiction and discharging raw material or partially treated sewage into the environment," Mr Gandiwa said. He said such alleged emission threatened human health and welfare. http://allafrica.com/stories/200801080239.html
South Africa: Trend to Integrating Green Issues Into Loyalty Programmes

Biz-Community (Cape Town): The field is wide open for retailers to incorporate eco-friendly measures into their loyalty offerings and the next two to three years will see retailers around the globe giving their loyalty programmes a decidedly green hue. These are some of the findings of the Retail Rewards Programmes Around the World 2007 report, published recently by Razor's Edge Business Intelligence. The report analyses the points-based loyalty programmes operated by 27 retailers in six countries. According to the report, of 27 surveyed programmes, only the highly regarded Tesco Clubcard integrates environmental issues into the programme design. Clubcard awards Green Clubcard points to members who use their own shopping bags and who deposit material into collection bins for recycling. The Green points were introduced in 2006 and today Tesco has 7 million Clubcard members earning these points. Says Bruce Conradie, MD of Razor's Edge, "Green marketing is rapidly becoming a major issue of concern to consumer-products companies around the world and retailers are no exception. Yet, the vast majority of retailers have yet to build green elements into their loyalty offerings. http://allafrica.com/stories/200801090791.html
Uganda: Mysterious Fire Destroys Pine Forest

The Monitor (Kampala): Over 400 hectares of pine forest trees in South Busoga Central Forest Reserve were on January 5 destroyed by a mysterious bush fire. The trees worth millions of shillings are part of a newly established forest that is being replanted by the National Forestry Authority. It is an effort to re-establish the forest in areas that were deforested by encroachers in past years. Mayuge DPC Winifred Butazi told Daily Monitor that although the cause of fire is not yet known, malice by encroachers who have for the last several years been involved in running battles with NFA cannot be ruled out. She said NFA has in the past lost many hectares of pine through fires lit by encroachers who have chopped down hectares of trees. The police chief said although encroachers have been many, they will tighten security. http://allafrica.com/stories/200801090954.html
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UN grants $7 million to assist Kenyan victims of post-electoral violence

John Holmes briefs correspondents on the humanitarian situation in Kenya

9 January 2008 – The United Nations has authorized $7 million from its Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) to support relief efforts in the aftermath of the post-electoral violence that tore through Kenya last week resulting in the displacement of some 255,000 people. 

This initial allocation from the landmark Fund, designed to make resources available quickly for relief operations, will enable UN agencies on the ground to provide vital aid in the areas of food, health, shelter, water and sanitation to those affected by the violence, which reportedly has killed some 350 people, that erupted after President Mwai Kibaki was declared the winner in the recent election. 

UN agencies in the country have been working with the Kenya Red Cross Society, national and international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and faith-based groups to address the most urgent needs. 

The humanitarian consequences of the post-electoral violence were “pretty severe,” not only terms of the number of people killed and injured but also in terms of people being displaced from their homes, the UN’s top aid official told reporters in New York. 

“The best estimate we have at the moment is an official Government figure of 255,000 people having been displaced from their homes in the course of that violence,” said Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator John Holmes. 

“We also estimated that up to 500,000 people altogether may be in need of some assistance over the next weeks and months,” he added, noting that one of the difficulties in assessing the scale of the problem is that people are still moving around, including a “steady trickle” of people crossing out of Kenya. 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is continuing to monitor the situation in Uganda, where thousands of people from Kenya have taken refuge. The agency reports that some 3,400 people have so far been registered by the Ugandan Red Cross and more are continuing to arrive. 

Many of the refugees have camped in schools that are set to re-open for a new school year at the beginning of February, and UNHCR is working with the Ugandan Government to find alternative accommodations. The agency has also made available relief supplies for roughly 100,000 people in Kenya. 

Meanwhile, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said that, in a situation that is far more reminiscent of northern Uganda than Kenya, many people in different parts of the country are going to police stations to sleep for the night for fear of attack. 

“While they go to their homes or to work during the daytime they do not feel safe enough to sleep in their own beds at night,” UNICEF’s Sara Cameron told reporters in Nairobi, adding that about 1,000 people slept at Tigoni police station the other night. 

The agency is also very concerned about the impact of the recent crisis on Kenya’s children, at least 100,000 of whom are believed to have been displaced. “We know from experience in many countries that fear can have lasting damaging effects on children,” Ms. Cameron said, noting that effects include bedwetting, withdrawal, bad behaviour and difficulty concentrating at school. “We must expect and prepare to respond to the confusion that many children will feel because of this crisis.” 

She noted that with the right support children can quickly bounce back and recover from trauma. “The best news for children though will of course be an end to aggression and the brutal discrimination and prejudices which far too many have witnessed recently,” she added. 

With regard to the impact of the crisis on Kenya’s environment, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) today noted that the country’s transport system is not currently running at 100 per cent, which may be compromising waste collection. 

“The build up of wastes raises serious public health concerns as a result of increased levels of pests and risks to the local environment including river systems and water supplies as a result of leakages and the clogging of sewers,” UNEP spokesperson Nick Nuttall warned. 

The Nairobi-based agency is monitoring the environmental situation in the country. “While there is likely to be little or no significant environmental impact as a result of the current crisis, impacts on areas such as forests, wildlife and water quality cannot be ruled out if the situation persists and significant numbers of people remain displaced over the medium to long term,” he said. 

Mr. Nuttall warned that this damage “would in the end exacerbate the loss of livelihoods and the humanitarian situation.”
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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News








UN grants $7 million to assist Kenyan victims of post-electoral violence (UN News Centre)


UN directs its Nairobi staff to remain home  (Business Daily, Africa)
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