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The Independent: Four nations in race to be first to go carbon neutral

Iceland, New Zealand, Norway and Costa Rica are all hoping to turn their economies green, but the challenges they face are formidable

By Geoffrey Lean and Bryan Kay

Sunday, 30 March 2008

It's the race for the greenest of the laurels, the contest for the ultimate ecological accolade. Four countries are competing to be the first of the world's 195 nations to go entirely carbon neutral.

They make a disparate line-up of runners, comprising the world's most northerly and southernmost independent countries, its third largest oil exporter, and a state that long ago dispensed with its army.

The starting pistol was fired last month in Monaco – better known for its gas-guzzling Grand Prix than for such a determined race in the other direction – at the annual meeting of the Governing Council of the United Nations Environment Programme.

Iceland, New Zealand, Norway and Costa Rica formally signed up to go zero carbon, joining the Climate Neutral Network launched at the meeting. Achim Steiner, UNEP's executive director, calls it "an idea whose time has come, driven by the urgent need to address climate change and the abundant economic opportunities emerging for those willing to embrace a transition to a green economy."

He spells out the diverse challenges facing each of the contenders. Norway's main issue, he said, was "emissions from oil and gas", whereas most of New Zealand's pollution came from agriculture. Iceland's "central challenge" was "transport and industry, including fishing", while Costa Rica faced the special circumstances of being a developing country.

In fact one UN member state already claims to have beaten then all. The Vatican announced last September that it was becoming the world's first – but is widely held to have cheated. It said that it was winning the prize by offsetting its entire emissions for 2007 though planting trees to restore an ancient forest in Hungary.

But critics say that the true champion will have to achieve carbon neutrality at home – and point out that the Holy See has failed to count the carbon emitted by its travelling officials, or emissions from its buildings outside the Vatican City.

All the main contenders get much of their energy from renewable sources. Iceland has gone the furthest, already achieving almost complete carbon neutrality in heating buildings and in electricity generation. Its greatest asset is disclosed in the name of its capital city, Reykjavik, which means "bay of smokes", referring to the plumes rising from its hot springs. Such geothermal energy now heats it and much of the rest of the country.

Only 1 per cent of its homes are heated by fossil fuels, and 99 per cent of its electricity is generated by geothermal and hydroelectric power. "But we have not entirely kicked our carbon habit", writes its Environment Minister, Thorunn Sveinbjarnardottir, in the forthcoming issue of UNEP's magazine, Our Planet.

"Our fishing fleets and our cars are still running on fossil fuels. Our car fleet is one of the biggest, per capita, in the world. And Icelanders tend to like big cars, as any visitor to our country will soon notice." The country will give people discounts to buy eco-friendly vehicles and fit fuel cells to fishing boats, aiming to reduce its relatively small national emissions of carbon dioxide by 75 per cent by 2050.

On the other side of the world, New Zealand's Prime Minister, Helen Clark, has already set her country the goal of being the world's first carbon-neutral country. It aims to generate 90 per cent of its energy from renewable sources by 2025, and to halve its transport emissions per head by 2040. But the country has a particular problem with agriculture, which accounts for half its emissions of greenhouse gases.

Norway has set an even more ambitious target, aiming for carbon neutrality by 2030, despite being the world's third largest oil exporter. It already gets 95 per cent of its electricity from hydroelectric power, and heavily taxes cars and fuel: a 4x4 costs four times as much as in the United States. And it is planning to capture and store carbon in old North Sea oil fields. But Frederic Hauge – the head of Bellona, the country's largest environment pressure group – is sceptical. "We are a nice little country of petroholics and that has made us lazy", he says.

On paper at least, the poorest of the four countries is in the lead – Costa Rica plans to reach its goal by 2021. It has just released a plan of action, which relies heavily on planting trees to soak up emissions. Last year it planted five million of them, a world record, and the banana industry – the country's largest exporter – has promised to go carbon neutral.

However, its number of cars has increased more than five-fold in the past 20 years and its air traffic more than seven-fold in just six, making its task far harder.
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AHN: Four Countries Competing To Be First Carbon-Neutral Worldwide

March 30, 2008 8:21 a.m. EST 

D.C. Morales - AHN News Writer

Oslo, Norway (AHN)-Four countries-Norway, New Zealand, Costa Rica, and Brazil-are competing in a bid to be the first country worldwide to go carbon neutral.

The race started in Monaco last month during the annual meeting of the Governing Council of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP). The four countries formally signed up to go zero carbon, joining the Climate Neutral Network launched at the meeting.

The competitors have their own challenges to contend with: emission from oil and gas for Norway; pollution from agriculture for New Zealand; transport and industry for Costa Rica; and development for Brazil.

The contenders are determined and focused to be the first carbon-neutral country.

New Zealand's Prime Minister Helen Clark reportedly said her country is on its way to bag the distinction. It aims to generate 90 per cent of its energy from renewable sources by 2025, and to halve its transport emissions per head by 2040. Norway has set an even more ambitious target, aiming for carbon neutrality by 2030
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The Guardian (UK): Saving the 'sea cow'

Manatees in Ghana are being slowly wiped out by hunting and loss of habitat. But the very people who kill the elusive aquatic mammal for its meat could be the key to its survival. Miriam Imrie reports from Accra

Miriam Imrie

Friday March 28 2008

An Earthwatch researcher is pictured taking the water temperature at Lake Volta in Ghana as part of this scientific study

In 1964, a vast lake was created in south-east Ghana by blocking the Volta river with a hydroelectric dam. It was good news for humans, with Lake Volta becoming the world's largest man-made reservoir, but bad news for wildlife, as a group of manatees was trapped in the lake after the dam blocked their route south to the sea.

Since then the manatees, also known as sea cows and as dugongs, and locally as "mami water", have lived in isolation in the northern Afram arm of the lake, exposed to skilled hunters who can make a small fortune selling their meat, and feared by superstitious locals who believe mami water is a capricious river goddess.

Earthwatch, an international environmental charity, has begun a three-year programme of the country's previously little-studied manatees and hopes, with the help of local people, to create a sanctuary for the threatened manatees.

According to Dr Patrick Ofori-Danson, an aquatic mammal expert at the University of Ghana and principal investigator for a preliminary Earthwatch study in November 2007, the help of local communities will be crucial in saving these gentle herbivores.

Shy, slow-moving and virtually blind, the manatee looks like a walrus without tusks. They can weigh up to one tonne and can grow to be the length of a sofa. But despite their size they are harmless.

Ofori-Danson says hunting has made them fearful of humans, and this makes it even tougher for the Earthwatch team to study them. During the research trip the 10-strong team saw only three young manatees.

"We are working under very difficult conditions and we also have to educate the communities. However, in my view the study was successful despite the conditions," he says.

"They are quite elusive in our system here. We eat them; we hunt them; we exploit them – so they run away from us. They don't want us to see them, so it is more difficult to study them than [to study manatees] in Florida, for example. Also, the water here is murky, so you can't see the manatees even if they are very close to you."

Some river communities believe so strongly in the folklore surrounding the manatees that they would never dare harm them. People are reluctant to talk about manatees for fear of retribution, and look nervously at the ground when asked about them.

One fisherman from Akosombo, a town on the banks of the Volta, refuses to speak of mami water, other than to say: "It is not an animal. It is a woman."

Dr Mamaa Entsua Mensah, principal research scientist of fisheries and environmental management at Ghana's water research institute, wrote a paper on the animals in 1996. She says that when female manatees rise out of the water for air, their teats resemble a woman's breasts, leading people to believe the animal is a sort of mermaid.

Earthwatch is carrying out its three-year research project in collaboration with the Nature Conservation Research Centre (NCRC), a Ghanaian non-governmental organisation aimed at conserving the country's wildlife.

NCRC has already had success with the Weichau hippo sanctuary, a community-based project that has helped protect Ghana's threatened hippo population.

Victor Mombu, programmes director at NCRC, is confident that communities in Afram will similarly want to help save the manatee because it will bring them long-term benefits. Mombu says conservation efforts would create jobs and bring tourists to the area, as happened with the Weichau project. "We [the researchers] will not always be there, but the communities will be. Research means little to communities unless it makes improvements to their lives," he says.

The West African manatee is the most at risk of the world's three manatee species. They live in water bodies and coastlines up and down West Africa, but their exact numbers are not known and little has been done to stop people hunting them.

The West African manatee currently appears as "vulnerable to extinction" on the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) red list, which charts the status of the world's endangered species.

In Ghana, killing manatees is illegal, but the government's wildlife division struggles to catch hunters. Moreover, the hunters are so familiar with the Volta that, like the manatee, they can disappear without a trace.

Chris Charles Amankwah, wetlands coordinator at the wildlife division, says: "We do not have the resources to catch hunters, so few are caught and prosecuted. They know the areas very well so we often can't catch them."

Secrets of manatee hunting are passed down through generations, and hunters are reluctant to share their knowledge.

In the coming months more light will be shed on the West African manatee. A collaboration between the Convention on Migratory Species and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) is set to come out with a strategy to conserve populations of this intriguing animal across the entire region of West Africa.
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Business Daily Africa: Charcoal: A short-term fix to energy problem  


Written by Abyssinia Lati   

March 31, 2008: Rose Mateta has been selling charcoal by the Mombasa-Nairobi Highway since 1991. Every day she sits under a shed displaying the bags of charcoal at Kiboko town, some 200km from Nairobi.

With global oil prices steadily on the rise, charcoal trade has given  the 50-year-old woman a chance to cash in on an alternative fuel as more customers adopt it. But since both  kerosene and LPG gas prices are continuing to rise, charcoal is also becoming rare.

“Charcoal is getting harder to come by nowadays,” she says,  pointing at the 50kg bags instead of the usual 90kg bags  that used to dominate the market. Although Mateta has been able to educate two  of her five children, she is worried that charcoal might not last as an alternative fuel although both rural and poor urban households are reducing their use of petroleum-based products.

Crude oil prices have been rising continuously since 1998 when the price was $10 (Sh670) a barrel. Now, the global price of crude oil has  hit an all time high of $110 (Sh7,215) per barrel.  For that reason, kerosene (paraffin) prices have risen almost overnight. Today, a litre goes for  Sh65.

The urban poor and rural population have preferred this petroleum product as a source of energy,  but now it has become too expensive like  LPGs and electricity. Now, they are turning more to charcoal. Nobody knows this better than Mr Paul Mutisya who has increased his household purchase of charcoal from the monthly two bags to six bags in the last three months.  

“We used to use the paraffin stove in the morning,  but the paraffin is too expensive so we now use charcoal,” he says.  

The last time he bought an LPG 13kg cylinder was in October 2007 and he says he will not buy another for a long while. He used to buy five litres of paraffin a month, but  now he only buys when its very necessary. The rise in demand for charcoal has also increased the prices per bag.  Ms Mateta says the prices might be raised from Sh250 to Sh300 by the month’s end.   

In Nairobi, charcoal traders in Nairobi West are asking for Sh600 per bag up from Sh500 as Nairobi residents continue  to consume 91,000 tonnes of charcoal annually against a national production of 2.4 million tons.

At the bottom of the charcoal industry chain are the burners like Mr Philip Wambua.

The 32 year-old entered  the industry ten years ago as a burner and a middleman. The Form Two drop out from Makueni District, with a family of three to feed, knows that charcoal burning destroys the environment, but he says that is all his family depends on. It is a catch-22 position that the government agencies are facing.

The National Charcoal Survey of 2005 shows that over 2.5 million people depend on charcoal either directly or indirectly. Taken as a way to make a living, the environment is not spared especially in the semi-arid and arid areas where rains are unreliable.  

According to Mr Wambua, during the dry season of July and October more people turn  to burning charcoal to survive until the rainy season comes. If the rains fail, the  charcoal burners continue with the trade with little regard given to safe guarding the environment.

Mr Wambua candidly says that he would rather cut down a tree than see his children miss school.

Ms Anna Kamathe, 27, holds her seven-month baby boy by the highway. She sells charcoal next to Ms Mateta. Her husband goes inland to burn charcoal  then brings it to her to sell. Both have no  formal education and only depend on this industry for their livelihood.    

With the country’s employment rate standing at more than 10 per cent, the youth in the area have also started engaging in the trade. And all the while nobody pays any heed to protecting the environment.  

“When land is devoid of vegetation there is increased soil erosion and this reduces the soil’s productivity,” says Mr Alfred Gichu, the senior conservator of forests at the Kenya Forest Service.

There is also the loss of biodiversity, loss of water catchment areas and greenhouse gas emissions.  

Charcoal burning is cited as one of the activities that have reduced the country’s forest cover to two per cent. This does not comply with the internationally recommended minimum of 10 per cent.   

 Ironically, the best charcoal is made from indigenous trees and in the landscape of Ukambani such trees are becoming a rare sight. Hills are stripped bare,  and even the shrubs are not spared. The charcoal burners  cut  down any tree they come across.    

 However despite the grim picture, there is still hope. The Forest Act of 2005 has given the Kenya Forest Service the legal mandate to manage all forests.  

The new law provides a way to regulate the charcoal industry to ensure those  who cannot afford other sources of energy   get it.

However, it should not to be done at the expense of the environment. “The act indicated the desire of the government to promote charcoal industry in Kenya,” says Mr Gichu.

The National Charcoal Survey shows that the industry’s economic value stands  at Sh32 billion annually and the Government could make Sh5 billion in taxes, if it was legalised.  

The charcoal industry was not “banned” per se. It was and has always been controlled through the permit system. A person seeking  a permit would have to provide some evidence that the wood or trees turned into charcoal was his.

The reason why the trade’s name  got tarnished  was because most traders were denied the permit and resorted to transporting charcoal illegally at night and when  caught bribed officials to get the commodity to the markets.  

At the beginning, Ms Mateta tried to avoid the middlemen and took her charcoal to the capital city, but she ended up making losses.

The traders say they would like to continue with the  permit control system, but it should be streamlined and rigorous.

Despite the good intentions, a similar problem arises when it comes to providing  evidence. Most of the charcoal burning  is done on communal land. It has been three years since the  Act was passed. And the Government body has cited the charcoal industry among others  as the first to be fast tracked into regulation.  

It is hoping to clean up the whole business by developing rules and regulations for the whole chain from the producers, transporters and traders.  Mr Gichu adds that this will involve all the stakeholders when the draft is completed.

 Mr Nick Nuttall, the Unep spokesperson, says that there is a greater need to decamp from fossil-based energy to renewable sources of energy like solar.

“Kenya has a huge potential for renewable sources of energy,” says Mr Nuttall.

Studies have shown that wind power is possible in the Ngong’ Hills area and the Rift Valley has a lot of potential for geothermal energy as well.  

He suggests that countries like Kenya should take  advantage of the Kyoto Protocol. It states that developed countries can off-set their carbon dioxide (Co) emissions by financing green projects in the developing countries.

However, the lion’s share of such help goes to China and India because the Sub Saharan African’s projects are relatively small. “We are thinking of banding them together to look big or have projects that cross the borders,” he says.

Charcoal is just a short-term solution to the bigger energy problem. It not only destroys the environment, but traps people into a cycle of poverty.  Since, the soil will no longer be productive for grazing and farming , people cannot get food. 
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American Chronicle: Nepal´s growing environmental pain shows no signs of decreasing

Surya B. Prasai 

March 30, 2008

This week the Bangkok Climate Change talks take place between 31 March to 4 April 2008 at the United Nations Conference Centre (UNCC) of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP). The talks in which Nepal will also participate as a principal signatory of the UNFCCC´s Bali Pact will focus on the long term cooperative action and further commitments to the Kyoto Protocol. It will try to advance the Bali Road map and to highlight what is considered a stronger developing country perspective on country response strategies to the overall Bali commitments. Nepali broad sheets that went to cover the event seemed lost amidst the technical jargon and reported whatever came across the writer´s mind, including praising the organizers, but not the work which the G-8 still looks upon as only a semi-baked cookie. 

It may come as no surprise that Nepali delegations which are usually consisting of bureaucrats and very few climate change experts, usually sit in these meetings and virtually sail through without making any useful comments. It happened in Bali and it is again going to happen in Bangkok this week, predictably. 

In fact after Bali summit, held in the first and second weeks of December 2007, Nepali environmentalists came back with the jubilant announcement, " We have now signed the Bali pact." Bali after all was the first major global summit to discuss climate change and how it affects the world´s future populations. Nepal´s ´environmentalists´ even commented on how happy they were that some of the delegates mentioned their country by name at least from the humanitarian standpoint of how a civil conflict had taken excruciating toll on the national environment. Many industrialized countries did promise to help Nepal, but then these have to be tied up to some bilateral modicum of aid and program signatures and usually that volume of aid that trickles down in the end is not worthy of international mention. 

The stark truth is: Nepal´s environmental pains are growing day by day. After a decade long civil conflict between 1996-2006, Nepal´s environmental vital statistics have shown major strains and a socio-economic regression which is further exacerbated with a tourism boom and shifting migration patterns. Everything that was built in the past three decades with the involvement of early donors such as the USAID and UN were totally damaged in every sense of the environmental word. Today Nepal has an unchecked tourism boom which shows no signs of abating with average tourism growth in the past year at 40%. There has been an increase in air passenger traffic of nearly37%, and in migration to Kathmandu is nearly 32% in the past half decade, just to cite an urban setting. International airline pilots complain that visibility is so bad even on fair days at the southern in-track Bhatte Danda radar way point to Kathmandu´s Tribhuvan International Airport, that the airport is not worthy of a Visual Flight Approach routing. Within Kathmandu, Nepal´s enchanting Kathmandu, pollution must be inhaled mercifully exceeding WHO limitations, as if those barriers were meant to be broken. There is a thick layer of smog that covers major Nepali townships these days not just Kathmandu. 

To add to Nepal´s environmental degradation which had gone unchecked, one must consider the agricultural encroachment, deforestation, soil erosion, contamination of water supply, and unsurpassed migration into mid-hill townships and cities that has put local environmental pressures on the local community. Nearly 54% of the Nepali population lives under US$2 and 33% among them under US$1. Between mid-1960s and the late 1970s, Nepali forestland lessened from 30% to 22% in total acreages since firewood was then being used by over 90% of the population. Soil erosion is causing the loss of about 240 million cubic meters of topsoil erosion each year. The Food and Agricultural Organization of the UN estimates that at the present rate of depletion, the forests will be virtually wiped out by 2015. Air and water pollution are also significant environmental problems in Nepal airline pilots complain that Kathmandu valley is always covered with a layer of air pollution. 

According to United Nations sources, Nepal produces 18,000 tons of carbon monoxide and 3,300 tons of hydrocarbons per year. Roughly one-third of the nation's city inhabitants and two-thirds of all rural dwellers do not have pure water, and the use of contaminated drinking water creates a health hazard. Untreated sewage is a major pollution factor: the nation's cities produce an average of 0.7 million tons of solid waste per year. Nepal ´s pro-green environment lobby has estimated that in 2007, 34 of Nepal´s mammal species and 42 of its bird species were endangered, as were 11 plant species. Some of the animal species classified as endangered in Nepal include the snow leopard, tiger, Asian elephant, pygmy hog, great Indian rhinoceros, Assam rabbit, swamp deer, wild yak, chirr pheasant, and gavial. No one has done an accurate study to date. 

Nepal does host the International Center for Integrated Mountain Development(ICIMOD) which fosters regional concerns in protecting the Himalayan ecology of nearly two dozen countries covered by the geographic belt, including Asia-Pacific region´s two most powerful countries, India and China. Nepal is a major signatory to all the major world treaties concerning the environment. Nepal also hosts the important regional office for South Asia of USAID which has gained sudden international prominence after Bali, since America has committed itself to promote cleaner energy use worldwide to counter greenhouse emissions. 

Nepal is a greenhouse state in the World Bank´s view since it recently received the first CDM payment for promoting clean energy use. The World Bank´s payment was specifically for the good work the Alternative Energy Promotion Centre (AEPC), a government initiative was doing. But the real depletion that is also taking place is in the quality of data that Nepal has produces within its government and at the technical level. Overgrazing of the environment, environmental resource use, feminization of labor, increasing tourism intake - only a handful of people are truly worried about the ´environmental toll´ taking place due to the country´s unplanned environmental road map. Part of the agenda at the Bali Summit was also the protection of wildlife species, and in the past two years, with rife poaching on the rise, there is a serious threat now to the Himalayan ecology. 

Nepali environmentalists are also a bit concerned that there is very little to report after Bali in Bangkok. To many, Bali offered very little significant benefit to achieve sustainable development after signing the Protocol. Nepal still has little control effect over its environmental future, situated as it is between two huge economic giants, India and China, that have a transferable, cross- emission effect caused by rapid industrialization and unsurpassed economic growth casting a sponge effect on the Nepali people´s daily lives. Nepal already lost its prominent environmentalists in the helicopter accident in Ghumsa in August 2006, which was considered an irreversible environmental loss for Asia as well. 

Why this new concern? One should note, Nepal with the other governing parties agreed at Bali to formally launch negotiations on enabling the full, effective and sustained implementation of the Bali Convention. These negotiations needed to conclude on an agreed outcome by the end of 2009. The Bali Summit´s challenge was basically to design a future agreement that will successfully halt the increase in global emissions within the next 10-15 years, dramatically cut back emissions by 2050, and do so in a way that it is economically viable and politically equitable worldwide. The fact is, the Protocol which is the baby of the 1997 UN conference held in Kyoto, Japan, requires nations to reduce carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gasses emitted by power plants and other industrial, agricultural and transportation sources to at least five per cent below 1990 levels by 2008-12, which is well nigh impossible. In Bali, a total of 174 nations ratified the pact; however, none has achieved it. 

Therefore, in Bangkok, the global delegates who again assemble to take stock of the Kyoto Protocol must understand that the future of smaller countries should not be forgotten. It is clearly mentioned by UNEP and the UNFCCC that the Himalayan ecology is also one of the highly threatened regions on earth. For Nepal and organizations that have been helping promote the country´ environmental cause such as USAID, DFID, GTZ, the UN agencies, the current dilemma is: if climate change is unchecked particularly given the geo-strategic Nepal occupies in the Hindu-Kush Himalayas, it could mean the cause of major world depletion, the Himalayan glaciers. Some change has already been noticed in the glacial movements in the Himalayas in the past decade and some of the Himalayan lakes have over spilt their natural mountain embankments threatening floods and mass migration. Right now, biologists are focused on what would be the outcome of this on plant and human species. But weather experts see this as an irreversible trend. Nepal should be a country of major concern to global climate change theorists. If Nepal´s environment continues to suffer the pangs of human environmental depletion at unchecked levels, it could mean the permanent damage to the mid-Mountain ecology and the Terai agricultural lands where nearly 90% of the population lives. It is already creating problems for farmers due to over moisture content in the alluvial soil, trapping water levels across Nepali and Indian villages during the monsoon, and the drowning of entire villages in Bangladesh leading to huge deaths, economic loss, and low yield agriculture. 

In conclusion, the Bali meeting focused on four main issues related to global climate change namely its mitigation, adaptation, financing and technology adoption. All four factors matter to developing countries such as Nepal. Re-tailoring Global Climate Change however has a huge implication for the existence of smaller countries such as Nepal which are committed to the post Kyoto scenario, having strong recognized lobbyists in favor of a more stringent environmental protocol governing the entire Hindu-Kush extendible Himalayan belt. Nepal can only wish after having attended Bali, that the world´s environmental experts and lobbyists hopefully will realize what is more important than just monitoring CDM alone. Because, for Nepal there appears to be little significant benefit to achieve sustainable development even after signing the Protocol, since it has little control effect over its own environmental future and is also compared by some ICIMOD and global climate experts to an environmental sandwich between two huge economic giants wherein the environmental trap signifies potential destruction of the Himalayan ecology on a permanent basis. 
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Village Soup: Plants Unlimited to Celebrate Earth Day With Green Fair Featuring Noted Speakers, Wild Animals, Community Groups, and More

By Mimi Steadman 

ROCKPORT (March 27): FOR RELEASE ON RECEIPT

Rockport, ME – On Saturday, April 19, from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., Plants Unlimited on Route 1 in Rockport will be the scene of a festive gathering of people interested in making their gardens and lives more eco-friendly, experts on organic gardening, prominent local chefs, and a variety of wild animals ranging from an alligator to a hissing cockroach.

Celebrating Earth Day, this free Green Fair will feature talks by leading horticulturalists, presentations by numerous eco-friendly groups, cooking demonstrations, music, children’s activities, and good food. “We wanted to call attention to Earth Day by giving people lots of ways to go green – and have fun at the same time,” says Plants Unlimited owner Hammon Buck. He and his wife Dawn have put together a wide variety of offerings for all ages and levels of interest.

Keynote speaker will be Paul Tukey, host of the HGTV program People, Places & Plants, founding editor and publisher of the magazine by the same name, and National Horticultural Communicator of the Year for 2006. A Maine resident and founder of SafeLawns.org, Tukey will offer guidance on why and how to create beautiful landscapes naturally. Since the early 1990s, when he saw a connection between his recurring headaches and blurred vision and his use of a synthetic weed killer, Tukey has been a trailblazer in organic gardening. Today, he is an expert at creating beautiful lawns without using a single synthetic fertilizer, herbicide or fungicide. “My kids can roll around in the grass,” he says, “and I don’t give it a second thought.” Tukey will also be signing copies of his new book, The Organic Lawn Care Manual.

Another speaker will be Jean English, editor of Maine Organic Farmer & Gardener, newspaper of the Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association. English will discuss how to make the switch from conventional to organic vegetable gardening and offer environmentally positive ways to start plants, build soils, minimize pests, and extend the gardening season.

Kerry Hardy, consulting naturalist at Merryspring Nature Center in Camden, will speak on landscaping with native plants. Hardy has written for both Field & Stream and Outdoor Life magazines and is finishing a book on Wabanaki natural history. He will offer his favorite native plants, basing his choices on their tolerance for many growing locations, seasonal interest, and resistance to pests and diseases. Hardy’s own organic garden is featured in the current issue of Country Home magazine.

Chef Anne Mahle, co-captain and co-owner of the schooner J. & E. Riggin, cookbook author, and frequent guest on Channel 6’s program 207, will demonstrate how to make pestos, sauces, and other dishes featuring herbs easily grown in this climate. Lani Temple of Megunticook Market will be demonstrating the preparation of herb-marinated beef and chicken kebabs. Like Mahle, Temple is a frequent guest on 207; she is also a columnist for Maine Food & Lifestyle magazine. On hand to help keep people well fed will be Elizabeth Coldren of I Love Pie, who will be selling a variety of seasonal all-natural New England savory and fresh fruit pies. Windplanners, a group of Camden Hills Regional High School students who advocate using sustainable energy at the school, will be selling refreshing drinks; Doug Hufnagel will be selling organic coffee.

In the Kids’ Tent, youngsters will be given free gardening tools and Youthlinks will show them how to plant seedlings and turn recycled soda bottles into birdfeeders they can take home. Face-painters will add to the fun. Staff from Tanglewood 4-H Camp will host several learning experiences that increase kids’ awareness of nature around them. In the Bug Zoo, wildlife educator Tony Sohns will share his infectious enthusiasm for anything that creeps, crawls, slithers, hops, or flies while giving a hands-on look at such critters as a hissing cockroach and a 250-legged giant millipede. Pony Express, which presents educational programs in schools throughout Maine, will bring some of the exotic animals they have rescued, including an alligator, ringtail lemur, and armadillo. Wild-Haven educators Barbara and Tomm Tomlinson will delight all ages with their hawks and owls and invite audience participation. The Bug Zoo and the Tomlinsons’ presentation are both generously sponsored by the Studios of Harry Smith in Camden.

Girl Scouts will be on hand to take orders for composing bins; Five Town Football will be collecting old cellphones and printer cartridges for recycling; and Peopleplace will be collecting gently used baby gear, children’s clothing, maternity clothing, books, toys, skis, bikes and furniture for their upcoming 50/50 Boutique fundraiser. Other exhibitors will include Critter Outfitter and Shepard Motors. Music will be provided in the afternoon by Mr. PC, a group made up of musicians Lincoln Blake, Phil Clement, and Dave Lewis.

Joining Plants Unlimited as sponsors of the Green Fair are Aldermere Farm, Citizens for a Green Camden, Coastal Mountains Land Trust, Merryspring Nature Center, Mid-Coast Audubon Society, The Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association, Midcoast Solid Waste Corporation, the Natural Resource Council of Maine, and the Maine State Planning Office. National sponsors are Green Plants for Green Buildings, The American Beauties (gardens featuring wildlife-friendly native plants), and Plant for the Planet: Billion Tree Campaign.

Green companies that will be represented at the fair include Coast of Maine, makers of organic compost-based specialty soils; Bradfield Organics, makers of fertilizers; Natural Weed ‘n Grass Killer; Serenade Garden Disease Control; Pharm Solutions, Inc., makers of organic pesticides; and Monterey Sluggo Plus, which controls a variety of pests from slugs to cutworms.

For more information and a complete schedule of all the presentations, visit www.plants-unlimited.com. 
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Tageszeitung (Germany): Hinter salzigen Mangroven

Die Männer von der Rangerstation Sharonkhola präsentieren stolz ihre Gewehre: einen Karabiner und ein Schnellfeuergewehr. Dann zeigen sie ihre Narben: Einen von ihnen hat beim Gefecht mit Holzdieben ein Schuss in die Wange getroffen. Der andere präsentiert die Stellen am Bein und am Bauch, wo ihn ein Bengaltiger angefallen hat: Ein "Maneater" sei das gewesen, ein Menschenfresser. Sie haben ihn getötet, klar.

Mit ihren Schilderungen wollen die Ranger der Sharonkhola-Station im Sundarbarns-Nationalpark vermitteln: Wir haben alles im Griff. Selbst der illegale Holzeinschlag sei hier, an der Südküste von Bangladesch, kein Problem mehr. Schließlich habe in der Hauptstadt Dhaka das Militär die Gewalt übernommen, und "für Korruption braucht es Politiker", erklärt lakonisch Alamgir Hossin, der Leiter der Station. Illegale Shrimpsfarmen, Wilderei? Alles unter Kontrolle. 

Das kann man glauben oder nicht. Auf der anderen Seite des Bhola-Flusses, nur 300 Meter von der Rangerstation entfernt, leuchten die blauen Plastikplanen, die die UNO an die Ärmsten der Armen verteilt hat. Dort haben sich die Überlebenden von Bogi, dem kleinen Fischerdorf, ihre neuen Unterkünfte gezimmert, seit ihr Dorf untergegangen ist. Der Ort lag im Zentrum des vernichtenden Zyklons "Sidr", der hier am 15. November vom Meer aufs Land traf. Mit 240 Stundenkilometern und einer Flutwelle von sechs Meter Höhe verwüstete er die Küste. In Bogi gab es in jeder Familie Tote, die Existenz der Dorfbewohner ist vernichtet. Nur weil immer wieder Hilfslieferungen eintreffen, haben sie bis jetzt überlebt.

Die Küstenbewohner kennen sich gut aus mit dem Klimawandel, denn sie sind seine Opfer: Früher waren die Stürme nicht so stark, sagen sie, früher stieg das Meer nicht so hoch, früher versalzten unsere Felder nicht. Denn früher lebten wir im Schutz der Sundarbarns.

Damit ist es wohl vorbei. Denn auch diese riesigen Mangrovensümpfe wurden Mitte November schwer getroffen. Noch immer liegen neben der Rangerstation die hohen Bäume kreuz und quer, wie der Sturm sie hinwarf. Ein Drittel des Baumbestands ist umgestürzt, schätzen die Männer. Ein schweres, 8 Meter langes Holzboot hat die Flutwelle 200 Meter weit vom Strand ins Land getragen und dort auf den Boden geschmettert, so brutal war der Sturm. Und noch etwas haben Hossins Männer trotz ihrer Gewehre nicht unter Kontrolle: das Salz. Denn die Sundarbarns, der größte und wertvollste Mangrovenwald der Welt, leiden unter zu viel Salzwasser: Seit das Nachbarland Indien den Oberlauf des Ganges gestaut hat, kommt nicht mehr genug Süßwasser in den Wald, der von der richtigen süß-salzigen Wassermischung lebt. Und seit der Meeresspiegel steigt, drückt das Meerwasser umso heftiger in die Auwälder.

Eine ökologische Katastrophe, die die Sundarbarns mit ihrer Artenvielfalt zerstört. Doch es geht um mehr als die Heimat von Bengaltiger und Flussdelphin. Denn die Sundarbarns sind die wichtigste Verteidigungslinie der Küstenbewohner gegen Hochwasser und Stürme. Ohne sie, die die Gewalt des Sturmes abgemildert haben, hätte "Sidr" noch weit mehr Unheil angerichtet, da sind sich alle Experten einig. Was für Holland die Deiche, sind für Bangladesch die Sundarbarns. Mit dem Unterschied, dass man Deiche erhöhen kann.

Die Deichanlage Sundarbarns jedoch bröckelt. Schon ein Anstieg des Meeres um 45 Zentimeter, hat die OECD bereits 2003 gewarnt, schädigt drei Viertel des Ökosystem nachhaltig. Wissenschaftler wie Atiq Rahman vom Bangladesh Center for Advanced Studies in Dhaka rechnen mit einem Anstieg des Meeresspiegels um einen Meter bis 2050. Das würde bedeuten, dass nicht nur die Sundarbarns verloren wären, sondern mit ihnen auch weite Küstenstreifen des flachen Schwemmlandes Bangladeschs. Dort leben 15 Millionen Menschen. Wo sollen sie hin?

"Jeder Vierte geht weg von hier", erzählt der Fischer Hemayet Uddin Panchayet. Der Sturm hat die Boote zerstört, die Männer sitzen auf dem Trockenen. Als "Sidr" heranrollte, waren sie gewarnt, aber sie glaubten nicht, dass es so schlimm werden würde. Das Wasser zerstörte alle Häuser, immer noch hängen Trümmer in den Wipfeln der Palmen. Wer konnte, kletterte in die Bäume und hielt sich fest. Manche haben selbst das nicht geschafft. "Meine beiden Söhne sind ertrunken", sagt die Bewohnerin Reba Begum leise, sie beginnt zu schluchzen. Jeder hier im Dorf hat eine ähnliche Geschichte: Verwandte, Freunde, den Hausstand, das Vieh, alles hat die Flutwelle weggerissen. Jetzt flicken sie ihre Häuser wieder zusammen, von denen sie wissen, dass sie den nächsten Sturm nicht aushalten werden.

Aber es gibt noch andere Gründe, wegzugehen, als die Angst vor dem Wetter. 80 Prozent der Reisernte sind zerstört, das Salzwasser drückt schon seit langem in die Felder. "Gemüse und auch Reis wachsen nicht mehr gut", sagt Momadaz Begum, eine andere Dorfbewohnerin, "und für Trinkwasser müssen wir jetzt eineinhalb Kilometer laufen, seit der Sturm unseren Teich überflutet hat." Für den Fischer Panchayet jedenfalls passt das, was passiert ist, "genau ins Bild davon, wie Klimawandel aussieht".

Pamela Metschar von der Hilfsorganisation Brot für die Welt ist erschüttert. Sie sitzt im Kreis der Frauen von Bogi auf einer blauen Plastikplane auf dem Boden. Seit Jahren unterstützt ihre Organisation die lokale NGO Prodipan. Die Nichtregierungsorganisation klärt die Menschen an der Küste über die ökologische Bedeutung der Sundarbarns auf, auch über Gefahren des Klimawandels und Gegenstrategien. Der 15. November hat die Fischer aus der Theorie in die Praxis katapultiert. Auch Pamela Metschar hat diese rasante Entwicklung überrascht. Sie denkt jetzt darüber nach, was an Hilfe in Zeiten des beschleunigten Klimawandels überhaupt noch sinnvoll ist. Jedes dritte Projekt in Bangladesch gilt in seinem Erfolg durch den Klimawandel gefährdet.

Klimaflüchtlinge gibt es auch anderswo. Doch nirgendwo sonst betrifft der Klimawandel so direkt so viele Menschen wie in Bangladesch. Hier spitzt sich die Situation wegen der Lage des Landes und der Armut immer weiter zu: Eingeklemmt zwischen dem Himalaja und den großen Flüssen Ganges, Brahmaputra und Meghna und genau in der Zugbahn der zerstörerischen Wirbelstürme aus der Bengalischen Bucht, ist das flache Land extrem verwundbar. Von Süden nagt das Meer an der Küste, in der zentralen Tiefebene laufen die Flüsse über - bei der großen Überschwemmung 1998 wurden auf einen Schlag 20 Millionen Menschen obdachlos -, und im Westen des Landes gibt es regelmäßig Dürren, weil sich die Regenzeiten verschieben. Hinzu kommen die Armut des Landes und das Versagen der staatlichen Verwaltung.

"Unsere Menschen sterben nicht am Klimawandel, sondern an Armut und Bildungsmangel", sagt Arjumand Habib, die Vizechefin des Zentrums für Sturmwarnung in der Hauptstadt Dhaka. "Wäre das hier Holland, gäbe es keine Toten", schimpft sie, "aber weil die Menschen sonst nichts zum Leben haben, bleiben sie bis zum letzten Moment bei ihren Häusern und ihren Tieren."

Saleemul Huq versucht der Katastrophe dennoch etwas Positives abzugewinnen. "Sidr hat 3.500 Menschen getötet. Das ist furchtbar, aber gleichzeitig ein Riesenerfolg", sagt der Wissenschaftler. Denn 1970 forderte ein Zyklon 300.000 Tote, 1991 gab es immer noch 135.000 Opfer. Der Bangladescher, der in London am Institut für Umwelt und Entwicklung arbeitet, plädiert dafür, das Schicksal seines Heimatlandes auch als Chance zu begreifen: Bangladesch könne anderen armen Staaten vormachen, wie man ein ganzes Land zum Thema Klimawandel mobilisieren könne. Wo die Betroffenen allerdings eine neue Heimat finden sollen, das weiß auch Huq nicht.

Atiq Rahman dagegen hat eine radikale Idee. "Warum retten die Industrienationen nicht die Menschen, die sie durch den Klimawandel töten?", fragt der große alte Mann der Umweltbewegung des Landes in seinem Büro in Dhaka provozierend. Gerade hat ihn das UN-Umweltprogramm Unep zum Champion of the World 2008 ernannt. "Jedes Unternehmen in einem Industrieland", schlägt er vor, "das mehr als 100.000 Tonnen Kohlendioxid im Jahr ausstößt, muss ein Dorf von Bangladeschern in seinem Land ansiedeln. Wir bringen den Menschen hier die Sprache ihres Landes bei, und wir schulen sie in dem, was sie dort brauchen." Rahman macht eine Pause und beobachtet, welche Wirkung seine Worte haben. Dann sagt er: "Ich mache keine Witze. Ich meine das todernst."

Die Fischer von Bogi wollen nicht wegziehen. Nicht in ein fernes und kaltes Industrieland, nicht in die Slums von Dhaka. Sie wollen neue Boote, um wieder zum Fischen hinausfahren zu können. Aber was, wenn der nächste Sturm wieder alles wegbläst? Das kann passieren, sagen sie. Wie stellen sie sich ihre Zukunft an diesem gefährlichen Ort vor? Die Menschen blicken auf den Boden zu ihren Füßen. Sie schweigen. 
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Das Parlament (German Bundestag magazine): "DAS PARLAMENT" interviewt Achim Steiner, UNPE-Direktor

 Vorabmeldung zu einem Interview in der nächsten Ausgabe der Wochenzeitung

„Das Parlament“ (Erscheinungstag: 31. März)

– bei Nennung der Quelle frei zur sofortigen Veröffentlichung –

 „Was wir heute erleben, ist ein Massenaussterben“ – Achim Steiner, Chef des UN-Umweltprogramms fordert in Wirtschaftspolitik mehr Rücksicht auf Entwicklungsländer und 2009 ein neues Rahmenabkommen zu Kyoto

Im Interview mit der Zeitung „Das Parlament“ warnt Achim Steiner, Generaldirektor des UN-Umweltprogramms UNEP (United Nations Environment Programm) vor einem dramatischen Rückgang der weltweiten Artenvielfalt: „Wir müssen verstehen, dass Leben, Überleben oder Verschwinden einer bestimmten Art Konsequenzen für das gesamte Ökosystem hat. Schon jetzt haben wir eine Rate des Aussterbens, die 1000 bis 10.000-fach höher ist als das natürliche Aussterben.“

Im Vorfeld der im Mai in Bonn stattfindenden 9. UN-Biodiversitätskonferenz (CBD) übt der UN-Umweltchef scharfe Kritik an der bisherigen Rolle der Industrieländer und wirft ihnen Verantwortungslosigkeit vor: „Viele Entwicklungsländer haben seit dem Gipfel in Rio de Janeiro das Gefühl, dass sie sich auf eine Reihe von internationalen Abkommen und Verpflichtungen eingelassen haben, sie aber das, was ihnen versprochen wurde nicht erhalten haben.“ Bei der Konferenz müsse daher erreicht werden, dass sich „die großen Industrie- und Pharmaunternehmen nicht länger an den Ökosystemen der Entwicklungsländer frei bedienen.“ Steiner weiter: „Was mich frustriert ist, dass aus Teilen der Wirtschaft und der Politik heraus eine Art gesellschaftspolitischer Verantwortungslosigkeit besteht“, die den Menschen noch immer vermittele, sie bräuchten sich nicht mit neuen Fakten auseinanderzusetzen.

Europa müsse aufpassen, in der Klimapolitik nicht den Anschluss zu verlieren, „in den USA ist eine enorme Welle an Forschung und Investitionen im Gang“, erklärt der UN-Umweltchef gegenüber „Das Parlament“. Unterdessen sei in China „die Umweltkrise so dramatisch geworden, dass selbst auf oberster Ebene politisch und wissenschaftlich verstanden wird, dass hier Handlungsbedarf besteht.“

Für 2009 fordert Steiner „ein neues Rahmenabkommen zu Kyoto“, dabei stünden Klimawandel und Artenvielfalt nicht in einem Konkurrenzverhältnis, sondern bedingten sich gegenseitig. Die Menschen spüren, dass es nicht um eine abstrakte Bedrohung gehe, sondern dass „wir uns an einem Punkt befinden, an dem wir wirklich unseren Wohlstand aber auch die Lebensgrundlagen unserer Kinder riskieren.“

(Die Zeitung „Das Parlament“ erscheint am 31. März 2008 mit einer Sonderausgabe zum Thema Biologische Vielfalt. Das Interview mit Achim Steiner, siehe auch unter www.bundestag.de, kann unter Angabe der Quelle genutzt werden).

Interview mit Achim Steiner, UNPE-Direktor

Ende Februar wurde in Norwegen ein  Lager für Samen von bis zu 4,5 Millionen Nutzpflanzen eröffnet  –  scherzhaft „Tresor des jüngsten Gerichts“ genannt. Zeichen des Fortschritts oder Science Fiction-Vision?

Es ist ein ernüchterndes Ereignis, wenn sich die Welt so einen Tresor für nachkommende Generationen schaffen muss. Andererseits ist es aber auch ermutigend, weil es zeigt, dass die Welt begriffen hat, dass sie die Artenvielfalt, die wir heute auf diesem Planeten haben, nicht riskieren kann. Aber es ist eine Illusion, dass man das genetische Material, das diesen Planeten ausmacht, sozusagen ins Fach legen könnte. 

Schätzungsweise gibt es weltweit 10 bis 30 Millionen Arten, nur zwei Millionen sind bekannt. Die Weltnaturschutzunion (IUCN) hat herausgefunden, dass pro Jahr rund 16.000 Tier und Pflanzenarten vom Aussterben bedroht sind. Ist die biologische Vielfalt wirklich bedroht?

Wir müssen verstehen, dass Leben, Überleben oder Verschwinden einer bestimmten Art nicht nur mit einer Art verbunden ist, sondern Konsequenzen für das ganze Ökosystem hat. Nun ist es für den Menschen  schwer zu verstehen, ob der Verlust eines Frosches oder eines Wurmes unbedingt geschichtsträchtig ist, aber nicht die Einzelart selbst, sondern das Gesamtspektrum ist wichtig. Daher haben wir auch den Begriff der Biodiversität entwickelt – die Artenvielfalt.

Artensterben hat es doch aber in der Evolution schon immer gegeben?

Wir haben jetzt schon eine Rate des Aussterbens, die 1.000 bis 10.000-fach höher ist als die so genannte „Hintergrundrate“, mit der ein „natürliches“ Aussterben in der Evolution bezeichnet wird. Was wir heute erleben, ist ein Massenaussterben. Aber wir sind an einem Punkt, an dem wir noch nicht einmal verstehen, wie wichtig viele Bestandteile dieser Artenvielfalt sind. Ich sehe daher eine zentrale Herausforderung: den Menschen die Biodiversität nahe bringen, selbst wenn deren Bedeutung einer Einzelperson nicht unbedingt bewusst ist. 

Was sind konkrete Beispiele für den Verlust von biologischer Vielfalt?

Wir haben beispielsweise ein massives Problem mit eingeschleppten Arten, den so genannten invasive aliens. Am Kap bei Südafrika sind zum Beispiel australische Buschpflanzen eingeführt worden, die heute die gesamte lokale Vegetation verdrängen. Sie wachsen schneller und verhindern dadurch das langsamere Wachstum lokaler Pflanzen.

Trotzdem reden nur wenige von der biologischen Vielfalt, aber alle vom Klimawandel. Warum?

Ich glaube der Klimawandel hat in der öffentlichen Diskussion eine zentrale Rolle eingenommen, weil er durch neue Erkenntnisse so akut geworden ist und wir zudem erstmals merken, dass dieses Phänomen unsere wirtschaftliche Handlungsfähigkeit bedroht. Das Investieren in natürliche Ressourcen ist Kern der Strategie mit Klimawandel umzugehen. Deswegen ist es enorm wichtig, den Menschen vermitteln zu können, dass Biodiversität nicht in einem Konkurrenzverhältnis zum Klimawandel steht, sondern sie sich gegenseitig bedingen.  

Welche Möglichkeiten gibt es, sowohl die Biodiversität zu fördern als auch dem Klima zu helfen?

Nehmen wir das Beispiel Wasser: Allein im Himalaya werden wir in den nächsten 30 Jahren der Großteil der Gletscher schmelzen.  Das heißt, der gesamte Wasserhaushalt gerät durcheinander. Deshalb müssen wir heute schon weltweit mit dem Management von Wasser beginnen –  Feuchtgebiete sind dabei ein enorm wichtiger Bestandteil, um sowohl Wasserstaukapazitäten zu schaffen als auch Natur und Artenvielfalt erhalten zu können. Zweitens müssen die Investition in Schutzgebiete erhöht werden, um die Funktionalität dieser natürlichen Systeme vor der blinden Entwicklung der letzten Jahrzehnte zu schützen. 

Der Weltklimarat IPCC hat verschiedene Zukunftsszenarien erarbeitet, mit dem Klimawandel umzugehen. Sie sind zwar kein Prophet: Welches Szenario halten Sie für 2020 am wahrscheinlichsten?

Ich arbeite auf der Basis, dass wir 2009 ein neues Rahmenabkommen zu Kyoto finden werden. Ich bin der Überzeugung, weder die Menschen noch die Wirtschaft werden letztendlich tolerieren, dass die Politik weiterhin hier nicht handelt. Ich glaube, das Historische an diesen Verhandlungen wird sein, dass wir zum ersten Mal ein effektives Abkommen mit  bis zu 195 Ländern abschließen müssen, um auf diesem Planeten wirklich weiterleben zu können.

Die Menschen spüren, dass wir hier nicht über eine abstrakte Bedrohung sprechen, sondern, dass wir uns an einem Punkt befinden, an dem wir wirklich unseren Wohlstand aber auch die Lebensgrundlagen für unsere Kinder riskieren.

Haben Sie den Eindruck, dass sich die Menschen weltweit der Problematik bewusst sind?

Natürlich hängt die Fähigkeit des Einzelnen, die Gesamtzusammenhänge zu verstehen, davon ab, inwieweit die Menschen überhaupt Zugang zu Informationen haben. Das Bewusstsein und auch das Interesse, diese Diskussion aktiver zu führen, ist jedoch in allen Ländern enorm gewachsen. Man muss sich immer wieder fragen, warum haben wir im Westen das Vorurteil, dass in China oder in den USA ein Desinteresse vorhanden ist. Das stimmt einfach nicht. In China ist die Umweltkrise inzwischen so dramatisch geworden, dass selbst auf oberster Ebene es nicht nur politisch, sondern auch wissenschaftlich verstanden wird, dass hier Handlungsbedarf besteht. Er wird letztlich ausschlaggebend dafür sein, ob China eine langfristige wirtschaftliche Entwicklung erlebt oder in immer mehr Krisen gerät – aufgrund der Umweltzerstörung.

Der „Stern-Report“ hat 2006 die wirtschaftlichen Folgen der globalen Erwärmung evaluiert. Sollte es das nicht auch für die Biodiversität geben?

Ein solcher Bericht entsteht gerade und wird bei der Vertragsstaatenkonferenz in Mai 2008 in Bonn vorgestellt. Er soll mit einem Bericht von UNEP verknüpft werden, der das Verhältnis von Umwelt und Volkswirtschaft in den nächsten zwei Jahren neu aufarbeiten soll. Wir müssen die wirtschaftlichen Instrumente schärfen, mit denen wir Verlust und Gewinn der Artenvielfalt bewerten können.

Der Klimawandel und die Energiediskussion haben gezeigt: Wir können es uns sehr wohl leisten, eine Transformation in Energiesystemen und Infrastrukturen herbeizuführen, ohne dass unsere Wirtschaft großen Schaden nimmt. In vielen Bereichen wird sie sogar effizienter und damit effektiver.

Im vergangenen Jahr hat Europa viel für den Klimaschutz getan. Sind jetzt nicht andere Industriestaaten gefordert?

Europa muss aufpassen, dass es sich nicht zu lange auf seinen Lorbeeren ausruht, in der Klimapolitik eine politische Führungsrolle gespielt zu haben. In Amerika ist eine enorme Welle an Forschung und Investitionen im Gange.

Wie wollen Sie die UN-Konferenz zur Biodiversität (CBD) zum Erfolg führen?

Das größte Hindernis, um bei der Biodiversität weiterzukommen, ist im Augenblick, das Vertrauen zwischen Entwicklungs- und Industrieländern zu verbessern. Viele Entwicklungsländer haben seit dem Gipfel in Rio de Janeiro das Gefühl, dass sie sich auf eine ganze Reihe von internationalen Abkommen und Verpflichtungen eingelassen haben, sie aber das, was ihnen versprochen wurde, nicht erhalten haben.

Fühlen sich die Entwicklungsländer  über den Tisch gezogen?

Ja, sie fühlen sich im Grunde ausgenutzt.  Deswegen sah man in den vergangenen fünf bis acht Jahren, bei vielen Entwicklungsländern diese nach außen hin schwer nachvollziehbare Skepsis gegenüber umweltpolitischen Initiativen. Was überhaupt nicht im Verhältnis zu dem steht, was häufig national läuft. Auf der CBD soll deshalb erreicht werden, dass die Entwicklungsländer stärker beteiligt werden. Es muss vermieden werden, dass sich die großen Industrie- und Pharmaunternehmen an den Ökosystemen der Entwicklungsländer frei bedienen, sich das Wissen patentieren lassen, aber nicht den wirtschaftlichen Nutzen angemessen teilen. Hier ist das Ineinandergreifen von Wirtschafts- und Umweltpolitik unabdingbar, denn es schafft erst den finanziellen Anreiz für den Schutz der Biodiversität.

Es gibt aber noch ganz andere Hindernisse für nachhaltige Entwicklung: Ein Großteil der Weltbevölkerung lebt schließlich von der Landwirtschaft...

Landwirtschaft ist manchmal ein politisch sehr emotional besetztes Feld. Aber wir haben auch in den vergangenen Jahren in Europa erlebt, dass sich Landwirtschaft positiv verändern kann. Zur Zeit erleben wir ja gerade das Phänomen explodierender Agrarpreise: Dafür gibt es viele kurzfristige Deutungen und schwierige Anpassungsprozesse. Mittelfristig würde ich sagen, dass wir uns einem realistischeren Preis nähern, der es uns ermöglicht, wachsende Agrarproduktion und Bedarf mit dem Prinzip der Nachhaltigkeit zu vereinbaren.

Sie werden täglich mit Horrorszenarien konfrontiert. Verzweifelt man da nicht manchmal?

Das wunderschöne an meiner Aufgabe als Exekutivdirektor von UNEP ist, dass ich weltweit einen Eindruck bekomme, wie das Genie Mensch mit den Herausforderungen umgeht. Der Grund warum ich mich einmal als „frustrierten Optimisten“ bezeichnet habe: Menschen beweisen tagtäglich überall auf der Welt, dass ein anderer Weg machbar ist. Nur er muss gesellschafts- und wirtschaftpolitisch ermöglicht, ermutigt und unterstützt werden. Wir sind eben am Beginn des 21. Jahrhunderts zum ersten Mal damit konfrontiert, dass die Vernachlässigung der Umwelt in den Kern unserer zukünftigen Entwicklungen hineinreicht. Wir sind keine Lemminge, sondern fähig, intelligent und vorausschauend zu handeln. Von daher bin ich Optimist.

Ist das nicht etwas zu idealistisch? 

Aus Idealismus schöpft man Kraft und Mut. Es ist nicht gleichzusetzen mit Naivität. Was mich frustriert ist, dass aus Teilen der Wirtschaft und der Politik heraus eine Art gesellschaftspolitische Verantwortungslosigkeit besteht, die den Menschen noch immer vermitteln will, sie bräuchten sich nicht mit neuen Fakten und Realitäten auseinanderzusetzen. Kernauftrag meiner Arbeit und der von UNEP ist deshalb, den Mythos, Wirtschaftspolitik und Umweltpolitik widersprächen sich, aufzulösen. Für unsere Zukunft auf diesem einmaligen Planeten ist das genaue Gegenteil der Fall.

Das Interview führten

Sebastian Hille und Annette Sach
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AFP: Une nouvelle carte mondiale de l'occupation des sols a été réalisée

PARIS 28 mars 2008

Une équipe de chercheurs français à la tête d'un consortium européen a réalisé à la demande de l'Agence spatiale européenne (ESA) une carte mondiale d'occupation des sols d'une précision inégalée, a annoncé vendredi l'un de ses auteurs. 

"Sur cette nouvelle carte, chaque pixel couvre 9 hectares, soit une surface dix fois plus fine que les précédents travaux", a indiqué à l'AFP Marc Leroy, ingénieur au CNES (Centre national d'études spatiales), qui dirigeait l'équipe chargée de ce projet.

La carte a été réalisée à partir d'images satellites acquises entre mai 2005 et avril 2006: 20 tera-octets de données ont été ainsi traitées - "l'équivalent de 20 millions d'ouvrages" souligne M. Leroy - pour classer les écosystèmes continentaux en 22 catégories différentes (forêt, zone agricole, prairie...).

Cette réalisation, financée par l'Agence spatiale européenne, constitue notamment un précieux outil de travail pour les agences de l'ONU chargées de la sécurité alimentaire et de la protection de l'environnement (FAO, PNUE) ainsi que pour les experts du GIEC sur le changement climatique.

Selon John Latham, un responsable de l'Agence des Nations unies pour l'agriculture et l'alimentation (FAO) auquel la carte était présentée récemment, "les cartes d'occupation des sols sont essentielles pour la gestion durable des ressources naturelles, la protection environnementale, la sécurité alimentaire, le changement climatique et les programmes humanitaires" a-t-il dit dans un communiqué.

Pour consulter la carte, avec possibilité de zoomer sur la zone d'intérêt: (http://postel.mediasfrance.org) 
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Other Environment News
Reuters: 'Kyoto II' climate talks open in Bangkok

Mon Mar 31, 2008 12:32am EDT

By Ed Cropley

BANGKOK, March 31 (Reuters) - The first formal talks in the long process of drawing up a replacement for the Kyoto climate change pact opened in Thailand on Monday with appeals to a common human purpose to defeat global warming.

"The world is waiting for a solution that is long-term and economically viable," U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki Moon said in a video address to the 1,000 delegates from 190 nations gathered in Bangkok.

The week-long meeting stems from a breakthrough agreement in Bali last year to start negotiations to replace Kyoto, which only binds 37 rich nations to cut emissions of greenhouse gases by an average of five percent from 1990 levels by 2012.

U.N. climate experts want the new pact to impose curbs on all countries, although there is wide disagreement about how to share the burden between rich nations led by the United States and developing countries such as China and India.

No major decisions are likely from the Bangkok talks, which are intended mainly to establish a timetable for more rounds of talks culminating in a United Nations Climate Change conference in Copenhagen at the end of next year.

"We see this as very much a process-oriented meeting," chief U.S. climate negotiator Harland Watson told reporters before the opening ceremony.

However, environmental groups are keeping a close eye on Bangkok for signs of sustained commitment by rich and poor countries alike to minimising global warming by curbing emissions of greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide.

"It's the first test of whether the goodwill and good intentions that were present in Bali are still there when they they get down to the hard negotiations," said Angela Anderson of the Washington-based Pew Environment Group.

TOUGH TALKS

Although the negotiations are likely to be tough and tortuous, a series of U.N. climate change reports last year highlighted the need to curb global warming.

One report in particular said it was more than 90 percent certain that human actions -- mainly burning fossil fuels -- were to blame for changes to the weather system that will bring more heatwaves, droughts, storms and rising seas.

One major issue to be tackled is the reluctance of big developing nations such as India and China to agree to any measures that might curb their rapid industrialisation.

Negotiators will also have to work out how to deal with the United States -- the only rich nation not to have signed up to Kyoto -- given that President George W. Bush will be leaving the White House after November's election.

Bush pulled the United States out of Kyoto in 2001, saying the pact would hurt the economy and was unfair since it excluded big developing nations from committing to emissions cuts.

The White House has since moderated its stance by saying it would accept emissions targets if all other big emitters do as well based on their individual circumstances.

This has tempered criticism, but green groups and many poorer nations say they don't expect much progress on a replacement climate pact until a new U.S. administration takes office in January 2009.

All three main presidential candidates are greener than Bush and back a cap-and-trade system to encourage business to curb carbon emissions.

The United Nations wants the new treaty to be in place by the end of 2009 to give companies and investors as much advance knowledge as possible of coming changes, and national parliaments time to ratify it before 2012, when Kyoto expires. (Editing by Darren Schuettler and John Chalmers)
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Reuters: FACTBOX-What are the U.N. Bangkok climate talks?

31 Mar 2008 05:05:11 GMT

Source: Reuters

March 31 (Reuters) - Delegates from up to 190 nations will meet in Bangkok from March 31-April 4 for the first round of U.N. talks on a sweeping new pact to fight climate change.

The Bangkok meeting, totalling about 1,000 delegates led by senior government officials, will be the first formal U.N. negotiations on a U.N. climate treaty since the Kyoto Protocol was negotiated from 1995-97.

* WHY IS A NEW TREATY NEEDED?

-- The U.N. Climate Panel last year blamed human activities, led by burning fossil fuels, for a warming that it said would bring ever more droughts, heatwaves, floods and rising seas.

The panel said that world emissions of greenhouse gases -- now rising fast -- would have to peak by about 2015 and then fall sharply to limit a rise in global temperatures to no more than 2 Celsius (3.6 Fahrenheit) above pre-industrial times.

Spurred by the panel's findings, governments agreed in Bali, Indonesia, in December 2007 to work out a new climate treaty by the end of 2009 to succeed Kyoto. Bangkok will be the first stop on the "Bali roadmap".

* SO WHAT'S WRONG WITH THE KYOTO PROTOCOL?

-- Kyoto obliges 37 developed nations to cut greenhouse gas emissions by an average of at least 5 percent below 1990 levels by 2012. The Bangkok talks will be about widening action to all nations.

Every rich country except the United States has ratified Kyoto. President George W. Bush rejected the pact in 2001, saying it would cost U.S. jobs and unfairly omitted 2012 emissions targets for developing nations such as China and India.

The Bush administration has agreed to take part in talks on a long-term treaty even though many details will be agreed after Bush steps down in January 2009. The main U.S. presidential candidates say they are committed to stepping up U.S. action.

Developing nations say they are willing to do more to curb the growth of their emissions -- but reject Kyoto-style caps because they need to use more energy to reduce poverty.

* WHAT WILL BE ACHIEVED IN BANGKOK?

-- Bangkok's main task is to agree a work programme for the next two years -- the details may show how urgently governments want to tackle climate change. After Bangkok, negotiators will meet in Bonn in June, again in August in a city yet to be decided and environment ministers will meet in Poznan, Poland, in December. Bangkok is symbolically important as the first step on the road to a deal to be agreed in Copenhagen in late 2009.

* BUT KYOTO RUNS TO 2012: WHAT'S THE HURRY?

-- The United Nations says that a new treaty needs to be in place by the end of 2009 to give national parliaments time to ratify before Kyoto runs out. A big worry is that it took two years to negotiate Kyoto and then eight to get it ratified.

And investors need time -- a power company trying to decide whether to build a coal-fired plant or a wind farm wants to know the rules on greenhouse gas emissions as soon as possible.

* WHAT ARE THE STUMBLING BLOCKS TO A NEW TREATY?

-- A main issue will be how to ensure a fair share-out of the burden of curbs on greenhouse gases between rich and poor.

Developing nations want more green technologies, credits for slowing deforestation and far more aid to help them adapt to the impact of climate change such as droughts and rising seas.

-- For Reuters latest environment blogs click on: http://blogs.reuters.com/environment/ (Writing by Alister Doyle; Editing by David Fogarty) 
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AFP: Climate change talks open in Bangkok

2 hours ago

BANGKOK (AFP) — Top climate brokers from more than 160 nations launched a new round of talks in Bangkok on Monday aimed at setting out a plan for the most ambitious treaty yet for battling global warming.

Opening the five-day meeting with a video message, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon urged countries to work together to find a solution to climate change.

"The state of our planet requires you to be ambitious in what you aim for and in how hard you work to reach agreement," he said.

Meeting for the first time since marathon negotiations in Bali, Indonesia late last year, delegates at the UN-led talks will thrash out a plan toward a new global pact on slashing greenhouse gas emissions and battling climate change.

The deadline for reaching a new accord is at the end of 2009. Individual countries would then need to ratify it before their current commitments under the existing Kyoto Protocol to cut emissions expire in 2012.

Although rich and poor nations now generally agree that the world must take action to halt climate change, they are divided on how to go about it.

The United States, which never ratified the Kyoto deal, is pushing for fast-developing nations like India, China and Brazil to sign up to binding carbon emissions cuts, while the European Union wants industrialised countries to take the lead. 
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The Guardian (UK): U.N. climate talks to test U.S. shifts

•
Reuters

•
Friday March 28 2008 

By Alister Doyle, Environment Correspondent

OSLO, March 28 (Reuters) - Up to 190 nations will start work on a new U.N. climate treaty in Bangkok on Monday, in a test of how far the world has progressed after years of deadlock highlighted by a U.S. outburst about a duck in 2005.

"If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, then it is a duck," chief U.S. climate negotiator Harlan Watson said in Montreal, denouncing what he called a veiled bid to launch negotiations on a pact to combat global warming.

Opposed to the start of any negotiations, he gathered up his papers and walked out of a late-night United Nations meeting, leaving the other, stunned delegates around the table. He returned only the next day after concessions were made.

Less than three years later, Watson will sit down for the March 31-April 4 meeting in Bangkok with many of the same officials who were in Canada to start negotiations due to end in late 2009 with a tough global treaty to fight climate change.

But questions remain over whether the United States, the only rich country opposed to caps on emissions of greenhouse gases under the U.N.'s Kyoto Protocol, has really changed or is merely being dragged into negotiations.

Bangkok may also give signs about how far developing nations led by China and India are willing to go in rein in their rising emissions, mainly from burning fossil fuels. They worry that any curbs could slow their economic growth.

"I think the U.S. really has changed," Yvo de Boer, head of the U.N. Climate Change Secretariat in Bonn, told Reuters. He also praised willingness by developing nations to act. 

He said U.S. President George W. Bush had come to office in 2001 saying scientists disagreed about whether climate change was a threat but now saw it as a serious problem.

A main spur for urgency has been the U.N. Climate Panel, which said last year it was at least 90 percent sure human activities were to blame for a warming that will bring more floods, heatwaves, droughts and rising seas.

FLEXIBILITY

"I think we have demonstrated a lot of flexibility," Watson told Reuters. "We never think we get enough credit -- nor enough credit for what we have been doing all along."

Washington has made big investments in technologies such as hydrogen even though it opposes Kyoto, which obliges 37 rich nations to cut emissions by 5 percent below 1990 levels by 2008-12. A new treaty would seek to involve all countries.

Watson said he did not remember his exact words about the duck in Montreal but said they were along the lines of the quote above. In a joking protest, environmentalists bought yellow plastic ducks and handed them to delegates.

Montreal ended with agreement to start an informal "dialogue" on actions to fight climate change, specifying at U.S. insistence that it was not a prelude to negotiations.

The WWF environmental group said the United States, long the top emitter of greenhouse gases but being caught by China, had been forced into a corner by rising worries about climate change and a more assertive approach by poorer nations such as China.

The United States was the last to drop objections to the launch of negotiations at U.N. talks in Bali, Indonesia, in December 2007 -- and only after its delegates were booed.

"They were totally isolated and they couldn't stomp out of the room any more," said Martin Hiller of the WWF.

"The United States has been dragged kicking and screaming all the way," said John Lanchbery, principal climate advisor to the British Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.

"All that will change at the end of the year," he said, noting that Republican presidential candidate John McCain and Democratic hopefuls Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton favoured tougher action.

Still, Watson predicted the next president would face demands by Congress for tougher action by nations such as China and India in return for any U.S. curbs on greenhouse gases. "I think that's going to be a bottom-line requirement," he said.

De Boer also said many developing nations were making concessions. "China and India have not been reluctant to act on climate change, but they have objected to having commitments imposed on them that would hurt their economic growth," he said.

-- For Reuters latest environment blogs click on: http://blogs.reuters.com/environment/ (Editing by Timothy Heritage)
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International Herald Tribune: Moving on the low carbon road 

By Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, Donald Tusk and Anders Fogh Rasmussen

Sunday, March 30, 2008 

A meeting of United Nations member states in Bangkok on Monday to discuss climate change is the first in a series this year at which the action plan adopted at the UN Climate Change Conference in Bali, Indonesia, in December 2007, will be translated into concrete steps on the road to a new global climate change agreement.

We, the president of Indonesia and the prime ministers of Poland and Denmark, have decided to join forces in a coordination group at the highest political level. Our goal is to facilitate an ambitious climate change agreement in Copenhagen in 2009.

We intend to push for action, keep up momentum, maintain strategic guidance and provide a channel for the engagement of the top political level in support of the negotiations.

The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, adopted in 1992, enjoys almost universal membership. It stands as the only global negotiation framework.

Now, the time has come to implement the ultimate objective of this treaty - the stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous climate change.

It is the obvious case for a global solution agreed within the United Nations. No country can effectively address the problem by itself, yet no agreement will serve its purpose unless every country signs up.

The negative impact of climate change affects all aspects of life and all parts of our societies. Recognizing that access to energy is the key to economic growth and welfare, the challenge is to find a solution that responds adequately to the climate issue in a cost-effective way, not hampering but promoting sustainable economic growth and paving the way for a future low-carbon society.

Indeed a new agreement, introducing deep cuts in global emissions, should lend fresh impetus to the global push towards low-carbon economies and sustainable development.

This implies a multifaceted approach engaging not only traditional environment and energy policies, but also a variety of other crucial policy areas. Indonesia acknowledged this fact at the Bali Conference by engaging environment ministers as well as ministers of finance and trade.

The agenda is so broad and challenging that engagement at the highest political level is crucial for achieving progress and timely completion of negotiations on a new global agreement.

The high-level event in New York in September 2007, convened by the UN secretary general, proved that leaders around the world are ready to engage and live up to the challenge. Bali gave us the Action Plan with a clear timeline. From Bali, the torch goes to Poznan, Poland, the host of the UN Climate Change Conference in December 2008. Poznan will set out the main architecture of a new agreement. And from Poznan the torch goes to Copenhagen, where the agreement must be finalized in 2009.

Time is short, but the timeline is clear. If leaders around the world continue to recognize the urgency and the need for global action, success is in our reach. We may not all live to see the positive effects, but future generations will benefit from what we accomplish within the next two years.

Although Indonesia, Poland and Denmark represent different approaches due to different levels of development, they pursue to transpose a shared goal of tackling climate change into global and concerted actions.

In the Convention, we have all acknowledged that an effective and appropriate international response to climate change provides for all countries to participate in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities and their social and economic conditions.

This is the basis for the Bali Action Plan and for our work towards 2009. It has been recognized that a new agreement should contribute to and never be a barrier to sustainable development and poverty alleviation.

On the contrary, an agreement should encourage all countries to pursue a low-carbon development path, respecting their different levels of development.

The transition to low-carbon economies with the use of market-based financial mechanisms offers prosperous opportunities for all parties and for the global cooperation to halt climate change.

Climate change is a defining issue of our era. Today's leaders will be remembered by their actions on this issue.

We encourage all segments of society to engage in finding the solutions that will work. We need the business and industry communities to apply all their dynamics in the effort to develop and apply low carbon and energy efficiency technologies. We need intensified research and development work to introduce new promising technologies into the market and science to help us better understand and address the problem.

And we need the support and engagement of citizens throughout the world in the endeavor to turn this colossal challenge into an opportunity for prosperity of present and future generations.

In short, we encourage every country and every citizen to start the low-carbon future now. This is what it will take to reach our common goal in 2009.

We call on all world leaders to join our cause and help us achieve our common goal.

Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono is the president of Indonesia; Donald Tusk is the prime minister of Poland, and Anders Fogh Rasmussen is the prime minister of Denmark.
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IHT: With time running out, world governments start talks on halting greenhouse gases

The Associated Press

BANGKOK, Thailand: Climate negotiators opened urgent talks Monday on crafting a complex international agreement by 2009 that can slash the greenhouse gases threatening the planet while ensuring the world's economy can keep growing.

Representatives from 163 countries launched a weeklong, United Nations-led meeting on the nuts-and-bolts of an international agreement to replace the 1997 Kyoto global warming protocol after its first phase expires in 2012.

Delegates are racing to rein in greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide, which are blamed for the rise in global temperatures. Scientists say emissions need to be reduced to avoid the worst effects of warming, which they say could lead to droughts, floods, higher sea levels and worsening storms.

"Saving our planet requires you to be ambitious in what you aim, and, equally, in how hard you work to reach your goal," U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon told delegates in a video message.

"Decisive action in the next few decades can still prevent some of the worst predictions from becoming a reality," said. "The world is waiting for solutions that are long-term and economically viable."

Yvo de Boer, executive secretary of the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change, which is hosting the Thailand meeting, told delegates their challenge over the next two years would be to negotiate an agreement that ensures that greenhouse gases stabilize over the "next 10 to 15 years" and "dramatically cut back" by the middle of the century.

He also said delegates would have to help nations adapt to the deadly effects of climate change, which threaten billions of people worldwide. Among the measures expected to be discussed are speeding up the transfer of technology from rich to poor nations as well as agreeing on a formula for providing financial assistance.

Delegates at climate talks in December on the island of Bali agreed to launch the current talks.

"The Bali outcome created huge public expectations for strengthened international action on climate change by 2009," de Boer said.

"We now stand at the dawn of a very busy 1 1/2 years in the climate change process and we need to respond to those expectations," he said.

All participating governments, including the United States, agree that emissions need to be reduced to avert environmental catastrophe. But major polluters remain far apart over how best to achieve these goals.

Disputes are expected over how to help poor countries adapt to environmental changes through technology transfers from rich nations. Countries also will discuss how to halt the destruction of forests that help absorb greenhouse gases.

The EU has proposed that industrialized countries slash emissions by 25 percent to 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020. The U.S., which is one of the world's top polluters, has repeatedly rejected mandatory national reduction targets of the kind agreed to in the Kyoto Protocol a decade ago.

Japan, which is struggling to meet its emissions-cut obligations under the Kyoto pact, is looking for less stringent conditions this time around. It has talked of using 2005 rather than 1990 as the baseline for reductions and is campaigning for industry-based emission caps.

Another contentious issue will be which countries will be required to make emission cuts. The United States argues it should not have to make cuts that would hurt its economy unless China and India agree to do the same.

"The primary concern is the so-called leakage issue," U.S. negotiator Harlan Watson told The Associated Press. "If you take commitments and you have energy-intensive industries, they might want to move to other countries which don't have commitments."

China has argued that developed countries must take the lead in reducing pollution because their unrestrained emissions over the past century contributed significantly to global warming.

On the Net:

Conference site: http://unfccc.int/2860.php
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CNN: World summit turns to greenhouse gases

BANGKOK, Thailand (AP) -- Climate negotiators facing the daunting challenge of controlling global warming without damaging the world economy gathered Monday in Thailand for their first talks since agreeing in December to complete a climate change pact in two years.

Representatives from 163 countries were to launch a weeklong, United Nations-led meeting on the nuts-and-bolts of an international agreement to replace the 1997 Kyoto global warming pact after its first phase expires in 2012.

Delegates are racing to rein in greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide, which are blamed for the rise in global temperatures. Scientists say emissions need to be reduced to avoid the worst effects of warming, which they say could lead to drought, floods, higher sea levels and worsening storms.

The process, however, has been fraught with disagreements over which countries should take the lead to reduce greenhouse gases by as much as half by 2050.

Yvo de Boer, executive secretary of the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change, which is hosting the Thailand meeting, said Sunday that the challenge was how to halt and eventually decrease emissions in an economically viable and politically equitable way.

All governments, including the United States, agree emissions need to be reduced to avert environmental catastrophe. But major polluters remain far apart over how best to achieve these goals.

Disputes are expected over how to help poor countries adapt to environmental changes through technology transfers from rich nations. Countries also will discuss how best to halt the destruction of forests that help absorb greenhouse gases.

The EU has proposed that industrialized countries slash emissions by 25 to 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020. The U.S., which is one of the world's top polluters, has repeatedly rejected mandatory national reduction targets of the kind agreed to under the Kyoto Protocol a decade ago.

Japan, which is struggling to meet its emissions-cut obligations under the Kyoto pact, is looking for less stringent conditions this time around. It has talked of using 2005 rather than 1990 as the baseline for reductions and is campaigning for industry-based emission caps.

Another contentious issue will be which countries will be required to make emission cuts. The United States argues it should not have to make cuts that would hurt the U.S. economy unless China and India agreed to the same.

advertisement

"The primary concern is the so-called leakage issue," U.S. negotiator Harlan Watson told The Associated Press. "If you take commitments and you have energy intensive industries, they might want to move to other countries which don't have commitments."

China has argued that developed countries must take the lead in reducing pollution because their unrestrained emissions over the past century contributed significantly to global warming. 
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Reuters: U.N. human rights body turns to climate change

By Laura MacInnis

GENEVA (Reuters) - Climate change could erode the human rights of people living in small island states, coastal areas and parts of the world subjected to drought and floods, the U.N. Human Rights Council said on Friday.

In its first consideration of the issue, the 47-member forum endorsed a resolution stressing that global warming threatens the livelihoods and welfare of many of the world's most vulnerable people.

The proposal from the Maldives, Comoros, Tuvalu, Micronesia and other countries called for "a detailed analytical study of the relationship between climate change and human rights", to be conducted by the Office of the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights, headed by Louise Arbour.

"Until now, the global discourse on climate change has tended to focus on the physical or natural impacts of climate change," the Maldives' ambassador to the United Nations in Geneva, Abdul Ghafoor Mohamed, told the session.

"The immediate and far-reaching impact of the phenomenon on human beings around the world has been largely neglected," he said. "It is time to redress this imbalance by highlighting the human face of climate change."

U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has made the fight against climate change one of his top priorities, and encouraged all U.N. agencies to incorporate it into their work.

Experts say global warming could cause rising sea levels and intense storms, droughts and floods which would restrict access to housing, food and clean water for millions of people.

The Human Rights Council, which wraps up its latest four-week session in Geneva on Friday, also agreed to appoint an independent expert to assess countries' human rights obligations linked to safe drinking water and sanitation.

Under the resolution introduced by Germany and Spain, that expert will clarify what can be done to stop discrimination in their provision.

"This issue is very important for quite a large number of people," Doru Romulus Costea, Romania's ambassador who serves as council president, told a news briefing.

Russia voiced concern that the council's foray into water and sanitation issues may unduly stretch its agenda and complicate its work, and Canadian diplomat Sarah Geh stressed that setting up the post did not create a human right to water.

U.N. member countries have set a goal of halving the proportion of people who lack access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation services -- such as toilets -- by 2015.

(Editing by Stephanie Nebehay and Alastair Sharp)
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Reuters: "Earth Hour" goes global

Sun Mar 30, 2008 12:05am EDT

By Jeremy Lovell and Eric Auchard

LONDON/SAN FRANCISCO (Reuters) - The Sydney Opera House to San Francisco's Golden Gate Bridge went dark as people switched off lights in their homes and skylines dimmed around the world on Saturday to show concern with global warming.

Up to 30 million people were expected to have turned off their lights for 60 minutes by the time "Earth Hour" -- which started in Suva in Fiji and Christchurch in New Zealand -- completed its cycle westward.

More than 380 towns and cities and 3,500 businesses in 35 countries signed up for the campaign that is in its second year after it began in 2007 in Sydney, Australia's largest city.

"Earth Hour shows that everyday people are prepared to pull together to find a solution to climate change. It can be done," said James Leape of WWF International, which was running the campaign.

Lights at Sydney's Opera House and Harbour Bridge were lowered as Australians held candle-lit beach parties, played poker by candlelight and floated candles down rivers.

In Bangkok, some of the city's business districts, shopping malls and billboards went dark, although street lights stayed on. One major hotel invited guests to dine by candle light and reported brisk business.

In Copenhagen, the Tivoli Gardens and the Royal Palace and the opera darkened for an hour, along with many street lights.

"In the central square a lot of people were standing looking at the stars," said Ida Thuesen, spokeswoman for WWF Denmark. "It's not often you can see the stars in a city."

GOOGLE GOES DARK

In a tip of its virtual hat to the event, the background of Google's home page turned to black from white on more than a dozen country sites including Google.com. A message on the site read: "We've turned the lights out. Now it's your turn." and directed visitors to conserve energy when using computers.

Floodlights went out at landmarks in Budapest, including its castle, cathedral and parliament.

In Britain, 26 town and city councils signed up to switch off nonessential lights as did several historic buildings, including Prince Charles' private residence Highgrove House, London City Hall, Winchester Cathedral and the Government Communication Headquarters radio monitoring station. The south coast town of Brighton turned off the lights on its pier.

The movement crossed the Atlantic to the United States and Canada, where the 1,815-foot (553-metre) CN Tower in Toronto and the surrounding skyline were plunged into temporary darkness.

In Toronto, many restaurants offered candlelight dining. The golden arches at a corner McDonalds were dark, though the restaurant itself was brightly lit. Supporters held "dark parties," glow-in-the-dark soccer games and lantern walks.

News helicopters swooped low over city streets, where banks had switched off the neon signs atop their skyscrapers.

Landmarks such as San Francisco's Golden Gate Bridge and Chicago's Sears Tower went dark in the closing hours of Saturday's round-the-world event.

"It is not just about turning off the lights, it is about raising awareness," San Francisco Mayor Gavin Newsom said. "Energy efficiency is low-hanging fruit. Energy efficiency is the easiest thing we can do" to reduce global warming.

Buildings account for about one-third of the carbon emissions that scientists say will boost global average temperatures by between 1.4 and 4.0 degrees Celsius this century, bringing floods and famines and putting millions of lives at risk.

Organizers of Earth Hour said that while switching off a light for one hour would have little impact on carbon emissions, the fact that so many people were taking part showed how much interest and concern at the climate crisis had taken hold. They said they plan a similar event March 28, 2009.

(Additional reporting by Michael Perry and James Thornhill in Sydney, Chisa Fujioka in Tokyo, Ploy Chitsomboon in Bangkok and Alister Doyle in Oslo, and Janet Guttsman, Renato Andrade and Patricia Launt in Toronto; editing by Doina Chiacu) 
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Reuters: Aussies turned on by Earth Hour switch-off -poll

Sun Mar 30, 2008 9:52am BST

By James Thornhill

SYDNEY (Reuters) - More than half of Australian adults switched off their lights in major cities on Saturday as part of Earth Hour to raise awareness about climate change, organizers of the event said, citing a poll.

Cities across Australia took part in Earth Hour 2008, with iconic buildings including Sydney's Opera House and Harbour Bridge to Melbourne's Flinders Street station switching their lights off at 8 p.m. local time.

Around the globe, up to 30 million people were expected to have turned off their lights for 60 minutes by the time "Earth Hour" -- which started in Suva in Fiji and Christchurch in New Zealand -- completed its cycle westward.

More than 380 towns and cities and 3,500 businesses in 35 countries signed up for the campaign that is in its second year after it began in 2007 in Sydney, Australia's largest city.

In Canada, the 1,815-foot (553-metre) CN Tower in Toronto and the surrounding skyline were plunged into temporary darkness. In the United States, landmarks such as San Francisco's Golden Gate Bridge and Chicago's Sears Tower went dark in the closing hours of the event.

In the poll of more than 3,000 Australian householders, researchers found that 58 percent said they had at least switched their lights off for the hour, said global conservation group WWF, which coordinated the event.

Respondents to the poll by research consultants AMR International were less prepared to switch off the television, with only 30 percent doing so, although 46 percent said they had unplugged other household appliances.

"The overwhelming support for Earth Hour from Australians across the country has amazed us and shows the willingness of both business and individuals to start cutting emissions," said WWF-Australia Earth Hour Director, Andy Ridley.

"The polling only targeted people over 18 years of age and, given the popularity of Earth Hour among kids, the actual number of participants is likely to be much higher," he said in a statement.

In Bangkok, Earth Hour saved 73.3 megawatts of electricity, Deputy Bangkok Governor Banasopit Mekvichai told Reuters.

"Or simply put, about 2 million fluorescent lights were off," Banasopit said.

The lights were switched off on six main roads and three of the city's landmarks were also left in darkness, including the Temple of Dawn, the Rama VIII bridge and Ratchadamnoen Avenue.

In the southern New Zealand city Christchurch, energy distribution company Orion said power consumption dropped 12.8 percent during Earth Hour.

(Additional reporting by Ploy Chitsomboon; Editing by David Fogarty) 
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BBC: Cities switch off for environment

Cities around the world have been turning out the lights for an hour to highlight the threat of climate change.

Sydney was the first major city to begin "Earth Hour", when at 2000 (0900 GMT), lights went out on landmarks like the Opera House and Harbour Bridge.

Lights were then turned off in Bangkok, Manila, Budapest, Copenhagen and Dublin as those cities joined the effort.

Toronto, Chicago, San Francisco were among several hundred cities in 35 countries taking part in the event.

Critics have dismissed the event as a gimmick that will have little effect.

Australians marked Earth Hour by holding candle-lit beach parties, dinners and poker games, while traditional Aboriginal torchlight performances were also held.

And in New Zealand, thousands of homes and more than 100 business in Christchurch turned out the lights.

WWF Thailand said the switch-off in Bangkok saved 73.34 megawatts of electricity, which would have produced 45.8 tonnes of carbon dioxide.

Public pressure

The initiative began in Sydney last year when an estimated two million residents took part, cutting energy usage by more than 10% for the hour.

Organisers estimate that 380 towns and cities are taking part.

In Britain, 26 councils dimmed lights, as did Prince Charles' private residence, Highgrove House and Winchester cathedral.

On the south coast, Brighton turned off the lights on its pier, and in London - which was not officially involved - lights were turned down at City Hall.

In the Irish capital, Dublin, the floodlights were turned off at the Custom House, the home of the Environment Department.

But in the city's financial district many lights were left on.

"The banks should have embraced this wholeheartedly and they didn't," said Cathy Flanagan, an Earth Hour organiser in the city. "But it's a start. Maybe next year."

In Copenhagen, people enjoyed a rare chance to gaze at the night sky.

"It's not often you can see the stars in a city," said local Earth Hour spokeswoman Ida Thuesen.

Kyoto change

Organisers insist the aim of Earth Hour is to show that communities care passionately about climate change and want to keep up the pressure on governments to act decisively.

Andy Ridley of the WWF, which is behind the initiative, says interest has been immense.

"We're aware of villages in Norfolk in England that are doing Earth Hour and we're aware of the big cities like Chicago and Sydney that are doing it," he told the BBC.

Internet search engine Google turned its normal white homepage black.

Australia is one of the world's worst per capita emitters of greenhouse gases and many believe recent droughts and floods are the result of man's destabilising influence on the climate, the BBC's Phil Mercer reports from Sydney.

New Prime Minister Kevin Rudd has made the environment one of his priorities, signing up to the Kyoto Protocol on tackling climate change soon after he took office.
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BBC: Call for curbs on Antarctic ships

By Richard Black

Environment correspondent, BBC News website

M/S Explorer. Image: AP

The stricken M/S Explorer sank off the Antarctic coast in November

Environmental campaigners are calling for greater restrictions on shipping around Antarctica in order to prevent damage to its unique ecosystems.

More tourists than ever before are visiting Antarctica, some in ships not designed for the harsh conditions.

Campaigners say the sinking of the M/S Explorer last year was a wake-up call.

The Antarctic and Southern Ocean Coalition (ASOC) is asking the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) to strengthen its rules.

The IMO's environment committee is meeting this week in London.

"The IMO is the only body that can agree stringent vessel standards, equipment and procedures in order to protect human life and the marine environment for all vessels using Antarctic waters," said James Barnes, ASOC's executive director.

ASOC and its allies are calling for the banning from Antarctic waters of ships that use heavy oil as fuel. They want to see tighter restrictions on the discharge of sewage and grey water, and a requirement that all vessels entering the region are strengthened to withstand icy conditions.

International rescue

So enticing is the lure of the White Continent that Antarctic tourism has grown about five-fold in the last 15 years.

Figures from the International Association of Antarctica Tour Operators suggest that 37,552 tourists visited Antarctica during 2006-07, the majority arriving by sea.

ASOC is concerned that many of the vessels carrying them are not ice-strengthened. This makes serious accidents more likely, and increases the risk of an oil spillage if a ship gets into trouble.

Green Room: James Barnes

They have documented six incidents in little more than a year which carried a risk of major contamination, the most notable being the holing of the M/S Explorer - probably by an iceberg - which resulted in the vessel sinking and an international rescue mission for passengers and crew.

Antarctica is the unique home to several varieties of penguin, an important base for others such as seals, and a vital feeding ground for whales.

"It's fragile, hostile at times, yet staggeringly beautiful," said Vassili Papastavrou, a biologist with the International Fund for Animal Welfare (Ifaw) which is backing ASOC's bid.

"You just don't get such abundance of wildlife in an undisturbed environment anywhere else in the world."

Oil impact

Antarctica is heavily regulated by the Antarctic Treaty and its various protocols and annexes.

SIX NEAR MISSES

Nisshin Maru and support vessels. Image: Greenpeace

November 2006: tourist ship M/V Lyubov Orlova runs aground in South Shetlands

January 2007: the M/V Nordkapp, also carrying tourists, spills fuel during a grounding

February 2007: Japanese whaling ship Nisshin Maru (above) suffers a serious fire, eventually limping back to port

November 2007: M/V Explorer, holed probably by an iceberg, sinks off the Antarctic Peninsula, with 100 people rescued

December 2007: yet another tourist vessel, the M/V Fram, loses power and drifts into an iceberg

December 2007: fishing boat Argos Georgia drifts among ice floes for 15 days after losing power

They ban mineral exploitation, limit uses of the continent to "peaceful purposes", and require member governments to protect the unique environment.

But the treaty has only 46 members, and governments broadly supporting the bid for greater regulations - including the UK - will have to convince the much larger IMO membership that the extra curbs are necessary.

Requiring ice-strengthening and banning ships fuelled by heavy oil would have an impact on businesses currently operating in the region, according to John Shears, head of the Environment and Information Division at the British Antarctic Survey (BAS) and senior environmental advisor to the UK delegation at Antarctic Treaty meetings.

"BAS's ice-strengthened research vessels use marine gas oil, which is like diesel fuel, and if it spills it will evaporate and disperse quickly in the sea," he told BBC News.

"A spill of heavy fuel oil would have a more significant environmental impact because the fuel coalesces in the cold water and is very persistent, making it exceptionally difficult to clean up.

"A ban would certainly affect some of the very large cruise ships."

The meeting of the IMO's Maritime Environment Protection Committee runs until Friday.

Richard.Black-INTERNET@bbc.co.uk
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IRIN: THAILAND: Government planning to cut CO2 emissions by 15-20 percent

30 Mar 2008 11:13:10 GMT

Source: IRIN

Reuters and AlertNet are not responsible for the content of this article or for any external internet sites. The views expressed are the author's alone.

BANGKOK, 30 March 2008 (IRIN) - Extreme weather conditions, rising sea levels and health problems potentially related to environmental pollution have prompted Thailand's new government to draft a plan that will require major industrial companies to cut carbon dioxide emissions by 15-20 percent.

The plan, which should be completed in the next few months but still lacks a firm timeline for implementation, focuses on power producers, refineries, petrochemical firms and transportation companies, said Tawarath Sutabutr, director of the Energy Ministry's policy and strategy coordination office.

"There is a new emphasis on reducing emissions as global warming has become a major issue," Tarawath said. "We must step up our energy efficiency to the top tier."

Growing concerns over the adverse effects of climate change in Thailand have prompted the government and private sector in this middle-income, manufacturing-based country to beef up efforts to reduce emissions. But environmental activists, including Greenpeace and other local groups, say the government can do more to mandate stricter environmental standards.

Thailand is the seventh largest emitter of carbon dioxide in Asia, emitting 4.2 tonnes of carbon into the atmosphere per person per year, according to the UN Development Programme (UNDP) - more than in both China (3.8 tonnes) and India (1.2 tonnes).

Tougher stance

The first major efforts to restrict emissions after decades of industrialisation occurred last year when the government took a tougher line on new petrochemical projects in one of the country's largest industrial estates, Map Ta Phut, in Rayong Province.

The investments were given the green light only after the country's two major petrochemical players - PTT and Siam Cement - agreed to make drastic cuts in nitrogen oxide and sulfur dioxide emissions, as well as reduce the level of volatile organic compounds that were feared to cause cancer among local villagers.

Even so, environmentalists said the country's Power Development Plan drafted last year did not go far enough to reduce emissions from power plants. The Thai chapter of Greenpeace has argued that the Energy Ministry overestimates the country's power demand, disregards more efficient technology like co-generation power plants, and has failed to mandate energy-saving techniques.

Besides trying to reduce emissions, Thai efforts to prepare for the real consequences of climate change are still in their infancy. Researchers say extreme weather and changing rainfall patterns pose the greatest risk, as more than half of its workforce is still employed in agriculture.

"Farmers in Laos may be better equipped to handle extreme weather than in Thailand, as here we have depleted our resources and pushed everything to the edge so there is no room to step back," Anond Snidvongs, a leading climate change scientist in Thailand, told IRIN.

Bangkok sinking as oceans rise

Thailand is also concerned about rising sea levels. Bangkok, home to nearly 15 percent of the country's 66 million people, is at risk of being deluged with water in the coming decades as the world's oceans swell.

The city sits 1-1.5 metres above sea level, but is also sinking at a rate of about 10cm per year as the heavy buildings continue to compress the swampy soil that forms its foundation, Anond said.

The problem now for Thailand is getting people to take action. While the government can mandate stricter emissions standards, implement energy conservation measures and find ways to prepare for higher sea levels, it is more difficult to encourage rural farmers to break with traditions that have held for years to face a threat that might still be decades away.

"Farmers should save water at their farms and diversify crops so they don't just rely on one crop," said Anond. "They need to develop mechanisms at the household and community levels to be able to cope in the case of extreme weather like droughts or flooding. There is no one-size-fits-all approach, but farmers need to start thinking of these things."

"Farmers still operate under the assumption that they don't need to change because the weather will probably not change next year," Anond said. "We need to find a better way to communicate risk to them so they can start to change their habits."

dtk/bj/cb

© IRIN. All rights reserved. More humanitarian news and analysis: http://www.IRINnews.org
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AFP: Swedish town prides itself as environmental role model

2 hours ago

VAEXJOE, Sweden (AFP) — The Swedish town of Vaexjoe will be "green" or will not be at all. That's the slogan in this town that has become a world leader in environmental protection and has even loftier goals.

While the European Union (EU) aims to raise its share of renewable energy consumption to 20 percent by 2020, Vaexjoe, a town of 80,000 people nestled between lakes and forests in Sweden's south, can boast of already exceeding 50 percent -- and 90 percent when it comes to heating.

Carbon dioxide emissions per inhabitant dropped by 30 percent between 1993 and 2006.

"It's a lot but we're not satisfied, we want to reduce them further," says Henrik Johansson, an environmental expert at city hall.

In fact, Vaexjoe, which in 1996 set the ambitious goal of ultimately reducing its consumption of fossil fuels to zero, wants to halve its CO2 emissions by 2010 and reduce them by 70 percent by 2050.

Those goals exceed by far the EU's objectives, which call for a reduction of 20 percent from 1990 levels by 2020.

Vaexjoe's efforts have been lauded by the European Commission, which in 2007 awarded it the Sustainable Energy for Europe award.

"We try to influence people's behaviour. It's not easy, in fact it's actually quite hard," says Johansson.

But their efforts are paying off, with people adapting to a new way of life thanks to bicycle lanes, tax breaks and free parking for "green" cars, and calendars that provide useful tips on how to protect the environment.

Since winning the European Commission prize, Vaexjoe has played host to numerous foreign delegations, led by China, who have come to tour the area and seek inspiration from the local initiatives.

According to the town's conservative mayor Bo Frank, Vaexjoe owes its "green" success to a longstanding commitment to the environment as well as to a tradition of political consensus on the issue.

It all began in the early 1970s, when the town agreed to clean up its heavily polluted lakes.

"Today we can swim, fish and eat the fish" from the local waters, Johansson triumphs.

Then, in 1980, following the second international oil crisis, the local heating plant which had been running on oil introduced a new fuel based on wood -- an abundant raw material in Vaexjoe's surroundings and able to provide the town with an independent source of energy.

Today, the wood fuel accounts for 98.7 percent of the fuel used at the plant, which heats the homes of 50,000 habitants in Vaexjoe and whose network continues to grow, explains Lars Ehrlen of the plant's energy unit.

In order to convince residents to change their living habits in the fight against climate change Mayor Frank believes in using both "the carrot and the stick."

He recalls that some of the measures that have been introduced have been unwelcome, but adds: "Nothing is ever popular in the beginning but people get used to everything."

For example, when the town announced some six months ago that it would only hold its conferences in cafes or restaurants that had obtained a special environmental certificate, Mats Pettersson, the co-owner of a small chain of restaurants, was disgruntled.

"I found that pretty bothersome at the beginning ... but now I think it's a good idea. The problem ... was that it was hard to find organic products," he says.

"But suppliers increasingly have what we need," he adds.

Despite the criticism, Mayor Frank remains philosophical and confident of the path he has chosen for the town.

"No one is a prophet in his own country," he says.

"It's up to Vaexjoe to lead by example," he insists, noting that he walks to work, owns a "green" car and uses low energy consumption lightbulbs in his own home. 
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New York Times: Global Warming Creates Odd Couples

By Stuart Elliott

Al Gore and his organization, the Alliance for Climate Protection, are hoping that a campaign pairing unlikely couples will generate more support for their cause.

The commercials, scheduled to begin on Wednesday, will team up offbeat celebrity couples who may not have much in common but share a belief that it is important to address climate change.

The first spots will bring together a prominent Democrat, Nancy Pelosi, and a prominent Republican, Newt Gingrich; a clergyman on the left, the Rev. Al Sharpton, and a clergyman on the right, the Rev. Pat Robertson; and country singers with sharply differing ideologies, the Dixie Chicks and Toby Keith.

The campaign is being created by the Martin Agency in Richmond, Va., part of the Interpublic Group of Companies. Martin’s work is familiar to TV viewers because the agency also produces campaigns for Geico insurance and Wal-Mart. The campaign will also include ads online and in print.

An excerpt from the alliance’s commercial featuring the two reverends is scheduled to be shown during a profile of Mr. Gore on “60 Minutes” on CBS on Sunday night.

This is not the first time that Madison Avenue is using the device of bringing together odd couples whose only commonality is their devotion to the cause or product being advertised.

One example is a campaign for Braniff International Airlines in the 1960s, for which the adman George Lois paired famous faces like the boxer Sonny Liston with the artist Andy Warhol and the pulp writer Mickey Spillane with the poet Marianne Moore. The idea was that you never knew who might be seated next to you on your next Braniff flight.

The alliance hired Martin last fall to create the campaign, which is to run for three years with a budget of $100 million for each year. The $300 million is being partly financed by Mr. Gore, from sources that include his proceeds from the Oscar-winning documentary “An Inconvenient Truth.”

In a telephone conversation on Friday, Jason Miner, a spokesman for the Glover Park Group in Washington, which represents the alliance, declined to discuss details about the campaign because, he said, there were plans to formally announce it this week. 
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The Independent: Million acres of Guyanese rainforest to be saved in groundbreaking deal

 By Daniel Howden, Deputy Foreign Editor

Thursday, 27 March 2008

A deal has been agreed that will place a financial value on rainforests – paying, for the first time, for their upkeep as "utilities" that provide vital services such as rainfall generation, carbon storage and climate regulation.

The agreement, to be announced tomorrow in New York, will secure the future of one million acres of pristine rainforest in Guyana, the first move of its kind, and will open the way for financial markets to play a key role in safeguarding the fate of the world's forests.

The initiative follows Guyana's extraordinary offer, revealed in The Independent in November, to place its entire standing forest under the protection of a British-led international body in return for development aid.

Hylton Murray-Philipson, director of the London-based financiers Canopy Capital, who sealed the deal with the Iwokrama rainforest, said: "How can it be that Google's services are worth billions but those from all the world's rainforests amount to nothing?" The past year has been a pivotal one for the fast- disappearing tropical forests that form a cooling band around the equator because the world has recognised deforestation as the second leading cause of CO2 emissions. Leaders at the UN climate summit in Bali in December agreed to include efforts to halt the destruction of forests in a new global deal to save the world from runaway climate change.

"As atmospheric levels of carbon dioxide rise, emissions will carry an ever-mounting cost and conservation will acquire real value. The investment community is beginning to wake up to this," Mr Murray-Philipson added.

Guyana, sandwiched between the Latin American giants Venezuela and Brazil, is home to fewer than amillion people but 80 per cent of its land is covered by an intact rainforest larger than England. The Guiana Shield is one of only four intact rainforests left on the planet and at its heart lies the Iwokrama reserve, gifted to the Commonwealth in 1989 as a laboratory for pioneering conservation projects.

Iwokrama, which means "place of refuge" in the Makushi language, is home to some of the world's most endangered species including jaguar, giant river otter, anaconda and giant anteater.

Guyana's President Bharrat Jagdeo, a former economist, has appealed for state and private sector help for the country to avoid succumbing to the rampant deforestation currently blighting Brazil and Indonesia, in an effort to raise living standards in one of Latin America's poorest countries.

"Forests do much more for us than just store carbon ... This first significant step is in keeping with President Jagdeo's visionary approach to safeguarding all the forests of Guyana," said Iwokrama's chairman, Edward Glover.

The deal, drawn up by the international firm Stephenson Harwood, is the first serious attempt to pay for the ecosystem services provided by rainforests.

"We should move beyond emissions-based trading to measure and place a value on all the services they provide," said Mr Glover.

In addition to providing shelter to half the world's terrestrial species and one billion of the earth's poorest people, forests such as Iwokrama act as pumps, drawing water from the Atlantic Ocean inland to the Amazon and Guiana Shield where they help to seed clouds and deliver moisture over vast distances.

The Amazon generates the rain that falls on the vast soya estates of Sao Paulo, helping to make Brazil the second biggest agricultural exporter in the world.

Guyana's attempt to secure its entire standing forest has received the backing of the British environment minister Phil Woolas and Downing Street has told The Independent that it is "considering the offer". President Jagdeo met with Gordon Brown on the sidelines of a recent Commonwealth Summit in Uganda where they discussed the proposal. The UN road map to a deal to replace the Kyoto protocols foresees payments from wealthy climate-polluting nations to developing countries to compensate for potential income lost through avoiding deforestation. But there are fears that this formula may simply displace the demand for timber and cheap agricultural land.

Andrew Mitchell, head of the Global Canopy Programme, an alliance of rainforest scientists, said: "The decision on forests at December's conference in Bali is a major step in tackling climate change but it fails to reward countries such as Guyana that aren't cutting down their forests."
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ENS: Making Biodiversity Conservation Pay Off

GLAND, Switzerland, March 31, 2008 (ENS) - As the world wakes up to the accelerating loss of biological diversity, businesses are increasingly viewing biodiversity conservation as a potential profit center, says a new collaborative report from one of the world's largest conservation organizations and one of the world's largest international oil, gas and chemicals companies.

Issued Thursday, the report from the IUCN-International Union for Conservation of Nature and Shell International Ltd. calls for policy reforms to increase the commercial rewards for conserving biodiversity.

Bioprospecting team from Merck explores the Costa Rican rainforest. (Photo courtesy IDRC)

One biodiversity business that is growing quickly is bioprospecting, the search for new compounds, genes and organisms in the wild. The report suggests the sector could be worth as much as US$500 million by 2050.

"For businesses to conserve biodiversity it must ultimately become more profitable to protect nature and use natural resources sustainably, rather than ignore or destroy it," says Sachin Kapila, group biodiversity adviser at Shell International and a co-author of the report.

Titled "Building Biodiversity Business," the report says some businesses that were historically responsible for the loss of biodiversity now are starting to lead the way by protecting biodiversity.

For instance, markets for organic agriculture and sustainably-harvested timber are growing at double-digit rates.

And there is an increasing demand for climate mitigation services, such as the protection of forests and wetlands to absorb carbon dioxide, the report finds.

"There are numerous pro-biodiversity business opportunities that can generate significant profits as well as benefits for nature," says Dr. Joshua Bishop, IUCN's senior adviser on economics and the environment and a co-author of the report.

"But a few inspiring examples aren't enough," Bishop says. "This report shows how to achieve a major increase in business investment in biodiversity conservation, by linking policy reforms, technical assistance and innovative financing tools."

Ecotourism is one obvious example of how money can be made from looking after species and their habitats. Worldwide, environmentally-friendly tourism is expanding at a rate of 20 to 30 percent annually, compared with a nine percent expansion rate for tourism as a whole.

Critics of ecotourism warn that the intrusion of large numbers of people into wild habitats can adversely influence the reproductive success and survival of the affected wildlife.

A key challenge facing all biodiversity businesses is the lack of accepted indicators to measure positive and negative contributions to biodiversity conservation, the report finds.

Some people remain sceptical of the motives of the private sector, the report acknowldges, while others worry that market-based approaches may distort conservation priorities. Still, the report argues that not exploring what markets can deliver is no longer an option.

Tourists meet rhinos in South Africa's Kruger National Park. (Photo courtesy South African Tourism)

With the goal of identifying potential market-based mechanisms and new business opportunities to conserve biodiversity, the authors consulted with more than 60 organizations, including commercial banks and insurance companies, private foundations, multilateral and bilateral aid agencies, ongovernmental organizations, think-tanks, academics and investment fund managers.

Today, the authors conclude, biodiversity conservation is mainly viewed by business as a risk or liability, rather than a potential profit center.But this perception is beginning to change.

An increasing number of companies see a business advantage in developing processes to integrate biodiversity into their operations, as well as seeking market-based solutions and opportunities.

Furthermore, even with modest initial returns from most biodiversity business investments, in the range of five to 10 percent per year, the report finds that there are "significant profits to be made as the sector grows from niche markets to mainstream business."

The IUCN, known for years as IUCN-World Conservation Union, has dropped the unwieldy part of its name in favor of a direct parallel to its initials - International Union for Conservation of Nature.

The organization maintains the Red List of Threatened Species and helps the world find pragmatic solutions to environment and development challenges by conducting environmental diplomatic relations, supporting scientific research; and managing field projects all over the world.

This work encompasses all types of animal and plant species on the planet; all types of ecosystems - the different types of natural places that exist on Earth; and a wide range of major environmental and sustainable development issues.

Copyright Environment News Service (ENS) 2008. All rights reserved. _
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Telegraph: Science panel tips for soil-less garden

OUR CORRESPONDENT

Jamshedpur, March 30: The concept of gardening is all set to change, thanks to the Science for Society, a steel city organisation, that hosted a three-day-long workshop here today.

Called the Nature Study Camp, it was organised in collaboration with Nature Club of India (Patna), on its premises at Bagbera where homemakers and children were given information on hydroponics or soil-less gardening.

“Conservation of environment is now a global concern. Every body cannot have huge plots of land to develop gardens. And with the mushrooming of multi-storeyed buildings in urban areas, cultivating a green hub has become very difficult. Hydroponics offers a solution here as it helps grow plants in rooms where there is no sunlight,” said Sarita Anand of Science for Society and organiser of the workshop.

Anand also said soilless gardening is very economical as this requires leakproof waste pots (bottle, fused bulbs or tubes), and plants can be grown in water, sand or gravel. Over 40 homemakers and schoolchildren attended the programme.

“Teenagers, housewives can not only conserve the environment through this method but they can also make good income out it. These plants are in great demand for interior decoration,” said Anand adding that the workshop was a part of UN’s environment awareness programme called — Save Planet Earth.

Speaking on the concluding day, Javed Alam, the expert from Indian Council for Science and Technology Communication Network, Patna, said hydroponics is the easiest and the most economical method of gardening.

“Growing plants under this method do not require soil, sun and space. Plants grow in stones, water and sand. For keeping the plants in fine fettle few drops of Bio-Fert-M, can be used once in a year,” said Alam.

“Apart from small saplings, large trees have also been developed under this innovative method,” said Alam. He said in other states fruits and vegetables are being harvested under this method.
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New York Times: Applying Gandhi’s Ideas to Climate Change 

By PETER APPLEBOME

Published: March 30, 2008

GARRISON, N.Y.

At what was once a Capuchin monastery on the Hudson River, the Zen archers were out in force on Friday. They were members of a New York City group celebrating 10 years of study with a retreat at what’s now the Garrison Institute, a New Agey organization that tries to meld contemplation and action.

The idea of the Zen archery is to combine intention and action, focus and carry-through. Physical action slows. The archer and the bow become one. The art becomes artless. The archer evolves through perseverance and discipline. Or so they say. 

It’s not much of a stretch to go from the visiting Zen archers to the institute’s own initiative, an ambitious program next month to look at how the ideas of Mohandas K. Gandhi relate to current environmental issues, particularly climate change. 

Central to Gandhi, after all, was the notion that the truth, power and moral force of a movement are inseparable from the truth, power and moral force of its actors. 

Hence Gandhi nonviolently freeing India from the greatest empire of his time, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. overturning segregation in the South, Nelson Mandela ending apartheid — intention wedded to action, focus leading to carry-through, evolution resulting from perseverance and discipline. Like the Zen archers, it may seem way too abstruse and exotic for the short attention span of modern life, but then, maybe not.

The Garrison Institute, founded in 2003, sits across the river from an important site in American environmental history, Storm King Mountain, where more than 40 years ago an epic battle over land use helped redefine environmental activism and law. 

So there’s nothing unexpected in the current melding of Gandhi and climate change, tied to the Metropolitan Opera’s first staging of Philip Glass’s opera about Gandhi, “Satyagraha” (“The Power of Truth”), beginning April 11. After that is a private conference at the institute, followed by a free public event on April 13 at the Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine in Manhattan including scholars, environmental leaders and artists, among them Mr. Glass.

The guiding notion is that climate change today calls for the same kind of collective will, shared destiny, moral purpose, personal responsibility and strategic acumen as the other great movements, and that Gandhi’s ideas and achievements are entirely germane to what needs to happen now.

“The environment and nonviolence is like a marriage made in heaven,” Mr. Glass said. “If we treated the environment with nonviolence we wouldn’t have the polar ice cap melting away.”

Remarkably, almost a century ago, Gandhi’s writings were full of thoughts on the environment.

“The earth provides enough to satisfy every man’s needs, but not every man’s greed.”

“God forbid that India should ever take to industrialism after the manner of the West. ... If [our nation] took to similar economic exploitation, it would strip the world bare like locusts.”

“This little globe of ours is not a toy of yesterday.” 

“We may utilize the gifts of Nature just as we choose, but in Her books, the debits are always equal to the credits.”

To the reflexively jaundiced modern eye, Gandhi evokes a presence seemingly ancient and somewhat naïve, but naïve is the last word you could apply to Gandhi, who wedded moral insights to a shrewd tactical sense of politics and public opinion.

“He had an ability to find a very simple symbol that could mobilize a great number of people; think of his Salt March,” said Gandhi’s grandson and biographer, Rajmohan Gandhi, referring to the 1930 protest against the British tax on salt that helped galvanize India against British rule. “You might say he was an advertising genius.”

Al Gore cited both Gandhi and Abraham Lincoln in a speech on climate change in 2007. He noted Gandhi’s sense of satyagraha and a statement of Lincoln’s during the depths of the Civil War: “We must disenthrall ourselves, and then we shall save our country.”

But disenthralling ourselves, seeing the world and its perils afresh, may be even harder now than it has ever been — too many diversions, too murky and vaporous a peril, too little sense of urgency, an enemy that is more us than them. 

And if there’s an advertising genius who has found the simple symbol to make people individually and collectively change behavior, he hasn’t stepped forward. 

From Storm King to Woodstock to the institutes and ashrams that dot the landscape today, the Hudson Valley has played a remarkable and barely understood role in the evolution of the nation’s environmental and personal consciousness over the past half-century.

But skeptics might say it’s produced more individual evolution than a transformed culture.

No mere conference is likely to change that, but maybe the Gandhi-philes will find some clues. Without them, we’re left, it seems, with the few Zen archers able to magically hit their targets, while the vast majority of us neither know nor much care what ours are.

E-mail: peappl@nytimes.com
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THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Monday, 31 March, 2008
General Environment News
Nigeria: NESREA Gives Ultimatum On Environmental Pollution

Leadership (Abuja): The National Environmental Standards and Regulations Enforcement Agency (NESREA) has given an ultimatum to the Lobi cassava flour mills on environmental sustainability.

It gave the management of the company 12 weeks to rectify the issues that constitute environmental hazard in the company or be sanctioned. Director general of the agency, Dr. Ngeri Benebo, gave the warning during an inspection visit to the company in Makurdi, Benue State. The DG, during the inspection visit, noticed the strong odor of cassava which could cause environmental hazards and can lead to the spread of diseases. She also frowned at the improper effluent disposal from the company and further criticised the open air burning of solid waste in an adjoining land near the company. http://allafrica.com/stories/200803280342.html
Nigeria: Forests to Disappear By 2020 - Expert

Leadership (Abuja): Nigeria will lose all of its remaining forests in the next 12 years if the rate of deforestation remains unchecked, an environmental expert warned yesterday. "Considering the rate at which trees are chopped down without any regeneration efforts ... all of Nigeria's forests will disappear by 2020," Mr. Kabiru Yammama told leadershipnigeria.com. Yammama, who heads the National Forest Conservation Council (NFCCN), a body that acts as a consultant to the Nigerian government, said all forests in northern Nigeria have been depleted and deforestation is moving southwards. "The north has lost virtually all its forests. Our 1999 survey shows that the rate of deforestation in northern Nigeria alone stands at 400,000 hectares per annum," he said. http://allafrica.com/stories/200803280357.html
Nigeria: FG Slams Tougher Sanction On Gas-Flaring Firms

This Day (Lagos): Federal Government has threatened to increase fines on energy companies that continue to release natural gas into the air when producing oil, the Minister of State for Petroleum, Mr Odein Ajumogobia (SAN), has said. "We certainly will increase the penalty for gas flaring," Ajumogobia, was quoted by Bloomberg News as telling reporters during a conference in Yaounde, Cameroon on Friday. "However, we are more interested in utilisation and monetisation of gas than penalties." The Department of Petroleum Resources had planned to increase the fine for flaring gas to $3.50 per thousand cubic feet of gas on April 1, up from N10 (nine cents) per thousand cubic feet, a measure that is to be endorsed by the National Assembly. However, Ajumogobia did not say when, or by how much, the fines would change. http://allafrica.com/stories/200803300009.html
Sierra Leone: Chinese May Evade Govt Ban On Logging

Concord Times (Freetown): Some 230 miles away from Freetown, Gangama, Taetima, and Mesima communities in the Bonthe district have raised concerns over possible illegal exploitation and extraction of forest trees in complete contravention of government ban. This claim was verified by a recent assessment report done by Green Scenery, a national non-governmental organization with objective to promote education and awareness on the country's environment in general and in particular the conservation of the country's biodiversity. As a way to dealing with the alarming rate of deforestation, Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL) put a ban to all forms of commercial logging and exporting in November 2007 and reinforced this ban again in early 2008, the report stated. However, investigations revealed that a main interest group, a Chinese commercial interest, has been stockpiling logs in the Ngongokama forest so that it can be exported when the ban is eventually lifted. http://allafrica.com/stories/200803281410.html
Eritrea: Gash-Barka Region - Adena And Meki'e Villages Get Access to Solar-Generated Electricity Supply

Shabait.com (Asmara): As part of endeavors to promote rural electrification in different parts of the country, Adena and Meki'e villages of Gash-Barka region have now access to solar -generated electricity supply. The head of research and training in the Ministry of Energy and Mines, Mr. Debesai Gebrhiwet, indicated that distribution of renewable source of energy is the Ministry's priority task this year, and that the program is aimed at promoting reliable electricity supply to remote areas. There are also plans to offer basic training on the maintenance of the installed equipments, he added. The Administrator of Adena administrative area, Mr. Debesai Teklehaimanot, said on his part that each family in the locality is fully utilizing the modern oven which was introduced in 2006 thanks to the efforts made and the training offered by the Ministry. http://allafrica.com/stories/200803281297.html
Uganda: Storm Ravages Mbarara District Again

New Vision (Kampala): Residents of Bubaare sub-county in Mbarara district are afraid of famine after a hailstorm hit the area, destroying several plantations. The storm that was accompanied by a downpour on Monday lasted one hour and destroyed bananas, beans and cassava in Kamushooko and Mugarusya parishes. This is the third time in three years that the area is ravaged by a violent storm. The LC3 chairperson, Robert Kanene, said other incidents occurred on February 25, 2005 and in July 2007. Some residents attributed the storms to spirits. Joveline Katanda believes that the Bachwezi pastoralists, who lived in the area, did not want cultivators to use their land. But the regional National Environmental Management Authority officer, Jeconious Musingwire, said the area was prone to storms due to little tree cover and the moisture from nearby River Rwizi mixing with dry wind, which then falls as hailstones. http://allafrica.com/stories/200803280037.html
Back to Menu
_______________________________________________________________________

RONA MEDIA UPDATE

THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Friday 28 March 2008


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 



	UNEP or UN in the News




U.N. human rights body turns to climate change

Friday March 28, 2008

By Laura MacInnis

Reuters

GENEVA (Reuters) - Climate change could erode the human rights of people living in small island states, coastal areas and parts of the world subjected to drought and floods, the U.N. Human Rights Council said on Friday.

In its first consideration of the issue, the 47-member forum endorsed a resolution stressing that global warming threatens the livelihoods and welfare of many of the world's most vulnerable people.

The proposal from the Maldives, Comoros, Tuvalu, Micronesia and other countries called for "a detailed analytical study of the relationship between climate change and human rights", to be conducted by the Office of the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights, headed by Louise Arbour.

"Until now, the global discourse on climate change has tended to focus on the physical or natural impacts of climate change," the Maldives' ambassador to the United Nations in Geneva, Abdul Ghafoor Mohamed, told the session.

"The immediate and far-reaching impact of the phenomenon on human beings around the world has been largely neglected," he said. "It is time to redress this imbalance by highlighting the human face of climate change."

U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has made the fight against climate change one of his top priorities, and encouraged all U.N. agencies to incorporate it into their work.

Experts say global warming could cause rising sea levels and intense storms, droughts and floods which would restrict access to housing, food and clean water for millions of people.

The Human Rights Council, which wraps up its latest four-week session in Geneva on Friday, also agreed to appoint an independent expert to assess countries' human rights obligations linked to safe drinking water and sanitation.

Under the resolution introduced by Germany and Spain, that expert will clarify what can be done to stop discrimination in their provision.

"This issue is very important for quite a large number of people," Doru Romulus Costea, Romania's ambassador who serves as council president, told a news briefing.

Russia voiced concern that the council's foray into water and sanitation issues may unduly stretch its agenda and complicate its work, and Canadian diplomat Sarah Geh stressed that setting up the post did not create a human right to water.

U.N. member countries have set a goal of halving the proportion of people who lack access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation services -- such as toilets -- by 2015.

(Editing by Stephanie Nebehay and Alastair Sharp)

http://www.reuters.com/article/environmentNews/idUSL2778449820080328?feedType=RSS&feedName=environmentNews&sp=true
U.N. climate talks to test U.S. shifts

By Alister Doyle, Environment Correspondent – Analysis

Reuters

Friday 28 March 2008

OSLO (Reuters) - Up to 190 nations will start work on a new U.N. climate treaty in Bangkok on Monday, in a test of how far the world has progressed after years of deadlock highlighted by a U.S. outburst about a duck in 2005.

"If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, then it is a duck," chief U.S. climate negotiator Harlan Watson said in Montreal, denouncing what he called a veiled bid to launch negotiations on a pact to combat global warming.

Opposed to the start of any negotiations, he gathered up his papers and walked out of a late-night United Nations meeting, leaving the other, stunned delegates around the table. He returned only the next day after concessions were made.

Less than three years later, Watson will sit down for the March 31-April 4 meeting in Bangkok with many of the same officials who were in Canada to start negotiations due to end in late 2009 with a tough global treaty to fight climate change.

But questions remain over whether the United States, the only rich country opposed to caps on emissions of greenhouse gases under the U.N.'s Kyoto Protocol, has really changed or is merely being dragged into negotiations.

Bangkok may also give signs about how far developing nations led by China and India are willing to go in rein in their rising emissions, mainly from burning fossil fuels. They worry that any curbs could slow their economic growth.

"I think the U.S. really has changed," Yvo de Boer, head of the U.N. Climate Change Secretariat in Bonn, told Reuters. He also praised willingness by developing nations to act.

He said President George W. Bush had come to office in 2001 saying scientists disagreed about whether climate change was a threat but now saw it as a serious problem.

A main spur for urgency has been the U.N. Climate Panel, which said last year it was at least 90 percent sure human activities were to blame for a warming that will bring more floods, heatwaves, droughts and rising seas.

FLEXIBILITY

"I think we have demonstrated a lot of flexibility," Watson told Reuters. "We never think we get enough credit -- nor enough credit for what we have been doing all along."

Washington has made big investments in technologies such as hydrogen even though it opposes Kyoto, which obliges 37 rich nations to cut emissions by 5 percent below 1990 levels by 2008-12. A new treaty would seek to involve all countries.

Watson said he did not remember his exact words about the duck in Montreal but said they were along the lines of the quote above. In a joking protest, environmentalists bought yellow plastic ducks and handed them to delegates.

Montreal ended with agreement to start an informal "dialogue" on actions to fight climate change, specifying at U.S. insistence that it was not a prelude to negotiations.

The WWF environmental group said the United States, long the top emitter of greenhouse gases but being caught by China, had been forced into a corner by rising worries about climate change and a more assertive approach by poorer nations such as China.

The United States was the last to drop objections to the launch of negotiations at U.N. talks in Bali, Indonesia, in December 2007 -- and only after its delegates were booed.

"They were totally isolated and they couldn't stomp out of the room any more," said Martin Hiller of the WWF.

"The United States has been dragged kicking and screaming all the way," said John Lanchbery, principal climate advisor to the British Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.

"All that will change at the end of the year," he said, noting that Republican presidential candidate John McCain and Democratic hopefuls Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton favored tougher action.

Still, Watson predicted the next president would face demands by Congress for tougher action by nations such as China and India in return for any U.S. curbs on greenhouse gases. "I think that's going to be a bottom-line requirement," he said.

De Boer also said many developing nations were making concessions. "China and India have not been reluctant to act on climate change, but they have objected to having commitments imposed on them that would hurt their economic growth," he said.

-- For Reuters latest environment blogs click on:

http://blogs.reuters.com/environment/

(Editing by Timothy Heritage)

http://www.reuters.com/article/environmentNews/idUSL2837734020080328?sp=true
Climate change now a UN human rights issue

Yahoo

Friday 28 March 2008

Climate change is now officially a human rights issue, as the UN Human Rights Council on Friday passed a resolution on the subject, recognising that the world's poor are particularly vulnerable.

The council also gave the green light for a study into the impact of climate change on human rights, describing climate change as a "global problem .. that requires a global solution".

The resolution, submitted by the Maldives and passed without a vote, also noted that the poor tend to have limited resources to cope with the impact of global warming.

The country's Foreign Minister Abdulla Shahid told AFP that climate change "violates all human rights" -- from the basic to the fundamental.

"In the case of Maldives, the right to life itself," he said.

The island state is among the world's most vulnerable states to global warming, as it risks being submerged by rising sea waters.

Shahid said Maldives appreciated various forums which have already been discussing the climate change issue.

"But the very important aspect of the human dimension is sometimes lost. Scientific and economic issues have all been taken into account," he said, adding that the country wanted to use the resolution to highlight the human dimension of the problem.

When introducing the resolution in Geneva, Maldives' representative told delegates that the debate on the subject had so far tended to focus on physical effects, while the "phenomenon on human beings" had been largely overlooked.

"It is time to highlight the human face of climate change," he said.

Supporting the resolution, Sri Lanka's representative called it "timely" and said because of climate change, even "the right to life is under threat".

The council's resolution acknowledged findings by the landmark report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change which said the evidence of a human role in the warming of the planet was now "unequivocal", and that the situation could be irreversible.

It also cited those most vulnerable to the effects of climate change: low-lying and small island states; countries with low-lying coastal, arid and semi-arid areas or areas prone to floods, drought, and desertification; and developing countries with fragile mountainous ecosystems.

Greenpeace political adviser Daniel Mittler welcomed the resolution, saying that it "points to the right direction".

"We have always maintained that climate change is way more than an environment issue, it is a security issue, an economic issue - in fact it is the most important economic issue of our time, and indeed a human rights issue.

"It has a direct impact on people's lives, the ability of people to lead decent livelihoods. For example, Africans who can't farm as they used to or Alaskans who can no longer maintain their traditional lifestyle due to climate change effects."

However, he pointed out that the study proposed by the council is to be conducted "within existing resources", and said that more should be done to ensure that a thorough study be done.

"It's so ironical, if climate change is such a key issue, then countries should put more resources behind it," said Mittler.

http://news.yahoo.com/s/afp/20080328/sc_afp/unrightswarming&printer=1;_ylt=Ag_pZ_JWsGB0QgtRxL2JnzXQOrgF
General Environmental News

Solar farms to rise on California rooftops

Schwarzenegger hopes utility's $875 million plan will trigger 'huge wave'

MSNBC

Friday March. 28, 2008

LOS ANGELES - Southern California Edison Co. said Thursday it plans to build the nation's largest solar energy installation — an array of collector cells covering two square miles of rooftops that could power about 162,000 homes.

The project, which was submitted to state regulators for approval, is an effort to meet the state's mandate that 20 percent of California's electricity be generated from renewable sources by 2010.

Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger attended the announcement, praising the $875 million project. "If commercial buildings statewide partnered with utilities to put this solar technology on their rooftops, it would set off a huge wave of renewable energy growth," Schwarzenegger said.

Edison hopes to mount the first cells immediately on buildings in Riverside and San Bernardino counties, with some sites operational as soon as August.

"These new solar stations, which we will be installing at a rate of one megawatt a week, will provide a new source of clean energy, directly in the fast-growing regions where we need it most," said John Bryson, chairman and chief executive of Edison International, the utility's parent company.

Helping out with peak load
"The sunlight power will be available to meet our largest challenge -peak load demands on the hottest days," he added.

A one-megawatt power plant running continuously at full capacity can power 778 households a year, according to the U.S. Department of Energy.

The cells convert sunlight into electricity by using solar rays to trigger an electric current through a chemical reaction.

The array of solar cells placed atop commercial building rooftops across Southern California would generate 250 megawatts of electricity — about half as much power as a new coal or natural gas-fired power plant would generate.

So far, companies behind the largest solar projects have favored solar thermal technology, in which parabolic mirrors are used to concentrate sunlight to heat a liquid that drives a power-generating turbine.

Photovoltaic technology converts sunlight directly into electricity inside the solar cells.

SCE, which provides power to 13 million people, said its new photovoltaic project was possible because recent advances had cut in half the traditional cost of installed solar generation in California.

Solar thermal plan in desert
On Wednesday, Florida-based FPL Group Inc, the nation's largest generator of wind and solar power, announced it planned to build a 250-megawatt solar thermal plant in California's Mojave Desert.

The company's proposed Beacon Solar Energy Project would involve more than 500,000 parabolic mirrors assembled in rows on 2,000 acres in the Mojave Desert north of Los Angeles.

The project, which would generate 250 megawatts of power, was expected to take about two years to complete.

Solar power from the project will be used to make steam for a turbine generator connected to an electricity grid.

The combined 500 megawatts produced by the FPL and Edison projects would increase the state's solar power flowing to the state electricity grid by just more than 50 percent.

Utilities and power companies are increasing their portfolios of renewable energy to meet ever-increasing state demands to help reduce their output of carbon, the greenhouse gas blamed for contributing to rising global temperatures.

SCE in early March broke ground on a desert wind farm that could provide power for upwards of 3 million homes by 2013.

Officials estimate that the Tehachapi Renewable Transmission Project will eventually provide 4,500 megawatts of electricity. The project will harness the wind that blows through the Tehachapi Mountains about 100 miles north of Los Angeles.

Michael Peevey, president of the California Public Utilities Commission, said the project will create the single largest power block of wind energy in the country.

"Our action today represents a critical step in alleviating the transmission constraints that have limited our ability to access substantial wind resources in the Tehachapi region," he said in a statement.

Currently the country's largest wind farm is the Horse Hollow Wind Project in Texas that provides 730 megawatts, according to Edison spokesman Steve Conroy.

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/23830087/
Canada’s contentious seal hunt begins

Hunters now required to be completely sure animal is dead before skinning 

MSNBC

28 March 2008

TORONTO - Canada’s contentious annual seal hunt has started. Fisheries and Oceans Canada spokesman Phil Jenkins said 16 vessels headed to the ice floes in the southern Gulf of the St. Lawrence before dawn Friday.

Jenkins said only a small number of seals have been killed so far because of heavy ice conditions.

Animal-rights groups are receiving observer permits in order to monitor the hunt. This year hunters were told to obey a rule requiring them to be more humane. But animal-rights activists say the rule just adds "bleeding to the killing process."

The rule will ensure that seals are dead before they are skinned, said Jenkins. Hunters will be required to sever the arteries under a seal's flippers, he said.

"That is now a new condition of a sealing license," Jenkins said. "We're just trying to make sure there is no possible way that a seal could be skinned while it was irreversibly unconscious but not dead. It's really going an extra distance to make sure that it's humane as it can be."

'Won't change anything'
Animal-rights groups said they still opposed the hunt.

"They've added bleeding to the killing process," said Rebecca Aldworth, director of Canadian wildlife issues for the Humane Society of the United States. "This won't change anything."

This year's total allowable catch has been set at 275,000 seals, up from 270,000 last year. The total allowable catch was 335,000 two years ago, but poor ice conditions led to the change last year.

Seventy percent of the seals will be killed in an area off Newfoundland's north coast known as the Front, while 30 percent will be taken in the Gulf of St. Lawrence — the first stage of the hunt.

"People around the world are shocked to know that Canada, which is perceived as one of the most progressive nations in the world, allows this outdated, archaic slaughter to continue," Aldworth said.

The United States has banned Canadian seal products since 1972. The Netherlands and Belgium also ban seal products. The European Union is considering a ban on all seal products, having outlawed the sale of the white pelts of baby seals in 1983.

Youngest pups can't be killed
Registered hunters in Canada are now not allowed to kill seal pups that haven't molted their downy white fur, typically when 10 to 21 days old.

Animal-rights groups say the seal hunt, the largest marine mammal hunt in the world, is cruel, difficult to monitor, ravages the seal population and doesn't provide a lot of money for sealers.

Sealers and the Fisheries Department defend the hunt as sustainable, humane and well-managed and say it provides supplemental income for isolated fishing communities that have been hurt by the decline in cod stocks.

Fishermen sell seal pelts mostly for the fashion industry in Norway, Russia and China, as well as blubber for oil, earning about $78 for each seal. The 2006 take of some 335,000 seals brought in about $25 million.

The department estimated the total harp seal population to be 5.9 million in 2004, the last time it conducted a survey. The government says there were about 1.8 million seals in the 1970s, and the population rebounded after Canada started managing the hunts.

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/23811361/
Judges block $100 million Yosemite upgrade 

Visitor cap considered as environmental concerns stall national park's plan 

MSNBC

Friday 28 March 2008

FRESNO, Calif. - Yosemite National Park must halt more than $100 million in planned construction projects because the developments threaten the park's fragile ecosystem, a federal appeals court panel ruled Thursday.

Work on moving campgrounds, rerouting a key access road and upgrading hotel rooms on Yosemite Valley's floor had been temporarily barred since a U.S. District Court ruling last year.

The decision by a three-judge panel of the 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals means the repairs must stop until September 2009, when the agency is due to produce a new plan to manage the federally protected Merced River.

The river courses alongside the valley's cherished granite walls and glimmering waterfalls.

'Huge implications'
Yosemite officials said they feared the ruling could push the park service to cap the number of people allowed through the gates each day in order to safeguard Yosemite's natural resources.

"The implications here for Yosemite and all national parks are huge," park spokesman Scott Gediman said.

The two small conservation groups that filed suit in 2000 had long argued that the government's plan to manage the California black oaks, delicate wetlands and bat species that thrive near the riverbanks was inadequate.

"This is really more about preserving everyone's access to the park than it is about denying access," said Bridget Kerr, a member of Friends of Yosemite Valley. "I have always had hope, but I have even more hope now that the American citizens will have a voice in protecting Yosemite."

After the Merced flooded in 1997, park officials drew up an ambitious remodeling project to move campgrounds and fix roads destroyed by the river. The plan would have blasted part of the river canyon and felled nearby oaks.

Commercial expansion
Friends of Yosemite Valley and Mariposans for the Environment and Responsible Government sued, saying the park's plans would allow rampant commercial expansion that could degrade the valley's health.

Thursday, the court said the park service had broken federal law "by not requiring a response to environmental degradation until after it already occurs," Judge Kim Wardlaw wrote.

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/23841331/
McCain under fire over environment record 
By Elana Schor  

The Guardian

Thursday March 27 2008 

John McCain's reputation as a fighter against climate change has come under fire from some US green activists who charge the Republican nominee with neglecting his commitment to the environment. 
Twice in the last three months, the US Senate has come within one vote of overturning $1.7bn in tax benefits for oil companies and using the money to promote renewable energy. Both times, McCain has skipped the vote, effectively killing the proposal and alarming leading green groups. 

McCain also was a no-show during controversial votes on subsidising the conversion of oil to "clean" coal and relaxing rules for oil refineries. 

When the League of Conservation Voters (LCV) released its annual environmental rankings last month, McCain - whose campaign website declares him "a leader on the issue of global warming" - earned a zero for missing all of the group's votes on key green issues. He was one of nine Republicans scoring the lowest possible rating. 

"Every other member [of Congress] who received a zero from LCV last year at least had the temerity to show up and vote against the environment and clean energy time after time," Carl Pope, executive director of the Sierra Club, said in a reply to the scorecard. 

"And unlike John McCain, I doubt any of them would claim to be environmental leaders or champions on global warming." 

Other environmental groups have challenged the zero rating, defending McCain for missing the key votes while on the campaign trail. Republicans for Environmental Protection, which officially supports McCain's candidacy, has charged the LCV and the Sierra Club with undermining the green movement by criticising him. 

Sierra has asked its estimated 1m members in the US to join the cause, however, writing letters to local newspapers publicising the zero rating and blasting McCain. 

A brewing green backlash could deflate McCain's appeal to moderate voters in the US who identify with his rebellion from the party line. While McCain has distanced himself from past stances on immigration and taxes that hurt him with conservatives, his green credentials remain central to his maverick charm. 

McCain introduced the Senate's first climate change bill in 2003, pioneering the concept of a "cap and trade" system for industries to swap carbon emissions credits. His LCV green score that year was 53%, with his overall rating since 2001 on 24%. Barack Obama has a lifetime rating of 86%, with Hillary Clinton earning a 90%. 

Nick Berning, a spokesman for Friends of the Earth Action, said McCain's environmental record is strong only when compared with his fellow Republicans. 

"When you compare him with the Democrats, he's light years away," Berning said. "McCain has sold himself as a real environmental champion. When you look at the record, that's just not the case." 

The latest version of McCain's climate change bill would limit US greenhouse gas emissions to 60% of their 1990 levels by 2050. Obama and Clinton's climate proposals would cut emissions by 80%, the level that UK and US scientists have said would be needed to prevent dangerous temperature increases. 

This year's climate plan of choice, which is slated for a Senate vote this spring, uses the higher emissions levels of 2005 as a starting point and calls for a 70% cut by 2050. Two supporters of McCain's presidential bid drafted the legislation, but he has not endorsed it. 

McCain's spokeswoman told the Washington Post last autumn that the senator has withheld support for the climate plan "because it doesn't include the nuclear issue by name". 

David Jenkins, the government affairs director at Republicans for Environmental Protection, advised environmentalists to focus on the bigger picture and give McCain credit for endorsing the principle of mandatory emissions limits. 

"People should be happy that both candidates [in the 2008 election] will have pledged to make fighting climate change a priority and will both be in favour of carbon caps," Jenkins said. 

Penalising McCain for his opposition to broad bills that include a single environmental provision, Jenkins added, misrepresents his record on green issues. When the senator angered green activists by rejecting renewable energy support for the second time, for example, the environmental plan was attached to a broader economic aid bill that McCain opposed. 

Dan Weiss, director of climate strategy at the liberal Centre for American Progress, agreed that McCain deserves credit for raising awareness of climate change in the face of resistance from George Bush. 

But the self-described "straight talker" has rested on his laurels since, Weiss added: "He's been a former B student who's been cruising on his record, even though he's been a truant for the past year." 

If McCain's Democratic opponent can take his environmental legacy down a peg, he stands to suffer with the swing voters who make up a crucial bloc in US presidential elections. Green issues are very important to independents unaffiliated with either US political party, according to a September poll by the group Environmental Defence. 

That poll found 66% of independents preferring a candidate who wants the US to endorse an international pact limiting emissions regardless of whether China and India are included. 

McCain has said he would support global pollution caps only if China and India also agree - a position backed by only 27% of swing voters and a minority of Republicans. 

Despite McCain's zero rating, Berning advised the likely Republican nominee to consider a quick turnaround back to the forefront of the green movement. 

"There's no question that the Democrats have staked out better positions than McCain. Once the primaries are done, it depends on where he positions himself," Berning said. 

"He hasn't even put forward a detailed global warming plan yet." 

In the Arctic, you can't go back to the future 

By MARY SIMON 

Special to Globe and Mail Update 

March 26, 2008 

Stephen Harper visited Yellowknife this month for the Arctic Winter Games, his fifth trip to the North since becoming Prime Minister in 2006. 

Mr. Harper's interest in the North is no doubt genuine, and he is to be congratulated on spending time there. Media around the world are awash in unprecedented coverage about the circumpolar world. News stories range from the rapid shrinkage of multiyear sea ice to speculation about new routes from East Asia to Europe, to a just-out European Union report suggesting global warming in the Arctic may precipitate security issues for Europe involving energy wars, mass migration, failed states and political radicalization. 

But while the federal government's attentions to the Arctic may be genuine, there is an eerie throwback quality to its focus. Speeches and interviews by cabinet ministers have a Diefenbaker-era "roads to resources" tone to them. There appears to be a central assumption that a massive expansion in large-scale mineral and oil and gas extraction projects should drive everything else; that helping make Canada a mineral and energy "superpower" should be the North's new vocation; that the state should get out of the way by reducing regulatory controls; that the trickledown effects of new wealth-creation can be relied upon to limit the alienation of those who live at the economic and social margins. 

The reality is that the Arctic has the country's worst housing, health and education indicators. This cannot be allowed to continue. Notwithstanding last October's Throne Speech promise of "an integrated northern strategy," a quick review of the recent federal budget shows where the federal government's priorities rest at the moment: sizable new funding for mineral development, alongside earlier big-ticket commitments to military facilities and hardware, with a "hold the line" approach to endemic social-policy problems. 

In this retro-picture, the aboriginal realities of the Arctic — our demographic majority, our aboriginal and treaty rights, our distinct languages and cultures — are effectively airbrushed out. Public pronouncements on northern policy priorities rarely mention Inuit and other aboriginal peoples and, when they do, the references are footnotes and afterthoughts. The views and suggestions of representative aboriginal organizations are sidelined. The Auditor-General's repeated criticisms that northern land-claims agreements are not being implemented properly by the Crown are left unanswered. Former B.C. Supreme Court justice Thomas Berger's comprehensive 2006 report, titled "The Nunavut Project," is put on a shelf. 

There is a core fallacy that threatens to take hold at the heart of the federal government's emerging northern and Arctic policies: that the top third of Canada can be managed and developed as if its aboriginal history and demography, and its aboriginal values and character, are peripheral and transitional. Policies built around such a misleading notion will be unsound in concept and unsustainable in practice. 

The "integrated northern strategy" promised in last year's Throne Speech is, at least notionally, still under construction. There is now an opportunity to get things right. Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami has taken the initiative in developing a proposal for an Arctic strategy, and sent it to the Prime Minister two months ago. It is built around a careful selection of key themes. 

Creating economic and environmental win-wins 

Treating economic and environmental policy choices as mutually exclusive is debunked by experience everywhere on the planet. Leaving large parts of the population mired in intractable social problems is as poor a long-term economic decision as it is an affront to collective conscience and citizenship. Further, too much policy-making regarding the Arctic has been a function of short-term thinking and strategies that change with the changes in government. 

Respecting cultural distinctiveness 

The Arctic is at least as distinctive a region as any other part of Canada. There are no factors that can be recited in support of Quebec as a nation that cannot be recited for Inuit Nunaat, the four regions that make up our Inuit homeland. Federal policies should work with Inuit cultural reality, not deny it. It is not acceptable, for example, to create and fund school systems that give full respect to English- and French-language minorities while treating the Inuit language of the majority as doomed to oblivion. 

Relying on the home team on home turf 

Federalism belongs to all of us: The front-line role of managing the Canadian Arctic should be entrusted to the peoples of the Canadian Arctic. 

Arctic foreign and domestic policy 

Both foreign and domestic policy apply to the Arctic, which will always be a high-cost area. Public investments need to be chosen carefully, so as to enhance the state of civil society in the Arctic, as well as international objectives in relation to sovereignty and security. Our starting goal should be the defusing of international tensions, the creation of institutions and processes that enhance co-operation on things such as environmental protection and navigation, and the search for collective wins. 

Getting the geography right 

Past federal government definitions have been, quite literally, all over the map. Confusion abounds. We need a clear and complete geographic definition that unites all the Arctic regions, including Arctic Quebec, Arctic Labrador and the huge marine areas around the Arctic Archipelago. 

As always, the Inuit of Canada invite the Government of Canada and fellow Canadians to work with us. In reaching out to Canadians, I have seen ready support for Inuit priorities in the faces and comments of the people I have been meeting. It is a positive development that the Arctic is finally occupying the place it deserves in the attentions and imaginations of political leaders. The cliché of the "the Great White North" must give way to an Arctic strategy that builds from the ground up. 

The Inuit and other northern aboriginal peoples will prove willing and constructive partners in governance of Canada's part of the circumpolar world. And they will prove equally committed opponents of anything that falls short of genuine partnership. 

Mary Simon is president of the Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami. 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/RTGAM.20080326.wcomment0327/BNStory/Front/home 
U.S. West warming faster than rest of world: study

Reuters

Friday March 28, 2008

LOS ANGELES (Reuters) - The U.S. West is heating up at nearly twice the rate of the rest of the world and is likely to face more drought conditions in many of its fast-growing cities, an environmental group said on Thursday.

By analyzing federal government temperature data, the Natural Resources Defense Council concluded that the average temperature in the 11-state Western region from 2003-07 was 1.7 degrees Fahrenheit (0.94 degrees Celsius) higher than the historical average of the 20th century.

The global average increase for the same period was 1.0 degrees Fahrenheit (0.55 degrees Celsius).

In the Colorado River Basin, which supplies water to big and fast-growing cities like Los Angeles, San Diego, Las Vegas and Denver, the average temperature rose 2.2 degrees Fahrenheit (1.21 degrees Celsius), the U.S. group said.

Most of the river's water comes from melting snow in the mountains, and climate scientists predict hotter temperatures will reduce the snowpack and increase evaporation, the NRDC said in a statement.

"Global warming is hitting the West hard," said Theo Spencer of the NRDC. "It is already taking an economic toll on the region's tourism, recreation, skiing, hunting and fishing activities."

Study author Stephen Saunders of the Rocky Mountain Climate Organization said there were signs of the economic impacts throughout the West.

"Since 2000 we have seen $2.7 billion in crop loss claims due to drought. Global warming is harming valuable commercial salmon fisheries, reducing hunting activity and revenues, and threatening shorter and less profitable seasons for ski resorts," he said.

The report is available online at www.nrdc.org/globalWarming/west/contents.asp.

(Reporting by Mary Milliken; Editing by Bernie Woodall)

http://www.reuters.com/article/environmentNews/idUSN2728295220080328?feedType=RSS&feedName=environmentNews&sp=true
In pollution terms, Alberta's wealth is based on dirty dollars 

By Barbara Yaffe

Vancouver Sun

Thursday, March 27, 2008 

Alberta is a filthy rich, high-spending, pollution-belching piece of property growing increasingly out of sync with other provinces. 

That's one way of interpreting a flotilla of figures featured in a newly released report titled State of the West, 2008; Western Canadian Demographic and Economic Trends. 

The analysis points repeatedly to Alberta as being exceptional, in terms of resource bounty, government largesse and attitude toward the planetary crisis known as climate change. 

The 121-page report, prepared by economist Brett Gartner at the Calgary-based Canada West Foundation, reveals Alberta, with 10 per cent of the country's population, now spews nearly a third of its greenhouse-gas emissions. "Alberta's emissions are the highest in the West by far -- nearly 1.5 times more than the other three western provinces combined." 

For example, while Alberta was responsible in 2005 for emitting 71 tonnes of C02 per capita, B.C. -- deriving 89 per cent of its power from hydro -- emitted just 15.5 tonnes per capita. 

In both provinces emissions have grown vigorously, along with the economy, despite Canada's having signed the Kyoto Protocol in April of 1998. 

Between 1990 and 2005, greenhouse gas emissions increased 37 per cent in Alberta, 30 per cent in B.C. Nationally, emissions grew by 24.7 per cent. Quebec experienced the most modest growth, at just 4.8 per cent. 

Alberta's emissions record obviously has influenced Canada's status as a world-class polluter. 

And that's what we are. Canada, with a .05 per cent population share, is one of the world's highest per capita emitters, responsible for two per cent of all greenhouse gases. The report blames this country's resource-based economy, huge land mass and climate. 

Alberta is the No. 1 supplier of crude oil and natural gas to the Americans, with heavily polluting oilsands crude production overtaking production of conventional oil. 

Indeed, Alberta is more reliant than other western provinces on the U.S. for trade, with nearly 90 per cent of its exports heading due south. 

All of which is translating into big bucks for Albertans. 

Says the report: "Alberta's recent economic record, supported by its vibrant oil and gas sector, is unparalleled. In 2006, real economic growth in Alberta was more than double the national average." 

The only Canadian province that is debt-free, Wild Rose Country is responsible for nearly 17 per cent of Canada's GDP. B.C., with its larger population, accounts for 12.5 per cent of national GDP. 

For nearly two decades Ontario families had the highest median incomes in Canada. No longer. Since 2004, Alberta families have been in top spot. In 2005, they earned nearly $65,000 in median after-tax income. By contrast, Ontario families earned $61,000, followed by B.C. families, with $57,000. 

Among provinces, Alberta receives the lowest level of government transfer payments as a share of income. Such transfers make up eight per cent of Albertans' income compared to 17 per cent for Atlantic Canadians. 

In 2006 Calgary had nearly as many corporate head offices as much more populous Montreal and 45 per cent of all of Western Canada's business headquarters. Alberta's unemployment rate of 3.5 per cent last year was the lowest in the country. 

All the rosy economic news has created a potential problem in the land of oil and gas. 

The report notes that per capita program spending has increased fastest in Alberta. It has been going up by an average of 9.8 per cent for the past 10 years. 

"If for some reason Alberta faces a downturn in natural resource revenues," the report warns, "the province will find it very difficult to continue increasing program expenditures at this pace." 

B.C. is the lone western province to have kept its average spending increases in line with its growth in revenues. 

Having Alberta as a neighbour has been something of a blessing for B.C. 

The westernmost province has been forced to stay competitive in its tax policies. 

And B.C. benefits indirectly from the fact that the western region has grown in influence within Confederation thanks to Alberta's economic strength. 

At present the region accounts for 30.4 per cent of the population and 35.3 per cent of GDP. 

Western Canada unquestionably has exerted more clout in Ottawa of late, with a federal cabinet brimming with Albertans and British Columbians, as Quebec's sway has decreased. 

byaffe@png.canwest.com 

California cuts future quotas for clean-air cars

Friday March 28, 2008

By Nichola Groom

Reuters

SACRAMENTO (Reuters) - California's influential Air Resources Board on Thursday cut by 70 percent the number of electric cars and other zero-emission vehicles automakers will be required to sell in coming years, in a strong signal that technology has lagged hopes in the largest U.S. auto market.

Following a marathon session that included testimony from dozens of auto executives and environmentalists, the board voted to reduce the number of pure ZEVs, or cars powered entirely by batteries or hydrogen fuel cells, to 7,500 for the three years from 2012 to 2014. The previous requirement, from 2003, called for 25,000 such vehicles during that period.

The board's final number was three times higher than the 2,500-ZEV requirement its staff had proposed.

The board also set a separate mandate for hybrid cars.

Nearly 60,000 of the so-called advanced technology partial ZEVs, including plug-in hybrids and compressed natural gas vehicles, will make up for the cutback in the pure ZEV requirement, the board said. The staff proposal had included a mandate for 75,000 such vehicles.

Advocates of clean car technologies called the move a step backward for California's push to cut car pollution, and accused the board of kowtowing to automakers.

The California decision was expected to affect a dozen other U.S. states that have followed its lead in setting policies for zero-emission vehicles.

"It's better than the staff proposal, but it's a very low number," Jay Friedland, executive director of advocacy group Plug In America, said.

CARB Chair Mary Nichols said the new requirements were realistic and would keep the pressure on automakers to produce fuel cell and electric vehicles while giving them the flexibility to meet the state's stringent requirements with technologies that are now ramping up on a wider scale.

"All we've done is change the definition of a ZEV to allow an electric vehicle to have a little supplemental gasoline that goes with it," Nichols said. "I don't think that it's a step backward in the real world."

The board asked its staff to spend the next year coming up with a set of recommendations that would simplify the state's zero-emissions vehicle program.

Many of the attendees said in testimony that the structure of the program pitted clean car technologies against one another, and advocates of electric cars as well as fuel cell cars each accused the board of favoring the competing technology.

Nichols, however, said the board was "banking on all of them."

A representative of the Alliance of Automobile Manufacturers, a trade group representing 10 major automakers, could not be immediately reached for comment.

Auto industry analysts have said a mass market for fuel-cell vehicles, which combine stored hydrogen with oxygen to produce electricity, is not likely to develop before the end of the next decade.

Battery vehicles also remain a niche offering after California reversed a zero-emission vehicle mandate from the 1990s and major automakers scrapped experimental programs like GM's EV1, a chapter in the state's regulatory history documented in the 2006 film "Who Killed the Electric Car?"

A spokesman for General Motors Corp said a key to achieving even California's lowered target announced on Thursday was to develop a hydrogen fueling infrastructure to support the planned growth in fuel cell vehicles.

"We can get the vehicle engineering done. The key piece is to get the infrastructure in place," said GM spokesman Dave Barthmuss.

The No. 1 U.S. automaker has one car in development, the fuel-cell Chevrolet Equinox, that meets the zero-emission mandate. The Equinox is in limited road tests with California-based Walt Disney Co, airline Virgin Atlantic and select drivers who live near hydrogen stations.

Honda Motor Co has begun leasing a limited number of its own fuel cell vehicle -- the FCX Clarity -- in Southern California.

(Additional reporting by Kevin Krolicki in Detroit; Editing by Gary Hill and Gunna Dickson)

http://www.reuters.com/article/environmentNews/idUSN2716706420080328?feedType=RSS&feedName=environmentNews&sp=true
California Trims Goal for Number of Emission-Free Vehicles 

By FELICITY BARRINGER
The New York Times

Published: March 28, 2008

SAN FRANCISCO — California regulators cut by 70 percent the number of emission-free vehicles that automobile manufacturers must sell in California in the three years beginning in 2012. At the same time, the regulators effectively required, for the first time, that tens of thousands of plug-in hybrid vehicles be sold in those years.

A prototype all-electric Tesla roadster shown in California in February 2007. Tesla’s vice president, Darryl Siry, says the car will accelerate from zero to 60 miles an hour in four seconds. 

The cutback in the requirement for either all-electric or fuel-cell vehicles dismayed some environmentalists. But their pleasure at the likelihood that the decision will mean a new infusion of research dollars in plug-in hybrid technology, which is still more of a curiosity than a market force, largely made up for it.

The unanimous vote on Thursday by the California Air Resources Board to change its mandate for what it calls zero-emission vehicles did not take the cutback as far as its staff members had recommended. Earlier this year, they had called for a 90 percent cut in the requirements that were originally set in the early 1990s.

The board estimated that the new mandates would cost auto manufacturers more than $1 billion annually for those three years.

David Barthmuss, a representative of General Motors, said after the vote that those in attendance “are still scratching our heads” to understand the full implications of the new mandates. But he said that two cars on the company’s drawing boards, the Chevrolet Volt and the Saturn Vue, would probably be sold in large numbers in California as a result of the vote.

The Volt, which uses some gasoline, but only to power its battery, not to turn its wheels, could be counted as part of GM’s obligation under the mandate, he said, as would the Saturn Vue, a plug-in hybrid.

But, Mr. Barthmuss said, the mandate “still requires infrastructure,” saying that there are only a few — perhaps as few as two — fueling stations for hydrogen fuel-cell vehicles in the state. 

The board’s chairwoman, Mary Nichols, said just before the vote that “we’re creating an incentive for better batteries and better fuel cells,” but she also acknowledged that fuel-cell technology had developed more slowly than regulators had expected and was not ready for large-scale production.

But she felt that the mandates, even at the reduced level, were needed to keep pressure on Detroit. “The companies have been clinging to the past for a long time,” Ms. Nichols said. “And it’s time to be moving on and pushing them to make a bigger investment.”

Sheila Lynch, executive director of the Northeast Advanced Vehicle Consortium, a nonprofit group, said that for nearly 20 years, “California’s role always seems to be to push the auto companies a little further because they are 12 percent of the market.” But the failure of the first generation of electric vehicles — a failure that some electric-car lovers see as sabotage by the auto industry — may have made the regulators wary of pushing too hard to force new technologies.

In the interim, she said, hybrids, particularly the Toyota Prius, have become a dominant force as among the most fuel-efficient vehicles.

Darryl Siry, vice president of Tesla Motors, a company that has begun to market a $100,000 two-seat all-electric vehicle, criticized the board’s action, “If you take away the pressure, you run the risk of slowing down progress.”

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/28/us/28zero.html?ex=1364356800&en=e7c19de0a33bc921&ei=5088&partner=rssnyt&emc=rss
Broken Ice in Antarctica 

Published: March 28, 2008

The New York Times

Winter is coming to Antarctica, and that may be the only thing that keeps another of its major ice shelves from collapsing. On Tuesday, scientists from the British Antarctic Survey announced that there had been an enormous fracture on the edge of the Wilkins ice shelf, which started breaking last month. 

That province of ice, a body of permanent floating ice about the size of Connecticut, lies on the western edge of the Antarctic Peninsula, the part of the continent regarded as most vulnerable to climate change. Scientists flew over the break — itself covering some 160 square miles — and what they saw is remarkable: huge, geometrically fractured slabs of ice and, among them, the rubble of a catastrophic breach. A great swath of the ice shelf is being held in place by a thin band of ice. 

What matters isn’t just the scale of this breakout. Changes in wind patterns and water temperatures related to global warming have begun to erode the ice sheets of western Antarctica at a faster rate than previously detected, and the total collapse of the Wilkins ice shelf is now within the realm of possibility. 

It also comes as a reminder that the warming of Earth’s surface is occurring much faster at the poles than it is in more temperate regions. It is easy to think of ice as somehow temporary, but scientists say that the Wilkins ice shelf may have been in place for at least several hundred years. 

Nothing dramatizes the urgency of global warming quite like a fracture of this scale. There is nothing to be done about a collapsing polar ice sheet except to witness it. It may be too late to stop the warming decay at the boundaries of Antarctic ice, yet there is everything to be done. Humans can radically change the way they live and do business, knowing that it is the one chance to find a possible limit to radical change in the natural world around us. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/28/opinion/28fri3.html?_r=1&scp=2&sq=climate+change&st=nyt&oref=slogin
NOAA to Assess Whether Melting Ice Endangers Seals

By Juliet Eilperin
The Washington Post
Thursday, March 27, 2008; Page A02 

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration announced yesterday that it will evaluate whether four kinds of seals inhabiting Alaska's Bering Sea should be placed on the endangered species list because of melting sea ice. 

In December, an environmental group, the Center for Biological Diversity, petitioned NOAA's Fisheries Service to list ribbon seals as facing extinction because global warming has affected the extent of ice cover in both the Bering and Chukchi seas, where the seals live. NOAA officials said they will review the status of bearded, spotted and ringed seals, as well, because they all use the same sea ice in different ways, at different times of the year. 

The decision highlights the extent to which federal officials are grappling with climate change's impact on vulnerable species. The Fisheries Service has placed two species of coral on the endangered species list in part because of global warming, and the Interior Department was supposed to announce in January whether it would declare the polar bear in danger of extinction. Environmentalists sued the department because it has not published the decision. Congressional Democrats are investigating the matter. 

John Bengtson, a scientist at the National Marine Mammal Laboratory in NOAA's Alaska Fisheries Service Center, said researchers need to better understand how changes in annual sea ice affect the seals. "We know the marginal sea ice zone is an important habitat for them during breeding, pupping and molting," he said of the ribbon seals. "There's an awareness that sea ice ecosystems are changing right now in ways we don't fully understand." 

Jim Overland, an oceanographer at NOAA's Pacific Marine Environmental Laboratory, said that while ice in the Chukchi Sea has been disappearing earlier during the year, ice in the Bering Sea "is still highly variable from year to year." The ice cover in the Bering Sea, which forms in December, melts in May and spans the size of California, was 15 percent below normal from 2000 to 2005, but it has been closer to normal or even above average since then. According to computer models, Overland said, the Bering Sea ice cover will be half its current size by 2050. 

NOAA officials must prepare a review of ribbon seals by the end of the year and will complete the other three status reviews after that. The agency said in a statement that it decided to look at ribbon seals because of reduced ice caused by climate change and at "the high allowable seal harvest set by the Russian federation in recent years, the potential impacts of oil and gas development and production in both the United States and Russia and the potential impacts of commercial fisheries and climate change on ribbon seal prey distribution and abundance." 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/03/26/AR2008032602807.html
Sharp plans to more than double solar cell production

A new factory will be capable of producing 480 megawatts worth of cells per year by March 2010.

By Martyn Williams, PC World 

The Washington Post
Friday, March 28, 2008 

Sharp is planning to more than double its production of solar cells over the next few years as it targets sun-rich nations in southern Europe, Southeast Asia, Central and South America and Africa. 

The company, which is based in Osaka in western Japan, sees its total solar cell output rising from the current 710 megawatts to 1.7 gigawatts around 2010. 

To hit this goal it is planning to invest ï¿½72 billion (US$72.5 million) to build a state-of-the-art factory in Sakai, which is close to its Osaka headquarters. The new factory will be capable of producing 480 megawatts worth of cells per year by March 2010 when it is due to start production. 

The cells will be thin-film type which are best suited for use in hot countries where there is plenty of sun. 

Sharp's current total production of thin-film cells is just 15 megawatts, but a previously planned expansion will take this to 160 megawatts by October this year. The new plant will bump total production up to 640 megawatts, and Sharp plans to raise this even further to 1 gigawatt with as yet unannounced additional production overseas. 

And further expansion is still possible. The new Nara plant will start at 480 megawatts but is being built for a total capacity of 1 gigawatt. 

Additionally Sharp is producing crystalline-type cells, which are suited to colder areas like northern Europe, North America and East Asia. Production currently stands at 695 megawatts per year. Sharp hasn't detailed any plans to expand manufacturing of such cells. 

The market for solar cells is expanding quickly as greater production brings lower prices, governments begin offering incentives to use clean energy sources and consumers of electricity generally become more aware of environmental issues. 

Total worldwide demand for solar cells was about 2.5 gigawatts last year and is expected to almost double to 4 gigawatts this year, according to data from Sharp. The company expects demand to continue rising and hit 10 gigawatts in 2010. 

One of Sharp's highest profile customer wins for its solar business came last year, when Google kicked off an ambitious deployment of Sharp solar cells on its Mountain View campus. The solar panels, which cover almost the entire roof space of the complex, are now in operation and produce about 1.6 megawatts of energy. That's enough to cover about one-third of the total energy consumption of the campus, according to Google. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/03/28/AR2008032801386.html
Warming felt more in Western U.S.

An analysis of 50 studies finds that the region's temperatures are increasing faster than in the rest of the country and the planet as a whole.

By Margot Roosevelt

The Los Angeles Times
Friday March 28, 2008 

The American West is heating up faster than any other region of the United States, and more than the Earth as a whole, according to a new analysis of 50 scientific studies.

For the last five years, from 2003 through 2007, the global climate averaged 1 degree Fahrenheit warmer than its 20th century average.

During the same period, 11 Western states averaged 1.7 degrees warmer, the analysis reported.

The 54-page study, was released Thursday by the Rocky Mountain Climate Organization -- a coalition of local governments, businesses and nonprofits. It was based largely on calculations by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.

The report reveals "the growing consensus among scientists who study the West that climate change is no longer an abstraction," said Bradley H. Udall of the University of Colorado, whose work was cited in the study. "The signs are everywhere."

Carbon dioxide pollution from vehicles, power plants and other industrial sources is a major contributor to global warming. The Environmental Protection Agency is under court order to address cutting greenhouse gases, and Congress is considering legislation to curb them.

The consequences of Western temperature increases, the report said, are evident in a rash of heat waves. Montana, Idaho and Wyoming had their hottest Julys on record last summer, while Phoenix suffered 31 days above 110 degrees.

Likely to accelerate

The Colorado River basin, which stretches from Wyoming to Mexico, is in the throes of a record drought. About 30 million people in fast-growing cities such as Los Angeles, San Diego, Phoenix and Las Vegas depend on water from the Colorado and its tributaries, which also drive the region's agricultural economy and hydroelectric industry. The river's two main reservoirs, Lake Powell and Lake Mead, are only 45% and 50% full, respectively.

Globally, warming varies according to region -- with more heating over land than over oceans. In California, with its coastal location, the study showed an increase of 1.1 degrees above the global average over the last five years. Arid interior states, including Utah, Wyoming, Arizona and Montana, experienced rises more than 2 degrees higher than in the world overall.

"Temperature rises have been much larger and more noticeable in the Western states," said Kelly T. Redmond, regional climatologist at Nevada's Desert Research Institute. "The past 10 years have been particularly warm, unlike any similar 10-year period we have seen over the past 115 years."

According to Udall, the data suggest that the trend will accelerate -- with the West warming about 1 1/2 times faster than the global average. Martin Hoerling, a NOAA meteorologist, has predicted that the West could heat up as much as 5 degrees by mid-century. In Alaska, the annual mean air temperature has risen 4 to 5 degrees Fahrenheit over the last three decades.

"If we don't want this problem to get really bad, we need to pass a climate bill with teeth," said Theo Spencer, a project manager at the Natural Resources Defense Council, an environmental advocacy group that funded the Rocky Mountain Climate analysis. "Western senators need to take the lead, considering what's at stake in their states."

Legislation in the works

A bill to slash greenhouse gases nationwide, sponsored by Sens. Joe Lieberman (I-Conn.) and John W. Warner (R-Va.), is expected to reach the Senate floor by June. A recent tally by the newsletter Environment & Energy Daily counted 44 votes for the bill so far.

As many as 10 Republican senators from Western states are leaning against the bill, according to the newsletter, which based its research on interviews with lawmakers, staff, industry and environmental groups.

California's two senators, Democrats Barbara Boxer and Dianne Feinstein, favor the bill.

In the absence of federal action, states are moving ahead. California is drafting rules to slash its greenhouse gas emissions by 80% by mid-century. And six other Western states -- Arizona, Montana, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah and Washington -- have joined it in a regional compact to curb the pollution blamed for global warming.

margot.roosevelt@latimes.com 

http://www.latimes.com/news/science/environment/la-na-climate28mar28,1,526909.story
State deals blow to zero-emission vehicle supporters

The Air Resources Board substantially reduces the number of clean-air cars that big automakers will be required to sell in the next few years.

By Ken Bensinger

The Los Angeles Times 
Friday March 28, 2008 

California's Air Resources Board voted Thursday to slash by 70% the number of emission-free vehicles that carmakers must sell in the state in coming years, a significant blow for environmentalists and transportation activists. 

But the panel set new rules requiring automakers to build tens of thousands of plug-in hybrid cars, which run on electricity and gasoline. And it adopted a motion to overhaul its entire Zero Emission Vehicle program to align it with tougher greenhouse-gas emission standards enacted in California in recent years. That could lead to the production of many more clean vehicles, but the overhaul won't happen until at least the end of 2009.

Under the new standards, passed unanimously, the board will require the largest companies selling cars in the state to produce 7,500 electric and hydrogen fuel-cell vehicles for sale, lease or loan in California from 2012 to 2014 -- down from the 25,000 required in the period under the previous rules.

In addition, carmakers will be called upon to make about 58,000 plug-in hybrid electric vehicles in the same period. The previous regulation, passed in 2003, made no provisions for plug-in hybrids because they were not considered viable at the time.

"Clearly advocates would like to have more of these technologies available," said air board member Daniel Sperling, who introduced the proposal that ultimately passed. "But it's my view that both plug-in hybrids and [emission-free vehicles] are tremendous stretches for the industry." 

Environmental and transportation activists called the decision a victory for carmakers, which had lobbied vigorously against the mandates. 

"It's a huge blow," said Chelsea Sexton, executive director of Plug In America, an advocacy group. "They sent the message to the carmakers that they can always get what they want from the board."

Automakers, though, were reserved. "We're going to have to take some time and study it," Ford Motor Co. spokeswoman Jennifer Moore said. "The question is still what technology is ready and what is going to be commercially viable."

Ford is one of six automakers -- along with General Motors Corp., Toyota Motor Corp., Chrysler, Honda Motor Co. and Nissan Motor Co. -- subject to the mandates. Smaller car companies are not bound by the rules, though they could be if their sales increase.

At the day's outset, board Chairwoman Mary Nichols expressed a desire to increase the number of emission-free vehicles in California. "Our goal here today is to emerge with a clear direction that will get this program on track," she said. 

Yet the final decision was anything but clear. By inserting last-minute provisions that create a hierarchy among types of zero-emission vehicles, the number of such cars that automakers will have to make by 2014 could vary greatly. 

If, for example, carmakers produce only hydrogen fuel-cell vehicles with an operational range of 300 miles or more, the number they would be required to make could be as few as 5,357 -- or 297 cars per automaker per year. If they make only short-range electric vehicles, though, the required number would jump to 12,500. 

Created in 1990 with the intent to improve air quality, the ZEV mandate initially sought to require that 10% of all cars sold in the state be emission-free by 2004. ZEV has since been revised five times, and, after Thursday's vote, will be again. 

The latest plan to revise the mandate stems from the air board's desire to align the program with a 2006 state law that sets a target of reducing greenhouse gas emissions 80% by 2050, and another law that calls for reducing tailpipe emissions of all cars sold in California.

"For 2015 and beyond, we'll adopt a new program that will probably be even more aggressive than what is currently in effect," board member Sperling said, without mentioning any specific numbers. 

Ten other states have joined with California on the ZEV program, with the Golden State acting as sort of a lead regulator. However, the board previously granted automakers an exemption from having to make any ZEVs for the other participating states until 2011. On Thursday, the air board extended that date to 2017.

The board also adopted a provision requiring automakers to publicly disclose how many "credits" for producing emission-free vehicles they amass or trade with others. 

The vote was preceded by hours of comments from automakers, activists and even a few high school students.

Former CIA Director R. James Woolsey, now a senior advisor at investment firm VantagePoint Venture Partners, called the issue of emission-free vehicles one of "national energy security" and asked the board to boost requirements for electric cars and plug-in hybrids. VantagePoint is an investor in plug-in hybrid maker Fisker Automotive Inc. Ze'ev Drori, chief executive of Tesla Motors Inc., maker of an electric car, argued for more rigorous standards. Because of the complicated workings of the mandate, his company stands to make money trading the credits it earns when it sells its vehicles.

"The only impediment to this is the parochial, self-interested agendas of the automakers," he said. 

Al Weverstad, executive director for environment, energy and safety at GM, asked the board for special consideration for the Chevy Volt, which is in development. GM says the car will have a longer range than rival plug-in hybrids. 

"We'd ask that you give us some additional credits," he said. The board granted that request, valuing extended-range plug-in hybrids above shorter-range models. 

Robert Sawyer, former chairman of the air board, called for simplification. "We should return to a 'zero means zero,' simple, easy to enforce program," he said. 

ken.bensinger@latimes.com
http://www.latimes.com/news/science/environment/la-fi-zev28mar28,1,6379189.story
San Onofre tollway still 'in the planning,' OCTA chairman says

By David Reyes

The Los Angeles Times 
Friday March 28, 2008 

Transportation officials are so intent on building a toll road through south Orange County that they refuse to remove it from long-range plans, even though a powerful state commission has vetoed the route.

Frustrated environmentalists and others said this week that the Orange County Transportation Authority's reluctance to change its assumption that the Foothill South tollway through San Onofre State Beach will be built amounts to "putting their head in the sand."

"For purely political reasons, the Transportation Authority doesn't seem to want to evaluate future transportation ideas with realistic options," said Michael Fitts, an attorney for the Endangered Habitats League.

Fitts made his comments after a meeting on a major investment study for transportation projects through 2030 in south Orange County. He and others took exception to the OCTA's stand on the toll road, which was defeated by the California Coastal Commission last month but is included in the authority's long-range planning.

The authority operates the toll lanes along the 91 Freeway and is the county's largest transportation agency. The Irvine-based Transportation Corridor Agencies, operator of the other Orange County toll roads, proposed the controversial Foothill South route.

Opponents of that proposal also are angry about an idea to lower tolls by half on the 241, 73 and 133 to encourage more motorists; the reduced rate would be subsidized with taxpayer dollars. The OCTA has included the so-called shadow tolls as part of the study ideas.

Many options to help unsnarl traffic and upgrade transit and other services are under consideration, OCTA officials said. The study is being refined, and many ideas now being discussed won't be in the final document, officials said.

Martin Benson, an Oceanside attorney and Surfrider Foundation member, said he was stunned when he heard the subsidy idea presented at a recent toll agency meeting.

"I'm against it," Benson said.

When the toll roads were built, the TCA said no taxpayer money would be used to operate roads, Fitts said. But the term "shadow tolls" seems to be a euphemism for "taxpayer-supported toll road," he said.

The toll roads are privately operated and have accepted small grants from public funds, said Jennifer Seaton, a TCA spokeswoman. She rejected the assertion that a pledge not to use taxpayer funds was ever made.

OCTA Chairman Chris Norby said board members have had frank discussions about the fate of the proposed toll road, especially if it is ultimately killed. "But it's on appeal and we're still going on the assumption that the road has to be in the planning," he said.

The 16-mile toll road, whose proposed route would go from Oso Parkway east of Mission Viejo through San Onofre State Beach, has been the subject of intense political debate. Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger, who has supported the road, last week did not renew the terms of actor-director Clint Eastwood and Bobby Shriver, the governor's brother-in-law, to the state parks commission.

Both attributed the governor's move to their opposition to building the Foothill South through the state beach park, popular for its surfing, camping and wildlife. The governor's office denied that assertion.

Orange County Supervisor Patricia Bates, whose district includes the proposed road, said the road debate is not over.

"Until some decision is made on the appeal that the road is dead, this will be part of the 2030 baseline for transportation projects," she said.

The appeal of the Coastal Commission decision to the U.S. Department of Commerce is expected to take a year.

Subsidizing toll roads is among many ideas that members of the OCTA and toll road boards wish to explore.

"It's something conceptual. We don't know if there is an identified source for funding," said Tustin Mayor Jerry Amante, who sits on both boards.

"We're trying to squeeze every transportation possibility out there right now; that's what this study is about," he said. "And one of the ways was to find out if there's a way to shadow-toll and backfill with revenue from another source."

Revenue from Measure M, the county's half-cent sales tax for transportation projects, has been part of the discussion.

But the TCA would not be able to get Measure M money because the agency was not included in project funding when voters re-approved the measure in 2006, said Hamid Bahadori, director of policy and programs for the Automobile Club of Southern California. The auto club, which supports the Foothill South, took part in OCTA's planning process for the measure.

"The renewed Measure M did not say shadow tolls, and there are no federal or state sources available for a toll road," Bahadori said.

Bahadori urged OCTA to study alternative traffic projects to alleviate congestion in case the toll road fails.

Not building the Foothill South "needs to be part of the analysis, because if it's not, it won't be in the best interests of the major investment study," Bahadori said.

david.reyes@latimes.com 

http://www.latimes.com/news/science/environment/la-me-tollroad28mar28,1,6269970.story
EPA chief bides time on court's emissions order

Shelving his agency's findings that greenhouse gases are a danger, he says he'll open a long public comment period.

By Janet Wilson

The Los Angeles Times 
Friday March 28, 2008 

EPA Administrator Stephen L. Johnson has shelved his agency's findings that greenhouse gases are a danger to the public, and on Thursday told Congress that he will initiate a lengthy public comment period about whether such emissions are a risk before responding to a U.S. Supreme Court order.

The move means there is virtually no chance the Bush administration will act to regulate greenhouse gases in response to the high court's decision in the time left in office. 

The decision by the Environmental Protection Agency infuriated Democratic lawmakers, and attorneys who won the landmark case before the high court last spring. 

"This is a transparent delaying tactic and a major reversal of EPA's position," said Rep. Henry A. Waxman (D-Beverly Hills). "The Bush administration is recklessly abandoning its responsibility to address the global warming crisis."

"It's outrageous," said Sierra Club attorney David Bookbinder, one of the lead attorneys on the case, who said he would ask the Supreme Court next week to order the EPA to act within 60 days.

The EPA administrator's position of prolonged evaluation mirrors that advocated by a coalition of industry groups and conservative think tanks, including the Heritage Foundation. The groups emphasized to the White House and lawmakers that the Supreme Court had set no deadline by which the EPA needed to act -- and that during an economic downturn, seeking comprehensive public comment and a "go-slow" approach would be far better.

EPA spokesman Jonathan Shradar countered criticism of the decision by saying, "No matter what is shouted or screamed from the rooftops, this is truly a historic moment. No administration has taken this step to evaluate this new pollutant."

The Supreme Court ruled in April that under the Clean Air Act, the EPA was required to evaluate whether carbon dioxide was a risk to public health and welfare, and if so, to impose regulations on polluters, in particular automobiles.

EPA staffers told The Times they had concluded that such greenhouse gases were a major threat to water supply, crops, wildlife and other aspects of public welfare, and their finding was forwarded to the White House for review in December. In addition, under orders from Johnson, the staff last fall completed a draft regulation to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from vehicles. 

But on Thursday, Johnson wrote to key members of Congress outlining an exhaustive public-comment approach to the Supreme Court decision that he said would better address what harm greenhouse gases may cause, based on thorough study of all industry sectors -- not just vehicles -- that emit such gases.

"This approach gives the appropriate care and attention this complex issue demands," wrote Johnson. "Rather than rushing to judgment on a single issue, this approach allows us to examine all the potential effects of a decision with the benefit of the public's insight. In short, this process will best serve the American public."

Vickie Patton, senior counsel with Environmental Defense, and a former EPA attorney under President Clinton and President George H.W. Bush, harshly criticized Johnson.

"As glaciers disintegrate, EPA's response is delay, deny and obfuscate," she said. "EPA career staff has developed policies that are ready to go. They're awaiting a simple signature [from Johnson], but instead he's walking away."

Johnson's action came after Edwin Meese III and fellow attorneys at the Heritage Foundation, a Washington-based think tank, spent months sending detailed legal analyses and memos to "everyone we could think of" at the White House and in Congress, said Michael Franc, the foundation's vice president of government relations. Meese was attorney general under President Reagan.

The heart of their objections was that although the Supreme Court ruled on automobile emissions, the decision as worded could apply to every major smokestack industry and small business, including restaurants and apartment buildings.

White House deputy press secretary Scott Stanzel declined to comment on what role White House officials played in the EPA decision, or on the input it received from the Heritage Foundation and others. "We commend Administrator Johnson's decision," Stanzel said. 

EPA spokesman Shradar said Johnson had acted independently. 

janet.wilson@latimes.com
http://www.latimes.com/news/science/environment/la-na-greenhouse28mar28,1,4863847.story
Automakers begin to move on plug-in cars

By David R. Baker

San Francisco Chronicle

Friday, March 28, 2008

The plug-in hybrid cars that could help meet California's global warming goals aren't yet available in dealers' showrooms.

But the big automakers aren't ignoring them, either.

Ford Motor Co. announced Thursday that it will test a prototype plug-in SUV with the help of a Palo Alto research group.

The prototype is a tricked-out version of the company's Escape hybrid SUV and can get up to 120 miles per gallon in city driving. Like other plug-ins, it has a gasoline motor but relies mostly on electricity from a battery that can be recharged daily at home. 

Some of the plug-in Escapes already are being tested in Los Angeles by the Southern California Edison electric utility. Now the Electric Power Research Institute in Palo Alto will join the study, expanding it to include a test site in New York or New Jersey. 

The institute, which conducts research for utilities, will explore some of the technical issues that plug-ins raise. When would drivers want to recharge them - at night, during the day, or both? By soaking up surplus electrical capacity at night, could the plug-ins make utilities operate more efficiently? Should the car batteries double as power storage devices, feeding electricity back into the home?

"We're looking at the best possible way to integrate these vehicles into the grid," said Mark Duvall, the institute's program manager for electric transportation. "To do that, we need to study how people use them, how they recharge them."

The study will run for three years, using 20 plug-in Escapes. But Ford has not yet set a timetable for selling plug-in SUVs. A Ford spokeswoman said Thursday that the cost of making the plug-ins is still too high for the mass market, and the company has not fully tested their durability and safety.

"We are obviously serious about advancing the commercialization of plug-in hybrid technology, as evidenced by our partnerships with EPRI and SCE, but we're not prepared at this time to discuss any future production plans," said Jennifer Moore, corporate news manager for Ford.

Ford is not the only automaker exploring plug-ins. Toyota has tested a plug-in version of its popular Prius hybrid, and General Motors is developing a plug-in called the Volt. 

Electric utilities are running their own tests on the vehicles. Pacific Gas and Electric Co. demonstrated last year how plug-ins can act as batteries for houses, feeding power back into a home electrical system. 

Plug-in advocates, however, are frustrated that the cars are only being studied - not sold. The auto companies, they say, could be moving much faster.

"They're totally just dipping their toes in the water," said Sherry Boschert, author of the book "Plug-in Hybrids: The Cars that Will Recharge America." 

"It's good they're doing something, but it's the automotive form of greenwashing," she said. "They could be mass-producing these things."

E-mail David R. Baker at dbaker@sfchronicle.com.
This article appeared on page A - 15 of the San Francisco Chronicle
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Salmon run will collapse unless we reverse underlying causes of decline

By Steven R. Beissinger

San Francisco Chronicle

Friday, March 28, 2008

It is a matter of serious regret that our choicest and most valued fish, the ... salmon, is annually decreasing and the supply for exportation and home consumption is diminishing. Unless salmon that now home in our waters are protected and fostered as a nucleus for increase, our rivers will become barren of this most desired fish."
These words appear in an 1886 report of the Commissioners of Fisheries of the State of California, but they could have been written yesterday. While some suggest the current collapse of the Sacramento chinook salmon run is unprecedented, we are poised to repeat unlearned lessons from a century ago unless conservation measures are enacted that reverse the underlying causes of the salmon decline.

Salmon harvesting in California began in the mid-1850s as an inland fishery, was stimulated by the canning industry, and soon met a fate similar to the infamous Cannery Row sardines. The first salmon cannery opened on the Sacramento River in 1864 near Broderick. By 1881, there were 20, but by 1885, only six canneries remained in operation, and in 1919, the last one closed. Having captured the easy pickings of fish moving on their way upstream to breed, commercial salmon fishing was forced to move to the ocean, where it has remained to this day.

Hapless sea lions got blamed for the decline in 1886, just like today. Of seals, the commissioners stated that they "sit at the entrance of the Golden Gate as royal toll gatherers and take the lion's share of the schools of the finny tribe as they pass from the broad Pacific into the Bay of San Francisco..." The commissioners urged, without success, the repeal of legislation that protected sea lions.

Recently, however, the National Marine Fisheries Service authorized a special capture of seals at the mouth of the Columbia River, an action that is unlikely to lead to salmon recovery and one that should not be repeated in California.

Multiple causes, perhaps as many as 40, have been identified as possible agents of the contemporary decline. Many on our list of culprits were identified in 1886 - over-harvesting, dams that stop the spawning movements of salmon, diversion of freshwater to the Central Valley for agriculture and the siltation from erosion (due now to deforestation but in those days caused by the legacy of Gold Rush mining in the foothills). Now, we can add climate change, which warms the oceans and robs young salmon of their foods.

Better science is needed to diagnose the causes of decline and to determine their relative influences - a difficult, yet required, task for recovering any threatened species.

The commissioners in 1886 expressed confidence that salmon fry produced in California hatcheries would restore the stock. Hatcheries have forestalled the ultimate decimation of the salmon, but at the same time they create genetic and behavioral changes in salmon and may introduce diseases.

Hatcheries disguise the long-term problems facing salmon, and create a put-and-take fishery that can never lead to self-sustaining populations.

The salmon fishery must be closed temporarily to both commercial and recreational fishing as the first step for recovery, and smaller limits will probably be needed in the future. Serious consideration must next be given to removing dams and reducing water diversions in the Central Valley, restoring many watersheds and reducing agricultural run-off, while we work to abate climate change. The pain must be shared by all. We can't let the sea lions be the "fall guys" forever.

Steven R. Beissinger is a professor of conservation biology at UC Berkeley, where he holds the A. Starker Leopold Chair in Wildlife Biology. His research addresses the causes of decline, risks of extinction and recovery options for endangered species. 

This article appeared on page B - 11 of the San Francisco Chronicle
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State air board demands more low-emission cars

By Matthew Yi

San Francisco Chronicle 

Friday, March 28, 2008

(03-28) 04:00 PDT Sacramento -- The California Air Resources Board, acknowledging that development of air pollution-free vehicle technologies such as hydrogen fuel cells is lagging, moved Thursday to require major automakers to produce more low-emission cars such as plug-in hybrids.

The board's decision will play a key part in its mandate to meet California's ambitious goal of reducing air pollution and cutting greenhouse gas emissions as required by landmark legislation, AB32, enacted more than a year ago.

Representatives of environmental groups and automakers lined up on opposite sides of the hot debate over how the air board should change parts of its program for zero-emissions vehicles, which had been in place since 1990.

With the promise of hydrogen fuel cells not materializing, the air board directed its staff last year to come up with changes to the rules. 

The seven largest automakers - Chrysler, Ford, General Motors, Honda, Nissan, Toyota and Volkswagen - had been required to produce and sell 25,000 vehicles that emit no tailpipe emissions between 2012 and 2014, followed by 50,000 such vehicles between 2015 and 2017.

The air board's staff recommended changing the rules to allow manufacturers to make just 2,500 such vehicles in the first phase and 25,000 in the second.

But they would have to compensate by making more than 180,000 low-emission vehicles, such as plug-in hybrids, which use electric and gasoline engines, and those that burn hydrogen.

But board members said the recommendations were too lenient and unanimously adopted the formula offered by board member Daniel Sperling - a minimum of 7,500 zero-emission vehicles along with 58,000 low-emission vehicles between 2012 and 2014. Requirements for the following three-year period were not established.

The air board also agreed that the state's zero-emissions vehicle program has become tangled by complicated rules and needs an overhaul. The board directed its staff to come up with recommendations by the end of next year to make wholesale changes.

Air board Chairwoman Mary Nichols instructed the staff to consider three main goals for the program: "to reduce smog-forming pollution, to limit the state's contribution to global warming ... and our dependence on petroleum."

The zero-emissions program began in 1990 with a reduction in smog its main objective. The program's initial goal was to require 10 percent of vehicles sold in California to be air pollution free by 2003, but that goal was never met. Over the years, the air board made changes to accommodate the technological challenges automakers faced.

The members of the air board and the staff said Thursday that while only a few thousand zero-emission vehicles are on the road today, state regulations have helped encourage automakers to look at new technologies to eliminate air pollution.

But smog isn't the only motivating factor for the program anymore. California's commitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by a third in 2020 and by 80 percent by 2050 will also play a role in overhauling the zero-emissions vehicle program, said Sperling.

"Climate change has to be part of the story," he said during a break in the all-day hearing in Sacramento.

But some environmental groups were disappointed, saying they feel the air board has watered down the zero-emissions vehicle program.

"It's an improvement on the staff proposal, but it's far less than what is currently on the books," said Sherry Boschert, a Sierra Club spokeswoman who is also vice president of Plug In America, a nonprofit that promotes electric cars. "I really feel dissed by this."

Dave Barthmuss, a spokesman for General Motors, said that while he agrees the zero-emissions vehicle program needs to be simplified, the air board's call for drastic changes causes serious problems for automakers, which need long lead times for product development.

"Philosophically, we like simplification, but the devil will be in the details for sure," he said. "And if there are changes, we would like to know sooner than later."

Touting their own products in development were automakers including Tesla Motors, a Bay Area-based company that is making sports cars that rely completely on electric motors.

"Our cars are already in production," said Andrew Simpson, a systems engineer. "Weaken (the regulation), it would disadvantage our company. ... Strengthen the mandate, the technology is ready so that California can breathe clean air soon."

Former air board Chairman Robert Sawyer, who was fired by Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger last year after trying to enact tougher rules, also weighed in on the issue.

"California needs every tool to meet its global warming goals," he said at Thursday's hearing, adding that automakers' promise of fuel-cell vehicles for mass consumption remains decades away. "California is a place where electrical vehicles can and should happen."

-- SFGreen: For more information on emissions standards and air quality, go to green.sfgate.com.
What California's air board will require of automakers 

Here is a summary of new regulations adopted by the California Air Resources Board:

Zero-emission vehicles: Automakers must produce at least 7,500 zero-emission vehicles, such as hydrogen fuel cell or electric automobiles. Under old rules, the industry was required to make 25,000 such vehicles for sale in the state from 2012 to 2014.

Low-emission vehicles: Automakers must produce 58,000 low-emission vehicles for sale in California between 2012 and 2014. These would include such cars as plug-in hybrids that use both electric and gasoline engines. This is a new requirement.

E-mail Matthew Yi at myi@sfcronicle.com.
This article appeared on page A - 1 of the San Francisco Chronicle
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Powering down

Residents and businesses join a global initiative to cut consumption for 60 minutes in a call to action on climate change 

By MEGAN GRITTANI-LIVINGSTON 

The Globe and Mail 

Friday March 28, 2008 

Tomorrow evening Gerald Mak is going for a walk. At 8 p.m., the Grade 12 student will turn off all the lights and unplug all the power bars in his family's house, cutting off every energy-munching TV and computer. Then, he says, he'll "take a walk in the park for one hour."

Aside from being student school trustee and a nominee for a Green Toronto Award, Mr. Mak, who attends Earl Haig Secondary School in North York, is one of more than 240,000 people and 17,000 businesses all over the globe registered to take part in Earth Hour, an initiative that calls for reducing power consumption for 60 minutes. And many more are expected to join in. 

In Toronto, Mr. Mak joins thousands of people and the managers of more than 80 buildings, including landmarks such as the CN Tower, Fairmont Royal York, the Air Canada Centre and major office towers, who plan to hit the lights tomorrow night. 

Though essential lights such as street lamps will stay on, most of Toronto's skyline is supposed to go dark. "It will be quite dramatic," said Lawson Oates, director of the city's Environment Office.

The seeds for the global movement were planted last March in Australia where the local branches of the World Wildlife Fund and global advertising agency Leo Burnett concocted a campaign that asked residents and businesses in Sydney to turn off their lights for an hour. 

"They were looking for a way to demonstrate the public's deep concern about climate change," said Julia Langer, director of the climate-change program for WWF-Canada.

The Sydney event produced a 10.2-per-cent reduction in power use, double the predicted savings. This year Earth Hour has gone global. 

Tomorrow, more than 50,000 Canadians and 2,500 businesses in upwards of 150 cities and municipalities are scheduled to turn off, forming the second-largest national group of participants - behind the United States and ahead of Australia. Toronto was the first Canadian city to join on as an event partner, followed by Ottawa, Montreal and Vancouver, alongside 21 other world cities. 

Earth Hour's popularity is being attributed to a desire to send a message about helping the environment in a simple way. "If we're doing this, we're showing Torontonians how to actually make a huge difference, something they can do at home that doesn't cost anything," Mr. Mak said. 

Local landmarks are scheduled to douse or dim external lights. All inside overhead lights should be turned off in skyscrapers such as the 72-storey First Canadian Place, and on 210 of the 220 floors in the six-tower Toronto-Dominion Centre. Many of the high-powered tenants, such as BMO Financial Group in First Canadian Place, say they will abide by the lights-out policy for the hour - although BMO noted in a news release that the interior of branches and ATMs won't go dark for security reasons. 

Pearson International Airport is aiming to decrease its energy use by four megawatts, or about 15 per cent, over the hour by reducing lighting, heating and air conditioning in Terminals 1 and 3. 

An Earth Hour party in Downsview Park features glow-in-the-dark soccer, a drumming circle and a meditation group. Many hotels are expected to take part, while restaurants such as Toulà Ristorante and Bar in the Westin Harbour Castle plan to turn out the lights and hold candlelight dinners. 

"We're doing our part, just like everybody else," Toulà manager Andrei Gaveniuc said.

Residents in the Merchandise Building, a complex of lofts northeast of Dundas and Church Streets, will go without non-essential lights and recreation facilities for the hour, and are encouraged to turn off lights in their own units. Property manager Bill Foss said he thinks many will.

"It's a downtown, professional crowd that lives in here, particularly cognizant of green issues," Mr. Foss said.

The City of Toronto, a co-sponsor of Earth Hour here along with WWF-Canada, Virgin Mobile and the Toronto Star, is hosting an evening concert at Nathan Phillips Square featuring Nelly Furtado, which will be run on electricity from Bullfrog Power, a company that says it offers power from emissions-free sources.

The city also aims to turn off all lights except emergency beams at City Hall, Metro Hall, Exhibition Place and all civic centres. 

The Star will reduce lighting in its editorial offices and Vaughan printing plant, while keeping its presses idle, and Virgin Canada plans to have its call-centre operators in its King Street West office lit only by computer monitors.

Earl Haig, along with other schools, will celebrate early - today from 2 to 3 p.m. Mr. Mak said all the lights will go out in his school and all the electrical appliances will be turned off, and he hopes other students will carry that forward to participate in tomorrow's event.

Some participants, including Mr. Foss, acknowledge that one hour without lights won't change everything. But it's a way of "drawing people's attention to the issue, I think that's how I would see it," Mr. Foss said.

WWF-Canada's Ms. Langer said the event's popularity should stand as a strong indication of the public's concern about the environment: "This is basically a call to action, which we certainly hope will not be ignored."

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/RTGAM.20080328.wlights28/BNStory/National/
Building-in Earth Hour, 24 hours a day

Toronto area developers are facing a growing challenge to meet the demand for more energy-efficient homes

By DEREK RAYMAKER 

The Globe and Mail

Friday March 28, 2008

Tomorrow marks the second annual Earth Hour to raise awareness of the effect of climate change and greenhouse gas emissions throughout the world.

The idea, originally spawned in Australia, is to get individuals and institutions to turn off their lights and minimize their power usage between 8 and 9 p.m. The sheer awe of seeing a whole city go dim when taking concerted action will inspire everybody to work together to curb energy use and, thus, carbon emissions into the atmosphere. Or so organizers hope.

The objectives of Earth Hour are laudable but, this being the industrialized world bent on tokenism and protecting modern conveniences at all costs, don't be surprised to see a lot of people switch lights off for an hour on Saturday night and just assume they've done their part. By Monday, they'll be back in their cars driving - alone - to work, where they'll log in to a computer that has been on all weekend.

The real question we ought to consider head-on as we float through this year's Earth Hour is: What am I doing about climate change for the other 364 days and 23 hours of the year?

Incrasingly, some new-housing developers are getting serious about building in groundbreaking improvements designed to conserve energy, recycle materials and water, and reduce carbon emissions.

It would be bad form to rain on their parade at this point by suggesting that some of the most effective emission-control technologies - solar power, geothermal heating, heat-recovery ventilation, weather-sealed windows and doors - have been around for 25 years. So I guess I'll just say, better late than never.

Until recently, if you wanted a new low-rise house that exceeded the basic standards of energy efficiency, more often than not it was up to you to undertake the improvements after you moved in.

And if you were in a condominium building, well, you were pretty much stuck with whatever heating, cooling and energy-conservation technologies the developer provided. More often than not, these would be the least-expensive ones available.

The problem - as developers are only too happy to explain when asked - is that green or even greener building techniques and technologies are considerably more expensive than the standard-issue ones with which they are familiar and have installed thousands of times before.

Two things happened in the past seven years that have turned the tide and forced builders to get serious about green building techniques. The first was the natural-gas price spikes in 2001, which gave homeowners an economic reason to conserve energy. 

This also affected condo owners, whose utility costs were often pooled building-wide and paid through maintenance fees that suffered an unpleasant jolt upward at the time.

Then in 2003, consumers began demanding more green features after Canada's ratification of the Kyoto Protocol to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

The intense debate about the Kyoto climate change initiative served as a tipping point in the public consciousness, especially in urban areas such as Toronto where weather patterns and air quality were changing noticeably.

Since then, developers have gradually implemented more green building techniques and in a lot of cases have eaten the higher costs attached, to use the advances as selling features. The strategy has paid off in attracting members of the younger home-buyers market who are keen to contribute meaningfully to reducing carbon emissions.

The industry standard in determining the extent of environmentally friendly building and energy technology is LEED - Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design. A developer can submit its project or dwelling to the judgment of the LEED criteria; ratings range from "certified" at the bottom, and move upward through silver, gold and platinum.

Over the next couple of weeks, New Digs will take a look at some of Greater Toronto's new housing developments aiming to achieve a standard of energy efficiency, water conservation and technological innovation that will help put a real dent in greenhouse gas emissions when Earth Hour is over.

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/LAC.20080328.DIGS28/TPStory/?query=climate+change
Carbon tax riles northern B.C.

Innovative tax has some fuming, saying it penalizes rural drivers who do not have access to public transit

By IAN BAILEY 

The Globe and Mail

Friday March 28, 2008

VANCOUVER -- The B.C. government's plan to bring in North America's first all-out carbon tax is facing opposition from northern communities in the province, with some suggesting it penalizes rural residents who need to drive more.

The concerns have been outlined in seven resolutions up for debate at the coming annual general meeting of the North Central Municipal Association, representing 41 northern local governments.

One of the most pointed resolution, from the Regional District of Kitimat Stikine, calls the tax "punitive and inequitable" toward northern residents, and calls on the association and the Union of B.C. Municipalities to lobby the provincial government to exempt northern B.C. from the tax.

The City of Quesnel says the government should "level the playing field" by eliminating or reducing the tax "in areas where residents cannot make choices about their fuel consumption due to distance, climate and resource-based livelihoods" or provide new tax breaks to offset the cost of the tax.

While the B.C. government has been basking in attention over the innovative tax, it appears some in the north have been fuming over its effects.

The revenue-neutral tax, which comes into effect July 1, is to be applied on fossil fuels, including gasoline and diesel and home-heating fuel, at an initial 2.4-cent-a-litre cost. The tax is to be phased in over five years, starting at a rate of $10 per tonne of carbon emissions and rising to $30 per tonne by 2012 when the cost will be 7.34 cents a litre.

The issue has North Central members concerned and could lead to a backlash against the Liberal government in the election in May of 2009, association president Eileen Benedict said yesterday.

"This could very well be something that will be on the table. It's a very huge issue in our resource communities," said Ms. Benedict, who is also chair of the Bulkley Nechako Regional District.

"The impacts of the fuel tax on them is huge. This is definitely going to be on their minds when they go to the polls."

It is also expected to be a hot topic at the association's annual general meeting this May 7-9 in Prince George. Premier Gordon Campbell is scheduled to attend.

Ms. Benedict and other observers noted that British Columbians outside key urban areas will not generally have access to new and expanded SkyTrains, rapid transit, bus lines and other public-transit systems for which the Premier has announced $14-billion.

"The carbon tax is there to encourage people to take transit wherever possible," said Fort St. John Mayor Jim Eglinski. "When you get to the [north] or the Interior portions of the province, we don't have the transit facilities to go to and from work."

The resolutions are from the City of Quesnel, the Cariboo Regional District, the City of Williams Lake, the Regional District of Kitimat-Stikine, the Northern Rockies Regional District-Town of Fort Nelson, the Town of Smithers, and Fort St. John.

Finance Minister Carole Taylor was not available for comment yesterday. Since the Feb. 19 provincial budget, she has not spoken about measures to accommodate the north and rural B.C., but has noted that the carbon tax is relatively low and predictable so people can change their behaviour to deal with it.

"We're a very large province, very spread out and not everything works for all of the areas," Ms. Benedict said. "We need to work with the minister, and make our Premier aware this is not a fair way of dealing with the north."

Williams Lake Mayor Scott Nelson said he supports Mr. Campbell's "bold vision" to combat climate change, but added, "Don't do it on the backs of rural British Columbia.

"I think you'll have unanimous support across all of the north in terms of recognizing the potential impact this will have on northern municipalities and residents.

"In my heart, I think [the government] knows one size does not fit all and they're going to be looking to be creative to ensure you get a buy-in from across the province. ... We support the bold vision, but there are some inequities we want to address that are going to make it fairer."

One option he suggested was for Ms. Taylor to boost a planned $100-per British Columbian climate-change dividend to cover some green costs.

There have been concerns in the Lower Mainland, too. In a March 13 letter to the Premier, the Port Coquitlam mayor Scott Young saluted Mr. Campbell for moving to protect the environment, but noted the carbon tax could add more than $821,000 in direct costs to the city over its current five-year financial plan.

Mr. Young urged the Premier to consider funding to assist local governments with measures such as conducting emissions inventories, and increasing the energy efficiency of city facilities.

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/LAC.20080328.BCCARBON28/TPStory/?query=climate+change
Carbon tariff may bring firms home

Manufacturers may return to North America to capitalize on cleaner energy, report says

By DAVID EBNER 

The Globe and Mail

Friday March 28, 2008

CALGARY -- Imposing carbon tariffs on emerging economies with low manufacturing costs and high greenhouse gas emissions could drive some manufacturers back to Western countries, according to two economists.

Jeff Rubin, chief strategist and economist at CIBC World Markets, thinks such tariffs could emerge quickly. Countries in Europe are already becoming publicly intolerant of emissions elsewhere and the next president of the United States is expected to institute a cap on greenhouse gas emissions alongside the trading of carbon credits.

"It's sooner than later," Mr. Rubin said in an interview yesterday after the release of a report titled Coming Home, which was co-written with CIBC economist Benjamin Tal.

"I for one believe that it's 2009, regardless if it's a McCain, Obama or Clinton White House," Mr. Rubin said. "When we put a price on our own emissions, our tolerance of those that don't will quickly vanish."

For consumers and businesses, the impact under Mr. Rubin's scenario would be significant. North Americans would pay more for products, especially those containing plastics and steel. Businesses that moved their manufacturing to countries such as China to benefit from cheap labour would see that advantage vanish under a carbon tariff.

Because of China's focus on cheap but dirty coal to power its fast-growing economy, the country's estimated greenhouse gas emissions in 2007 were higher than those of the United States. Further, China and other less developed countries now emit more greenhouse gases than the U.S. and developed countries.

Given this increasing imbalance, Mr. Rubin said in his report the "only leverage is through trade access," specifically a "carbon tariff." 

Mr. Rubin predicted such a tariff, based on $45 a tonne of carbon dioxide and equivalent - about the current price on the carbon trading market in Europe - would collect $55-billion annually. It equates to a 17-per cent levy on all Chinese imports to the U.S. - almost six times greater than current import tariffs.

At a price of $45 a tonne for carbon, Mr. Rubin projected the U.S. inflation rate would be increased by about 0.6 percentage points from the current core U.S. inflation rate of 2.5 per cent.

For business, the industries that might adjust - and possibly "come home" - are the ones that use the most energy in manufacturing, with Mr. Rubin specifically citing plastics, chemicals and steel. Other less energy-intensive sectors such as textiles, toys and footwear probably wouldn't move their manufacturing.

"For many industries that joined the exodus to the cheap labour markets of East Asia, imposing a carbon tariff means coming home," Mr. Rubin said. "Without such a tariff, the earnest efforts of [developed] countries to decarbonize their own economies would become absurdly quixotic in the face of the avalanche of emissions that will come from the rest of the world."

Mr. Rubin, in the interview, envisioned three main results of a carbon tariff, the first being that some industries would re-relocate in North America. Second, he sees some industries moving to other developing countries with cheap labour that use cleaner sources of energy, such as nuclear. Third, putting a price on carbon will begin to moderate the world's use of energy in general.

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/LAC.20080328.RCARBONTARIFF28/TPStory/?query=coal
Lights Out Globally Saturday Night for 'Earth Hour' 

By Andrea Thompson, LiveScience Staff Writer

Yahoo 
Friday 28 Marh 2008 


It may not sound like a classic Saturday night blow-out, but at 8 p.m. on March 29, millions of people around the world will turn off their lights to celebrate Earth Hour.

This event, sponsored by the WWF, a global conservation organization, is intended to increase awareness of global warming and spur action to combat the issue.

The movement began last year when the WWF asked residents of Sydney, Australia, to turn off their lights for an hour. So on March 31, 2007, 2.2 million people and 2,100 Sydney businesses turned off their lights. Even icons such as the Harbour Bridge and the Sydney Opera House went dark.

Electricity in many cities and countries is powered by coal-fired plants that produce carbon dioxide, the most important greenhouse gas that human activities emit into the atmosphere. The WWF estimates that if the greenhouse gas reduction achieved during the Sydney Earth Hour was sustained for a year, it would be equivalent to taking 48,616 cars off the road for a year.

The event has expanded this year to include cities in other countries, such as the United States, Canada, Denmark, Israel and Thailand. Chicago will serve as the U.S. flagship city for the event, with Atlanta, Phoenix and San Francisco joining it as leading partners in the endeavor.

Individuals can sign up to participate on the Earth Hour site - so far 240,000 people have signed their support of the event. Celebrities such as singer/songwriter Nelly Furtado and the band Fall Out Boy have pledged to turn out their lights, as have the Phoenix Suns and Chicago Cubs.

10 Ways to Green Your Home Timeline: The Frightening Future of Earth What's Your Environmental Footprint? Original Story: Lights Out Globally Saturday Night for 'Earth Hour'
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Denver among 12 cities to share $2.4 million for solar energy

By CATHERINE TSAI, ASSOCIATED PRESS WRITER

The Seattle Times

Friday 28 March 2008

DENVER -- The nation must diversify its supply of clean, sustainable, secure energy, Energy Secretary Samuel Bodman said Friday in a city newly chosen to receive funding to help integrate solar technologies.

"The national focus must remain on increasing the energy options available to us," Bodman said at the third annual energy summit by Sen. Ken Salazar, D-Colo. He said the country needs diversity in types of energy, suppliers and routes as both energy prices and demand rise.

Meeting the challenge will require collaboration from academic, private industry, and state and local governments, he said.

At the summit, Bodman announced that Denver is among 12 U.S. cities chosen this year to share in $2.4 million from the Department of Energy to advance solar energy.

The selection of the 12 cities as Solar America Cities supports an initiative by President Bush to make electricity from solar photovoltaics cost-competitive with conventional power by 2015.

Each city will receive $200,000 to integrate solar energy technologies. They are Denver; Houston; Knoxville, Tenn.; Milwaukee; Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minn.; Orlando, Fla.; Philadelphia; Sacramento, San Jose and Santa Rosa, Calif.; San Antonio; and Seattle. Thirteen other cities were chosen last year.

The cities also receive technical assistance estimated at $3 million to integrate solar power into energy planning, zoning and facilities and to promote solar power to residents and businesses.

Even as renewable energy develops, the economy will still depend on fossil fuels, Bodman said. That will push the drive for research on oil shale and clean coal technologies as well as carbon sequestration, he said.

He said nuclear power will also be needed to provide clean energy.

Salazar said conservation and raising energy efficiency will also be key.

In December, Bush signed the Energy Independence and Security Act. It includes mandates for fuel producers to supply at least 36 billion gallons of renewable fuel in 2022 and to phase out the use of incandescent light bulbs by 2014.

Bodman also spoke of growth in wind power, which was responsible for more than 20 percent of new electrical generating capacity in the U.S. last year.

Colorado, where Gov. Bill Ritter has been promoting an economy built on "new energy," in recent months has marked the official opening of Vestas Wind Systems' turbine-blade manufacturing plant and the relocation of wind farm developer Renewable Energy Systems Americas Inc.'s headquarters from Texas to Broomfield, Colo.

ConocoPhillips also plans to open a renewable-energy research hub and corporate learning center in Louisville.

About 400 people registered for Salazar's energy summit, whose attendees included National Renewable Energy Laboratory Director Dan Arvizu and Assistant Secretary for Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy Alexander Karsner.

http://seattlepi.nwsource.com/local/6600ap_wst_energy_summit.html
What are you doing for Earth Hour?

Globe and Mail Update

Friday March 28, 2008 

"A sense of purpose surged through my finger as I reached for the light switch to darken the long-life bulbs in my bedroom," The Globe's Tenille Bonoguore writes in a story to be published this Saturday in the GlobeT.O. section of the newspaper.

"It felt like a moment deserving of capital letters. This was Earth Hour (in rehearsal) and This Would Count.

"A flick of the wrist and it was done. I grinned, chest puffing out with a modicum of self-congratulation. A moment later, I was still standing in my darker bedroom, only now I was squinting in the twilight. I waited one more heartbeat in case the angels' chorus was taking a while to reach Parkdale.

"Alas, no: Just the echo of my own rapidly deflating expectations.

"The late-dusk light slunk into the room, cast a sheepish glance around and started dawdling back outside to join the night, leaving a mild sense of urgency in its wake. Nothing was prepared. There weren't more than a couple of decorative candles and some half-used tea lights scattered throughout the house, and the light with which to find them was scampering for the hills."

And with that, Ms. Bonoguore began her training run for Earth Hour.

What began in Sydney, Australia, last year has now swept (parts of) the globe, and is being called both a global phenomenon and a shiny gimmick, a chance to reach the unconverted and just another reason to party.

More than 55,000 people and 150 communities across Canada have leapt on board, pledging to turn off or dim their lights from 8 p.m. to 9 p.m. local times Saturday in a show of conservationist solidarity. 

On Saturday, the GlobeT.O. section of the newspaper explores the pros and cons of Earth Hour, recounts the rest of Ms. Bonoguore's no-power test-drive for the occasion and gives readers 60 things to do with their 60 minutes.

Ms. Bonoguore was online earlier today to discuss Earth Hour, the idea of pop-environmentalism, and to share your ideas and plans for the big night. 

After all, what Canadian could resist an event with the acronym of "EH"?

Your questions and Ms. Bonoguore's answers appear at the bottom of this page.

Tenille Bonoguore traded sunny Australia for unpredictable Canada in 2006 — a move that excites and confounds her depending on the weather.

She wrote news stories for The Globe and Mail before being appointed national news reporter for globeandmail.com, and can attest that parliamentary Question Period feels much the same world-over.

She now writes news features for GlobeT.O., the print edition's weekly Toronto section.

Editor's Note: globeandmail.com editors will read and allow or reject each question. Questions may be edited for length, clarity or relevance. HTML is not allowed. We will not publish questions that include personal attacks on participants in these discussions, that make false or unsubstantiated allegations, that purport to quote people or reports where the purported quote or fact cannot be easily verified, or questions that include vulgar language or libellous statements. Preference will be given to readers who submit questions/comments using their full name and home town, rather than a pseudonym.
Jim Sheppard: Good morning, Tenille, and thanks for joining us today to take questions from the readers of globeandmail.com. 

I'm sure many of them, like me, are looking forward to reading your full reports in tomorrow's Globe. If it isn't giving away too much, can I start by asking you what you plan to do tomorrow during Earth Hour?

Tenille Bonoguore: Hi, Jim. It's good to be back on the Web.

Like many people, my house lights will be off, as will everything but the fridge (which is how my home is usually), but two things are out of my control: My friend's dance performance, which was scheduled far in advance of Earth Hour's rise to fame and admittedly is likely to benefit from at least some lighting; and my housemate. 

I do plan to have a low-to-no-power Saturday, though, which readers can either view as a grand environmental effort, or a sneaky reason to sleep in.

Khalid Rahim, Scarborough, Ont.: We plan to pull the plug from the wall of our TV, DVD recorder, stereo, microwave and other appliances as they all leak electricity even in the "off" position. We're going to use a bulb to give enough light so not to bump into the furniture or break something.

The family can sit and talk of the time when all these gadgets were not there.

[What do you think of that idea?]

Tenille Bonoguore: Aye, safety lights are a good call, and the Fire Department in Toronto is urging people to reach for their wind-up or battery-powered torches instead of candles. 

As for pulling the plug from the wall, you're right. That vampire electricity leeches out day-long and does add up. You could also consider installing on-off switches at the power outlet, or on a power bar, and switch the whole gamut off every time you leave the room.

Those things are de rigeuer in Australia. They're also available here, but no-one seems to use them. (Any reasons for that, real or ridiculous, are more than welcome.)

As for chatting about the experience, it seems that's the whole point of Earth Hour. Dig deep. 

Peter Russell, Calgary: I think this is just one more empty gesture by people who like the idea of conserving energy but don't actually want to give up anything to do it. 

So, the lights will go off for one hour without much impact (if dimmer switches are used, most simply make heat instead of light and so use the same amount of power), and then, on Sunday, everybody can drive to Starbucks in the Village or to the Farmers' Market and bask in the glow of having done a "Real Good Thing."

Monday, it's back to normal with cellphones, PDAs, one-person-one-SUV, and massive energy use. So it goes . . . 

K. Dinda: Earth Hour has to be one of the most useless events ever. It does nothing for the environment and people are patting themselves on the back about how they are "doing something good."

Real lifestyle changes save the environment, not turning the lights off for an hour.

Tenille Bonoguore: Peter and K., I must admit, I share many of these concerns.

The whole Earth Hour thing, and the fervour with which people jumped on board, smacks of the pop-environmentalism of those Live Earth concerts and similar events. Huge numbers of people are there for the party, but few are willing to hang around afterwards to help wash the dishes.

In the end, what's needed is a blanket change in awareness, where people think and care beyond themselves. 

Things like Earth Hour can help nudge people towards good behaviour by harnessing good old peer pressure.

Like it or not, there are people in the world who don't care about this stuff and who put more importance on buying better TVs, bags of junk they don't need and fuel-sucking cars that are bigger than everyone else's.

It's enough to make any Earth-lover despair. And while I'm far from an enviro-angel, I live in constant despair at what my fellow humans are doing to the planet.

At least something like Earth Hour can show us forlorn folk that we're not alone. Many people say that's better than nothing.

Tim Rutkevich posted this comment on one of our articles yesterday about Earth Hour. Care to comment?

"I am planning for an Hour of Power. At that time, I will do laundry, wash dishes, watch TV, download some files on my computer ... and make sure that all the lights are on."

Tenille Bonoguore: Oh, come on. Surely you can do better than that. Laundry? Dishes? What kind of spoil-sport, attention-seeking protest is that?

Why not dig a moat around your house, fill it with glowing nuclear waste and hire a troupe of trained monkeys to perform while wearing electrically-charged power suits? At least that has imagination.

Poly Incorrect, Toronto: The amount of CO2 produced by lights, etc., in one hour is a joke compared to the amount produced by commuters sitting on the road for an hour, over-sized homes and over-population.

Many jobs can be done at home and government studies have shown that telecommuters are more productive. However, many managers have the old mentality and are insecure unless they see their employees.

The government should legislate or provide incentives for employers to enable more telecommuters. If one per cent of the workers telecommuted, it should reduce far more CO2 emissions than one hour of shutting off the lights.

Tenille Bonoguore: Ah, but the brutal reality of this world we've created is that the Internet, too, is bad for us.

A German magazine (I believe it was Stern) recently reported that ISPs now create almost as much greenhouse gas emissions as the airline industry. (My German's a bit rusty, so I'm still searching for the original report. Will get back to you if I find it.) 

Still, as you point out, it could indeed be the lesser of two evils, while also enabling the wearing of pyjamas to work — something I fully endorse.

Modern society has created a massive Catch-22 for itself, and until there's seismic change, it seems that the best that people can do is simply to take all the steps they can to reduce their own impact. 

Bart Farquart, Calgary: Good morning, Ms. Bonoguore.

I have often thought, and polling supports this, that "concern" about the environment tends to be a leisure issue.

I believe that most people are unwilling to make sacrifices that impact them personally and that people want to make only token gestures or want someone else to bear the costs.

Is it too cynical to suggest that "Earth Hour" supports my contention? This is not, after all, "Earth Year."

Tenille Bonoguore: Nor is it "Earth Life," to which we should all be aspiring.

You're quite right, Bart. People can often be environmentally-conscious when it suits them.

(I'm guilty of that too, although a pervasive feeling of guilt is pushing me further and further towards consistency.)

Being good is easier when it's handy and affordable. The fact that sustainable living canrequire more thought, effort and money than easy alternatives means it risks becoming a pursuit of people with time and finances to support all of the above.

This also delves into the consumer culture of modern society. I personally think that needs to be drastically curtailed for everyone's good, but our system of economy requires endless spending.

Something, somewhere, has gotta give.

Jasmine Francis, Halifax: Can you tell us some of other things that people are doing to show their support for "Earth Hour?"

Tenille Bonoguore: Hi, Jasmine. People have heaps of things planned for Earth Hour.

Many people are making it simple: having a candle-lit dinner, stargazing, getting together with friends for an acoustic music night.

Many people on the eastern seaboard are trying to recreate conditions from the 2003 blackout too, because they all had so much fun when they were suddenly starved of power.

Restaurants are also getting on board with candlelit dinners (although the power required to keep commercial kitchens going is making some people dubious of that idea).

From the people I've spoken to, it's all boiling down to reconnecting with people — be it family, friends or people on the street as they snoop around seeing who has and hasn't turned of their lights.

The fact that it's taking a globally-marketed feel-good event to have families sit and chat on a Saturday night says a frightening amount about modern society.

But heck, at least it's a start.

John Robertson, Vancouver: Is this strictly a Toronto event? What's going on elsewhere in Canada?

Tenille Bonoguore: Hi, John. No, this is stretching far beyond Toronto. It just happens that I'm a Toronto feature writer, so that was my story's focus.

Canada has really leapt on board this event though. It started in Sydney, Australia, last year, and has spread around the world with varying degrees of success in different countries. Canada and Australia are by far the most enthusiastic.

More than 55,000 Canadians have registered and 150 municipalities have officially supported it.

(That kicks the butt of our southern neighbours, who have about the same number of people registered despite the much larger population, and far fewer cities and municipalities.)

It's a bit of a hodge-podge worldwide, but Canada — including Vancouver — is definitely on board.

You can get the full list at earthhour.org although I warn you, the site is somewhat cumbersome and slow.

Polar Bear, Iceberg, Canada: This is a great way to create awareness — even though some will find a way to criticize it.

Tenille Bonoguore: Yup, that's the way most people are seeing it. 

While Earth Hour could help some people mitigate bad behaviour, most people see it as essentially harmless.

And with public education, it might help lead to some lasting change.

Odur Alucav, Afghanistan: Hello, Tenille. I think it's a great idea.

The only thing I wish is that it would happen once a month or on some other regular basis. What would it take to make that happen?

Tenille Bonoguore: Hi, Odur. I think you're absolutely right, and there's no reason for it not to happen. Just start it yourself.

I love the idea of a regular — weekly or monthly — "No Power Hour" and am seriously looking at implementing it at my own home.

The real message here is that small things count, so if you up the ante, who knows who else you may influence?

We don't need a massive, glossy advertising campaign to make changes in our own lives.

Craig Cooper, Toronto: How about turning off the lights in all the empty office buildings?

That will make much more difference than me leaving my nightlight on!

Tenille Bonoguore: True, as would turning off computers, unused coffee machines, television sets . . . 

There's a myriad things within sight of my desk right now that set my teeth gnashing because they're left on by people who work later than myself.

I suspect all we can do is take responsibility for our own items and glare menacingly at people who leave stuff turned on or let the tap run in the bathroom while they do their hair. 

Better yet, post cranky messages on bulletin boards and walk around tetchily switching items off. 

(Seriously, some workers are taking a leading role in their offices, posting instructions on how to print double-sided, and encouraging their employers to take real action.)

Ahmad Mahdavi, University of Guelph: I work in a sustainable agriculture and environment NGO. I am going to use the energy from a solar panel during that time.

[What do you think of that idea?]

Tenille Bonoguore: Hi, Ahmad. You absolutely put me to shame.

Working to reach sustainability — and living it as well. That's brilliant.

(Sadly, the media is right up there for environmental damage.)

The solar panel is perfect! I hope you have a great night and hope you convert your neighbours too.

Howard Roark, Whitby, Ont.: What will I do for Earth Hour?

I will secretly turn on some lights, but the fear that the hordes of alarmists may give me a carbon-free beating might force me to the basement.

There, I may lament the coming 23 feet of water (per the Goracle) since some ice calved off Antarctica which, although large, is probably a common occurrence, just we witnessed it this time with the 12 trillion cameras now stationed there. 

[What do you say to that?] 

Tenille Bonoguore: Lament as you see fit, Howard.

With respect, I submit that people who fear humanity's impact on the Earth aren't alarmists. They're pragmatists.

Ice falling off Antarctica may be natural, but the frequency and size of the events are staggering. From what I've read, this is not something we've seen before.

Debate all you want over world-cycles and human-impact, but for me, it seems something precious and real is being profoundly changed at an alarming rate.

Sybil Jackson, Gravenhurst, Ont.: I discussed this recently with a friend.

We decided the simplest way was to throw the main switch so to speak. However, considering how often my sump pump has been running, I don't want to risk a flooded crawl space.

I can turn everything else off and sit down with The Globe and Mail cryptic crossword. I've done it by candlelight before.

Tenille Bonoguore: Sybil, If you can switch off most of your electricity and finish The Globe cryptic while bathed in flattering candlelight, you have my utter respect!

Jason Schmidt, Saskatoon: It would be better if we could turn off all electricity — even for an hour.

But that would affect my heating system — at least the thermostat — and it's a bit early in the year out West to be doing that. Did the event's organizers think of that?

Tenille Bonoguore: Likely not. The original event organizers, like me, are Australian, and to us the intricacies of Canadian heating systems are utterly peculiar and unknown. 

The Aussies will likely be out having picnics and barbecues, complaining because the evening temperature has dropped below 20 Celsius. We're spoiled like that.

Jim Sheppard: Thanks again, Tenille. I'm sure our readers appreciated your insight into Earth Hour and the bigger issues it highlights. Any last thoughts today?

Tenille Bonoguore: It's been a pleasure, Jim!

Writing the stories (which will be in the Ontario print edition and on the Website tomorrow) and doing the chat has really let me explore my own ideas of Earth Hour, sustainable living and my actions, and it's been great to have so many people just wanting to talk about the idea and share their plans.

I'm loathe to celebrate Earth Hour as any great achievement.

Rather, I would dearly hope that people use that hour to start something. Scour their homes, and their lives, to find ways to reconnect with each other and the world, and start living in a way that better cares for the world and each other. 

The only incontrovertible thing about Earth Hour is that it helps show that we're all in this together . . . 

That, and Canadians' love for any excuse to join a party. 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/RTGAM.20080327.wbonoguorediscussion27/BNStory/specialComment/?page=rss&id=RTGAM.20080327.wbonoguorediscussion27&pageRequested=all&print=true
Powering down

Residents and businesses join a global initiative to cut consumption for 60 minutes in a call to action on climate change 

By MEGAN GRITTANI-LIVINGSTON 

The Globe and Mail

Friday March 28, 2008 

Tomorrow evening Gerald Mak is going for a walk. At 8 p.m., the Grade 12 student will turn off all the lights and unplug all the power bars in his family's house, cutting off every energy-munching TV and computer. Then, he says, he'll "take a walk in the park for one hour."

Aside from being student school trustee and a nominee for a Green Toronto Award, Mr. Mak, who attends Earl Haig Secondary School in North York, is one of more than 240,000 people and 17,000 businesses all over the globe registered to take part in Earth Hour, an initiative that calls for reducing power consumption for 60 minutes. And many more are expected to join in. 

In Toronto, Mr. Mak joins thousands of people and the managers of more than 80 buildings, including landmarks such as the CN Tower, Fairmont Royal York, the Air Canada Centre and major office towers, who plan to hit the lights tomorrow night. 

Though essential lights such as street lamps will stay on, most of Toronto's skyline is supposed to go dark. "It will be quite dramatic," said Lawson Oates, director of the city's Environment Office.

The seeds for the global movement were planted last March in Australia where the local branches of the World Wildlife Fund and global advertising agency Leo Burnett concocted a campaign that asked residents and businesses in Sydney to turn off their lights for an hour. 

"They were looking for a way to demonstrate the public's deep concern about climate change," said Julia Langer, director of the climate-change program for WWF-Canada.

The Sydney event produced a 10.2-per-cent reduction in power use, double the predicted savings. This year Earth Hour has gone global. 

Tomorrow, more than 50,000 Canadians and 2,500 businesses in upwards of 150 cities and municipalities are scheduled to turn off, forming the second-largest national group of participants - behind the United States and ahead of Australia. Toronto was the first Canadian city to join on as an event partner, followed by Ottawa, Montreal and Vancouver, alongside 21 other world cities. 

Earth Hour's popularity is being attributed to a desire to send a message about helping the environment in a simple way. "If we're doing this, we're showing Torontonians how to actually make a huge difference, something they can do at home that doesn't cost anything," Mr. Mak said. 

Local landmarks are scheduled to douse or dim external lights. All inside overhead lights should be turned off in skyscrapers such as the 72-storey First Canadian Place, and on 210 of the 220 floors in the six-tower Toronto-Dominion Centre. Many of the high-powered tenants, such as BMO Financial Group in First Canadian Place, say they will abide by the lights-out policy for the hour - although BMO noted in a news release that the interior of branches and ATMs won't go dark for security reasons. 

Pearson International Airport is aiming to decrease its energy use by four megawatts, or about 15 per cent, over the hour by reducing lighting, heating and air conditioning in Terminals 1 and 3. 

An Earth Hour party in Downsview Park features glow-in-the-dark soccer, a drumming circle and a meditation group. Many hotels are expected to take part, while restaurants such as Toulà Ristorante and Bar in the Westin Harbour Castle plan to turn out the lights and hold candlelight dinners. 

"We're doing our part, just like everybody else," Toulà manager Andrei Gaveniuc said.

Residents in the Merchandise Building, a complex of lofts northeast of Dundas and Church Streets, will go without non-essential lights and recreation facilities for the hour, and are encouraged to turn off lights in their own units. Property manager Bill Foss said he thinks many will.

"It's a downtown, professional crowd that lives in here, particularly cognizant of green issues," Mr. Foss said.

The City of Toronto, a co-sponsor of Earth Hour here along with WWF-Canada, Virgin Mobile and the Toronto Star, is hosting an evening concert at Nathan Phillips Square featuring Nelly Furtado, which will be run on electricity from Bullfrog Power, a company that says it offers power from emissions-free sources.

The city also aims to turn off all lights except emergency beams at City Hall, Metro Hall, Exhibition Place and all civic centres. 

The Star will reduce lighting in its editorial offices and Vaughan printing plant, while keeping its presses idle, and Virgin Canada plans to have its call-centre operators in its King Street West office lit only by computer monitors.

Earl Haig, along with other schools, will celebrate early - today from 2 to 3 p.m. Mr. Mak said all the lights will go out in his school and all the electrical appliances will be turned off, and he hopes other students will carry that forward to participate in tomorrow's event.

Some participants, including Mr. Foss, acknowledge that one hour without lights won't change everything. But it's a way of "drawing people's attention to the issue, I think that's how I would see it," Mr. Foss said.

WWF-Canada's Ms. Langer said the event's popularity should stand as a strong indication of the public's concern about the environment: "This is basically a call to action, which we certainly hope will not be ignored."

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/RTGAM.20080328.wlights28/BNStory/National/?page=rss&id=RTGAM.20080328.wlights28
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UAE

Municipalities let Dubai lead way on bags

Dubai: Municipalities across the UAE are keeping a close eye on Dubai's move to halt the distribution of 14 million plastic bags.

Sharjah, Ras Al Khaimah and Fujairah are all considering introducing similar initiatives, but are waiting to see how the scheme works in Dubai before adopting similar measures.

As part of Gulf News' continuing campaign on the impact of plastic bags, we speak to the emirates' municipalities about their plans to deal with them.

Hassan Al Taffaq, Director of the Environmental Department at Sharjah Municipality, said they had already set up a strategic plan to follow in Dubai's footsteps, which will be launched this year. 

"As part of our strategic plan, we will invite private companies to participate in our recycling effort to reduce the waste of plastic bags," he said. 
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"We have already placed emphasis on public cooperation. Last year we set up more than 50 recycling units along Buhairah Corniche so residents could recycle paper and drinks containers," Al Taffaq added.

Fujairah Municipality said it was waiting to see whether any action on plastic bags would be workable and enforceable.

Engineer Mohammad Saif Al Afkham, Deputy Director of Fujairah Municipality said: "We're studying the introduction of similar ideas to reduce the use of plastic bags because of their negative impact on the environment.

"We are waiting to see how the move affects restaurants and supermarkets and whether there are steps we need to take before introducing new options." 

Ras Al Khaimah Municipality will continue using plastic bags for the time being. 

Authorities in the northern emirate said the situation would not change any time soon because officials consider plastic bags to be essential and believe many people would not give them up. 

Mubarak Ali Al Shamsi, Director General of RAK Municipality, said they would wait to see if the experiments of others proved to be effective and friendly methods. 

He said: "We are waiting to see if the higher UAE authorities will implement measures across the country. If this happens we will instantly implement them." 

He added that for the time being plastic bags are necessary to get rid of garbage. "RAK Municipality distributes plastic bags to houses and shops. That will continue until official notices are sent stating otherwise," Al Shamsi said. 

Gulf News tried to contact Abu Dhabi Municipality on several occasions but it refused to comment on the issue.

http://archive.gulfnews.com/nation/Environment/10201478.html
UK retailer has no plans to charge for carriers

Dubai: The Dubai branch of Marks & Spencer (M&S) has no plans to follow in the footsteps of its UK counterpart and start charging customers for plastic bags.

The famous British retailer, which has stores at Dubai Festival City, Deira and Sharjah, will charge shoppers five pence (36 fils) for plastic carrier bags in all of its UK stores from May 6 in a bid to raise money for environmental projects.

The Dubai branch has no plans to adopt such a charge but it does plan to introduce organic bags in the next couple of months, a scheme M&S' UK stores had in place before announcing the 5p charge. 
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Natasha Tulsi, Marketing Manager for M&S in the Gulf, said: "The organic bags will allow customers the choice to say 'yes' or 'no'. They will also allow shoppers to use the same bag every time they come back to the store, similar to the bags currently available in Carrefour.

"We don't plan to charge for plastic bags at any of our stores in the Gulf ... and aim to increase awareness of the environment via different methods."

http://archive.gulfnews.com/nation/Environment/10201538.html
Drivers' discarded butts a threat to environment

Abu Dhabi: For some drivers an ashtray is not enough. They prefer to throw their burning cigarette butts out of the car window. 

Other people simply drop them on the pavement.

Not only are cigarette butts among the most littered items in the world, but they are also dangerous and can cause fires.

Many drivers confess to throwing burning cigarette butts out of their cars while they are driving. 

"I often do that and have only been fined once. But I think it is not a big issue," said Mohammad Azam, a Jordanian engineer. 

He adds that he is careful not to throw his cigarette butt onto another car. Asked why he wouldn't use the ashtray in his car, he said he just does it without thinking. 
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The new Federal Traffic Law that took effect on March 1 imposes a fine of Dh500 and four black points against drivers who throw rubbish, including cigarette butts, onto the roads. 

Speaking on the environmental hazard caused by the irresponsible discarding of cigarette butts, a spokesperson for the Abu Dhabi Environment Agency said: "Each time we organise a clean-up campaign, cigarette butts are easily the most collected item, especially along beaches."

It takes over five years for a cigarette butt to bio-degrade and most discarded butts ultimately end up in the ocean. 

"People do not look where they are discarding their cigarette butts and this could be dangerous."

Yasser Taha, an Egyptian, admitted to throwing cigarette butts out of his car but added that he does it only when no other cars are nearby. "It's okay if you are careful."

Lebiya Setshedi, a South African nurse, said: "I haven't noticed many people throwing cigarette butts out of their cars here, but I think the authorities should impose fines to stop them from doing it."

Negligence: Car destroyed 

A couple of years ago a worker was fined Dh5,000 for tossing a cigarette butt out of his car that landed inside a woman's car, causing a fire that destroyed the car. 

In the 2006 case, the Dubai Public Prosecution charged the 39-year-old Pakistani worker, identified as M.M., with negligently causing the fire and destroying private property. 

The Dubai Court of First Instance heard that the 35-year-old Chinese woman's car went up in flames when the "negligent worker" flung his cigarette butt out of his car. 

Initial interrogations revealed that the butt fell in the boot of the woman's car, which caused the fire. 

In his statement to the police, the accused denied that he had intentionally started the fire. 

The Pakistani denied the charges and maintained his innocence, saying: "Our company prohibits us from smoking in the car while we are on duty." 

According to court records, the cigarette caused the fire because it landed in the boot of the woman's car.

http://archive.gulfnews.com/nation/Environment/10201471.html
Temperature on rise but visibility set to drop

Abu Dhabi: Weathermen have forecast a gradual increase in temperature all over the country and a slight decrease in visibility today in the western and interior regions, thanks to light winds that will stir up sand or dust. 

"Light south-east and north-easterly winds, moderate to fresh at times, associated with rising sand or dust, especially over the western and interior areas, may decrease visibility in those areas up to five or six kilometres," said a National Centre of Meteorology and Seismology (NCMS) spokesman in Abu Dhabi. 

Visibility is said to be normal if it is at least 10 kilometres. 

The temperature has been increasing gradually all over the country and it may touch 40C this week. 

"It was about 36C to 39C all over the country yesterday and a gradual increase is expected today," said the spokesman. 
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"Sharjah recorded the highest temperature, 39C on Saturday morning. Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Ajman and Ras Al Khaimah recorded 38C."

The centre said conditions at sea in the Arabian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman will be normal with wave heights of one to two feet near the shore and one to three feet farther offshore.

http://archive.gulfnews.com/nation/Environment/10201479.html
Oman

Survey shows decline in marine pollutants: official

A survey by the National Programme for Monitoring of Pollutants in Oman Marine Environment (NPMPE) which was conducted recently by the Ministry of Environment and Climate Affairs in regions in the Sultanate have showed a decline in the Kiryat bitumen pollutants caused by illegal discharge by cruise ships of wastes in the sea. This was revealed by Sulaiman bin Nasser al Akhzami, Director of the Department for Fighting Pollution at the ministry, who also said the survey showed non-availability of any unnatural radioactive pollutants along Omani coasts.

The results of the survey disagree with previous results of the organic and heavy metallic pollutants in the Omani waters. He said the programme is aimed at creating a clean marine environment free of pollutants. Implementation of the programme is active in Muscat, Musandam and Dhofar Governorates, besides Batina, Sharqiyah and Massirah Island and Al Wusta regions. He said the ministry has also set 13 stations to undertake the programme along the Omani coasts which will be increased to cover populated areas.

The Sultanate’s national plan for protecting coastal regions aims to prevent further deterioration of the environment by taking preventive measures, such as establishing coastal national sanctuaries, he said. The plan also aims to undertake further studies on the possible impact of climate change on the coastal environment, as well as monitoring beach erosions among others, he noted.

http://www.omanobserver.com/Daily/Local/Local7.htm
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Latest round of UN climate talks to start next week

28 March 2008 – A fresh round of United Nations-sponsored climate change talks, expected to draw 1,000 participants, will kick off next week in Bangkok, Thailand.

This five-day meeting seeks to push the so-called “Bali Roadmap” – agreed upon by 187 countries at the landmark UN Climate Change Conference in Bali, Indonesia, last December – forward. Under this guide, key issues during the upcoming negotiations will be adaptation, mitigation, the deployment of climate-friendly technology and financing.

In Bangkok, attendees are expected to lay out a work plan for the negotiations for a successor pact to the Kyoto Protocol which expires in 2012, as well as discuss how developed nations can curb their emissions.

“The challenge is to design a future agreement that will significantly step up action on adaptation, successfully halt the increase in global emissions within the next 10 to 15 years, dramatically cut back emissions by 2050, and do so in a way that is economically viable and politically equitable worldwide,” said Yvo de Boer, Executive Secretary of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).

The negotiations process is scheduled to conclude next year at a major summit in Copenhagen, Denmark.

In a related development, the Kyoto Protocol’s Adaptation Fund Board wrapped up its inaugural meeting today in Bonn, Germany.

The Fund seeks to finance concrete adaptation projects and programmes in developing countries. Characterizing it as “unique,” Mr. de Boer pointed out that it is “not reliant on donor funding or overseas development assistance. This is the climate regime beginning to become self-financing.”

At present, the Fund is backed by a 2 per cent levy on the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), which allows industrialized countries to generate credits through investment in emission reduction projects in developing countries. It is worth some €37 million currently, and its value is expected to surge to $80 million to $300 million in the 2008-2012 period.

Back to Menu
===============================================================
ENVIRONMENT NEWS FROM THE

S.G’s SPOKESMAN DAILY PRESS BRIEFING

28 March 2008

**Climate Change

The latest round of UN-sponsored climate change negotiations will get under way in Bangkok on Monday and last all week.  Some 1,000 representatives from Government, business, environmental and research organizations are expected to discuss the “Bali road map” and lay out a work plan for negotiations leading up to an agreement in Copenhagen next year.  Also on the agenda will be discussions on possible further emission reductions by industrialized countries.  We have more information upstairs.
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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Independentfour" ��The Independent: Four nations in race to be first to go carbon neutral�


� HYPERLINK  \l "AHNFour" ��AHN: Four Countries Competing To Be First Carbon-Neutral Worldwide�


� HYPERLINK  \l "TheguardianSaving" ��The Guardian (UK): Saving the 'sea cow'�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Businessdaily" ��Business Daily Africa: Charcoal: A short-term fix to energy problem� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Americanchronicle" ��American Chronicle: Nepal´s growing environmental pain shows no signs of decreasing�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Villagesoup" ��Village Soup: Plants Unlimited to Celebrate Earth Day With Green Fair Featuring Noted Speakers, Wild Animals, Community Groups, and More�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Tageszeitunggermany" ��Tageszeitung (Germany): Hinter salzigen Mangroven�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Dasparlament" ��Das Parlament (German Bundestag magazine): "DAS PARLAMENT" interviewt Achim Steiner, UNPE-Direktor�


� HYPERLINK  \l "AFPUnenouvelle" ��AFP: Une nouvelle carte mondiale de l'occupation des sols a été réalisée�








UNEP or UN in the News


Reuters: U.N. human rights body turns to climate change


Reuters: U.N. climate talks to test U.S. shifts


Yahoo: Climate change now a UN human rights issue
































General Environment News


MSNBC: Solar farms to rise on California rooftops


MSNBC: Canada’s contentious seal hunt begins


MSNBC: Judges block $100 million Yosemite upgrade 


The Guardian: McCain under fire over environment record


The Globe and Mail: In the Arctic, you can't go back to the future 


Reuters: U.S. West warming faster than rest of world: study


The Vancouver Sun: In pollution terms, Alberta's wealth is based on dirty dollars 


Reuters: California cuts future quotas for clean-air cars


The New York Times: California Trims Goal for Number of Emission-Free Vehicles 


The New York Times: Broken Ice in Antarctica 


The Washington Post: NOAA to Assess Whether Melting Ice Endangers Seals


The Washington Post: Sharp plans to more than double solar cell production


The Los Angeles Times: Warming felt more in Western U.S.


The Los Angeles Times: State deals blow to zero-emission vehicle supporters


The Los Angeles Times: San Onofre tollway still 'in the planning,' OCTA chairman says


The Los Angeles Times: EPA chief bides time on court's emissions order


San Francisco Chronicle: Automakers begin to move on plug-in cars


San Francisco Chronicle: Salmon run will collapse unless we reverse underlying causes of decline


San Francisco Chronicle: State air board demands more low-emission cars


The Globe and Mail: Powering down


The Globe and Mail: Building-in Earth Hour, 24 hours a day


The Globe and Mail: Carbon tax riles northern B.C.


The Globe and Mail: Carbon tariff may bring firms home


Yahoo: Lights Out Globally Saturday Night for 'Earth Hour' 


The Seattle Times: Denver among 12 cities to share $2.4 million for solar energy


The Globe and Mail: What are you doing for Earth Hour?


The Globe and Mail: Powering down
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