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Press Trust of India (India): Dust, soot cause melting of Himalayan glaciers: experts
29 December 2009

Dust and soot contribute as much or more than greenhouse gases to the melting of glaciers in the Himalayas, experts said here today.

"Apart from other causes such as changing fuel patterns, increasing aviation operations and noise pollution, dust is a major factor for environment deformation," Ramesh P Singh Affiliate Facult, Chapman University, said at a seminar organised by United Nation Environment Programme (UNEP) here.

"Increasing level of aerosol in atmosphere is main cause of pollution and melting glaciers. Pre-monsoon rains, warming, variability in temperature trends and dusty rain are result of the aerosol which is increasing," Ritesh Gautam, a researcher with NASA said.

The experts, who made presentations on changes in Himalayan environment, favoured a multi-lateral long-term programme to preserve ecology in the high-altitude region.
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Nepal Monitor (Nepal): Nepal 2009: The Top 10 News Stories
30 December 2009

As the year 2009 winds down, Nepal Monitor, with research support from the Media Foundation, samples the top 10 news stories that more or less defined the events and issues in Nepal during the year. 
These stories dominated the headlines and affected our daily lives and our view of the world in Nepal. 

These are suggestive and representative of the major stories that thrust the country into spotlight this past year, locally and sometimes globally. These were randomly selected by NM editors, based on their salience in the public domain.

The peace process, which took an unwelcome turn following the fall of the Maoist-led government on 4 May 2009, was the top news story of the year. The faltering economy was the second top story.

Public Security/Health Epidemics were voted by the editors as the third top story, followed by extended power outages (as many as 16 hours a day), which affected common lives as well as industrial productivity, the climate change buzz, Gadhimai sacrifices/Pashupatinath temple row, disasters (Koshi boat capsize, forest fires, bus accidents, etc.) Vice-president Oath Row/Narayanhiti Palace/Khagendra Thapa Magar, Christians on the Spotlight/Attack on Media, and Tibet/China factor.

The Monitor editors also identified other major stories that missed the top 10 in the list. 

The following are 2009’s top 10 stories as voted by the editors of Nepal Monitor: 
#1. PEACE PROCESS DEBACLE: The country’s peace process took a u-turn following the Maoists’ firing of Nepal’s Chief of Army Staff Rukmagat Katuwal and his reinstatement to the post by President Ram Baran Yadav. Puspa Kamal Dahal, who led the coalition government, quit on May 4 over failed bid to fire Katuwal, calling for “civilian supremacy.” 
The unlikely comeback newsmaker was Madhav Kumar Nepal of the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist). 
He was elected the new premier by lawmakers on May 23. As new political alliances emerged, the gulf between political parties widened and public disillusionment continued to be exacerbated, even as the call for consensus became louder and fruitless, and these cast increasing doubts about the main agenda of the transitional process— Constitution-making. 

The Maoist change in posture— starting with the infamous Prachadagate video and characterized by blockage and disruption of parliamentary sessions, phase-wise protests, continued killings, intimidation of media and other public or professional bodies, their unilateral declarations of autonomous regions in the country, their call for dialogue with India to resolve Nepal’s political deadlock, etc.—overshadowed the peace process. 
Other political parties came under fire for their incapability to address the Maoist demands and embrace a consensus politics, or to form a national unity government. There were also protests by other ethnic groups, such as the Tharus, Rais, and Limbus. 
Other stakeholders in the peace process, such as the United Nations Mission to Nepal (UNMIN) also came under fire from political parties for being too lenient to the Maoist positions. 

#2. THE ECONOMY: Unnatural and sustained rise in food prices and real estate, coupled with a bearish NEPSE, with the index early December laying the lowest (down to -3.15%) since May 2007, and liquidity crisis in the banking sector dominated the news, pointing to the economic woes of country with a poverty rate of 32 percent and unemployment rate as high as 42 percent. In the first quarter of 2009-10, according to the Nepal Rastra Bank, the country’s exports had declined (17 percent) and imports continued to soar (30 percent). 

Although, in the first two months of the current fiscal year inflation became moderate (9.7 percent as against 13.5 percent during the same period last year) prices of consumer goods skyrocketed, as much as 43.5 percent for fruits and vegetables.
 Foreign remittance, the backbone of the nation’s economy, was hit hard, with its growth rate slowing down dramatically. According to a NRB report, there was a 19.7 percent increase in remittance during the period as against 59.4 percent during the same period in 2008. Trade deficit reached Rs 73.77 billion, 48.6 percent up from 2008. 

#3. PUBLIC SECURITY/ HEALTH EPIDEMICS: Among the many cases of kidnapping and murders, the case of Khyati Shrestha stood out. The young woman’s kidnapping and brutal murder shocked the country.
 As the law and order situation worsened with the rise in cases of child-kidnapping, many groups and people took the law in their hands. In many cases innocent people were lynched or killed on mere suspicion of being kidnappers.
 On July 7, three students in Bhaktapur were lynched to death in one such mob attack. In another case, a woman was burnt alive by a mob in Dhanusa, southern Nepal (April 12) after she was accused of trying to kidnap a toddler

The Jajarkot diarrhea epidemic, the deadly bird flu strain and the swine flu scare also collectively stood at #4. The first case of the deadly H5N1 strain of bird flu was confirmed in early January 2009, which triggered panic in the poultry industry. The government declared an emergency and thousands of chickens were slaughtered in the southern districts and poultry consumption almost came to a standstill for several months. 

The diarrhea epidemic which broke out in the remote western district of Jajarkot and spread to other adjoining 19 districts killed more than 280 people. The problem was compounded by difficult geography, monsoon reason, and poor access as well as inefficient government relief efforts. Worse, the region was already reeling under food shortage. 

The global swine flu strain also arrived in Nepal. The Ministry of Health in late 2009 confirmed 150 cases of AH1N1 across the country. At least one death from the flu was reported. 

#4. POWER OUTAGES: Closely following health epidemics was the story on power cuts—as many as 16 hours a day during the peak winter season. 
The outage--which has dominated news for several years--adversely affected not only daily lives of ordinary people living in urban and semi-urban areas but also many enterprises relying on electricity. It even affected the media industry: For several months, beginning in January, all private television stations in the country stopped broadcasting their programs past mid-night until 5 am, citing power cuts. 
No alternatives were developed although last year the Maoist-led government had proposed setting up thermal plants to avert the crisis. Lacking policies to ensure investments in infrastructure development, Nepal is currently able only about 2 percent of its total hydroelectricity capacity of and estimated 83,000 MW.

#5. CLIMATE CHANGE/ENVIRONMENT: The first major regional climate change conference in Himalayan nations was organized in Kathmandu on Aug 31. 
Nepal’s cabinet met near Mt. Everest (Kalapathar plateau, 5,262 meters, the Himalayas), the highest altitude such meeting in human history, on December 4, to highlight the issue of retreating mountain glaciers due to climate change. 
This has been a real concern to policymakers ever since a United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)-backed scientific study in 2002 found that the glacier near Mt. Everest had retreated by around five kilometers up the mountain. The meeting received global media attention. The Sagarmatha Declaration called on the world to preserve the Himalayas. It was followed by Nepal’s large presence at the Copenhagen summit (Dec 7-18). 

Related stories included the news on the discovery of some 353 new species in the Eastern Himalayas, and continued efforts to manage garbage in the capital city. 

#6. GADHIMAI SACRIFICES/PASHUPATINATH ROW: Toward the end of the year, November 24-25, more than 250,000 animals were sacrificed at the Gadhimai temple, in Bara district of south-central Nepal, in a centuries-old tradition—described as the world's biggest ritual slaughter. The event is organized every five years, but this year it got unprecedented news coverage in both local and international media, mainly because of protests spearheaded by animal rights activists. 
Several animal rights groups, including prominent personalities or celebrities from abroad like Brigitte Bardot of France and Maneka Gandhi of India as well as Ram Bahadur Bomjon (the Buddha Body) from home joined the appeal and the protest campaign in an effort to stop the sacrifices. 
But the authorities did little to stop it and organizers went ahead, arguing that animal sacrifice is part of religious and traditional beliefs and cannot be stopped. 

The other story on the #6 slot was the Pashupatinath temple priest row. 
The Maoist-led government forced three Indian priests of Pashupatinath--one of Hinduism’s most revered temples--to resign in late December 2008. 
The government appointed Nepali scholars in their place. In the new year, the move sparked widespread protests from other political parties, Nepali priests of the temple and civil society groups. Since the last 300 years, Nepal has recruited south Indian priests to head the temple ceremonies. 
The controversy was widely reported in the Indian media as well. After nearly two weeks and a Supreme Court challenge against the new appointments, the government withdrew its appointment of two head priests.

#7. DISASTERS: Landslides, floods, bus accidents, forest fires and boat capsizes were some of the major disasters. In August at least 7 people died in floods in Jhapa district, and thousands were displaced. In the first week of October, 34 people lost their lives in landslides in Dailekh, Achham, Bajhang, Kailali and Doti, in western Nepal. There were also floods in Nepalgunj and near Rapti river. 

Bus accidents, as in the previous years, also comprised majority of disaster stories. More than 80 people were killed in such accidents across the country. A sample: Baitadi (10 killed; March 1), Gaindakot, Nawalparasi (3 killed; July 24), Jaibire, Sindhupalchowk, Sun Koshi river (18 killed; Sept 10), Sukute, Sindhupalchowk, Sun Koshi river (20 killed; Sept 25), Lahan (2 killed; Sept 25), Palpa (6 killed; Oct 7), Mahendranagar (2 killed; Oct 26), Hanshapur, Arghakhanchi (16 killed; Nov 8), Pokhara (2 killed; Nov 8), Gaindakot, Nawalparasi (8 killed; Nov 10), Aabukhaireni, Tanahu (1 killed; Nov 12), among others. 

On April 23, 13 Nepal Army men were killed while fighting forest fire in Ramechhap district. Two days later, 6 people were burnt to death in Gulmi while trying to put out a fire in the Hastichaur community forest. On 4 January, at least two people drowned after a crowded ferry capsized in Koshi river in eastern Nepal. On March 9, four teenaged students, including three girls, were killed in another boat capsize in Koshi.

#8. VICE-PRESIDENT OATH ROW/NARAYANHITI PALACE/KHAGENDRA THAPA MAGAR: These three stories competed for the #8 slot. 

VP Paramanand Jha on July 23 took the oath of his office in Hindi. After much public criticism and a Supreme Court order of Aug. 12 to take his oath of office and secrecy in Nepali, he declined to do so and his post remains defunct to this day. 

The Narayanhiti, the former royal palace and the site of the infamous massacre of 2001, was turned into a national museum in late February, nine months after monarchy was abolished. Several months later, it opened for public viewing, drawing in large crowds. 

The 50 cm tall Khagendra Thapa Magar, 18, remained in media spotlight both at home and abroad, as the shortest person in Nepal, and possibly the shortest man in the world. His campaign to include himself as the shortest man in the Guinness Book of World Records became successful by mid-December. However, he was still striving to compete for another title—the lightest man in the world. He weighs only 4.5 kg. 

#9. CHRISTIANS ON THE SPOTLIGHT/ATTACK ON MEDIA: The minority Christian community in Nepal faced two tragedies that thrust them into unprecedented media spotlight. On May 23, two people were killed in a church at Lalitpur packed with worshippers when a bomb exploded. 
Religious communities in Nepal were rarely before fatally targeted by groups. A Hindu extremist group called the National Defense Army claimed the responsibility. 
On September 29, 23 people were killed and some 65 injured when a makeshift church building in Dharan, eastern Nepal, collapsed. A positive spotlight was seen in December during Christmas—the media, now under a secular environment, gave unprecedented coverage to the festivities. 

The other #9 story was attacks on the media, most prominently highlighted in the killing of Janakpur-based journalist Uma Singh on January 11. 
There were many other cases of intimidations of journalists by Maoist and other groups across the country. Another case involved the arrest in early February of journalist Rishi Dhamala and his and imprisonment. Police charged Dhamala had links with the extremist outfit Ranabir Sena.
 He was released in April. Two other journalists Ram Shuvak Mahato and Birendra KM remain in jail. The Supreme Court on Dec 27 ordered both be released on general bail. By the end of the year, in mid-December Tika Bista, a journalist based in Rukum was brutally attacked allegedly by Maoist cadres. 

#10. THE TIBET/CHINA FACTOR: Tibetan refuges living in Nepal organized series of protests against China, demanding the freedom of their homeland. 
These protests, which continued for several months intermittently, were sometimes participated in by thousands of Tibetans and some turned violent.
 There was an increasing pressure on Nepal from China to suppress the demonstrators which received widespread international media attention.
 Tensions between China and India began to emerge and both seemed concerned over their interests in Nepal. China’s more overt policy manifestations in recent times also added to this new posturing, which affected Nepal’s politics as well. 
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Other Environment News
ABC News (US): Copenhagen Notes: The glass half full view
29 December 2009

Watching the progress in fight against climate change is like watching a glass being slowly filled. Is it half full or half empty? It depends on your perception.

This past month brought the biggest gathering of nations and leaders (193 nations) ever together in Copenhagen to discuss climate change, an awesome accomplishment in itself. 
They reached some agreements, though not a legally binding treaty as some had hoped. Was Copenhagen a victory or a failure? The answer to that rests entirely on your expectations for it. 
On the one hand, Copenhagen looped in nations that had not previously signed up for emissions reductions in the Kyoto Protocol (the U.S.) and persuaded others of the need for transparency (China). 
Some emerging industrial nations (India) took a seat at the table as did others that are fast industrializing and hold the key to critical natural habitat like rainforests (Brazil).

The bottomline, according to the progressive Washington think tank, the Center for American Progress, was that Copenhagen brought “numerous notable achievements.”

I have had the similar thoughts. There were many underlying victories; advances that can be built upon as these climate talks continue in smaller forums around the world. Is this naive thinking? No more so than those who would trash the summit as an abject failure because it didn’t score all the points possible.

The Center’s article, Lessons Learned from Copenhagen, points out that 188 nations signed off on the Copenhagen Accord. Not bad. And now those nations can make public their carbon emissions reduction goals. Under the agreement, nations have until the end of January 2010 to add their emissions reductions targets to the document.

So even if the agreement isn’t a binding treaty, it will likely get many nations to declare their intentions.

True, a psychologically binding agreement is not as firm as a legally binding one, but as President Obama pointed out in his departing news conference at Copenhagen, many countries (think: Canada) didn’t adhere to their legally binding commitments made under the Kyoto Protocol anyway.

The Copenhagen Accord also constitutes the first time the global effort to reduce carbon emissions has included both high emitting industrial nations and developing countries in setting goals for greenhouse gas emissions. The 1990s Kyoto Protocol asked for targets from industrial nations only.

As for the criticism, which has been vocal and wide-ranging, that the emissions targets discussed at Copenhagen fall far short of what is needed to avert climate disaster.
 Well, yes they do. Climate scientists say we need to reach greenhouse gas reductions in the range of 80 percent to 100 percent over 1990 levels by 2050. (If that’s hard to follow, think of it this way, we need to aim for no new additional carbon emissions, with steadily decreasing numbers starting now, through the next 40 years, to reach this goal. 
Why? If we don’t, and the Earth’s average temperatures reach above 2 degrees Celsius, we will face climate-induced disasters never before seen during the civilized history of humankind.)

But looking ahead, the authors of Lessons Learned, note that these can be tightened to aim for a more strigent guideline than the 2 degrees of increase that climatologists say the world must not pass.

“The accord stipulates that countries should consider further strengthening this goal [of holding to a 2 degree increase] by limiting temperature increases to 1.5 degrees Celsius. 
Further specific targets are not iterated in the accord and need to be added as soon as possible, but most parties are committed to strengthening it and taking the next step to turn it into a binding agreement by the 2010 U.N. climate summit in Mexico City.”

The article also points out that billions were committed to climate mitigation by developed nations for developing ones, including $15 billion from Japan and $10 billion from the E.U., a move without precedent.

This could be pouring a lot of hope into what some see as a shaky framework.  But hope may prove better glue than cynicism.

And hope is not unjustified.

According to the Center: “Preliminary results” from an analysis of what the  17 major carbon polluters have proposed as carbon emissions reductions “will yield 65 percent of reductions needed by 2020 if all parties succeed in doing what they have promised to do as of today.

Now, many eyes will turn toward another glass that seems to waver between full and empty when it comes to climate change, the U.S. Congress.

After the House’s victory in passing the Waxman-Markey bill months ago, observers have been left to witness near gridlock on the issue in the Senate, where a strong climate bill struggles for survival.

Chief author of the bill, Massachusetts Sen. John Kerry, calls it a pollution-reduction bill in an effort to show that all this dense talk boils down to cleaning the air for our health and survival, but that hasn’t seemed to bring a paradigm shift.

While both houses have conservatives opposed to climate action (ironically named because in this case they’re against “conserving” our natural environment), the Senate’s opponents include those who don’t even believe that climate change is a threat.

As climate activists, especially those for whom Copenhagen was a big bust, reconnoiter, they might want to consider how much change Congress could bring, if it were to pass a strong climate bill.
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BBC News: We must not accept Copenhagen’s failings
29 December 2009

"Hopenhagen" - the epithet enthusiastically bestowed upon the recent climate talks in Denmark - has turned out to be not only a touch cheesy, but with hindsight, hopelessly misplaced and painfully mocking. 

Aside from the to-be-expected justifications from the politicians themselves, rarely have verdicts on international summits been quite so united in their expressions of disappointment, derision and outright condemnation. 

And yet ordinary citizens had made plain to their politicians what was required. 

A week before I left for Copenhagen, I marched with 50,000 people in the streets of London - one of several thousand events held in 140 countries around the world. 

An 11th-hour email petition, as the summit stumbled to a conclusion, attracted an extraordinary 14 million signatures. Millions of people were speaking, but were not being heard by the politicians. 

After two years of build-up to Copenhagen, the highlights of what our politicians agreed in our name were: 

• A near-global acknowledgement that global warming should be limited to less than 2C (3.6F), the degree of warming generally accepted as being "dangerous". Arguably, this was one of the top "successes" from Copenhagen 

• Rich countries must register the emissions cuts they will make by 2020 by the end of January 2010. However, there is no guarantee that this will limit warming in the future as what countries announce they will cut is up to them 

• New and additional money "approaching $30bn" will be channelled to poorer nations over the period 2010-12, and the goal of providing an annual sum of $100bn by 2020. But there remain real questions about whether a special Copenhagen Green Climate Fund will reach the target of $100bn, which many say is, at best, half of what is needed 

But this is nowhere near enough. As ordinary citizens we must now redouble our efforts to get the politicians back to the negotiating table. 

Something rotten

We must spare no effort in carrying the voices of those most affected in poor countries to those in power who so spectacularly disappointed in Denmark. 

Here are two such responses from people with whom I work: 

Firstly, Bruno Guemes, a development worker for Progressio in Peru: 

"People here feel that these international summits are more of a power game rather than about meeting real need.

"In the valley of Huaral, one of the country's most fragile zones, where a third of people rely on small-scale farming to make a living and feed their families, glaciers and snow-caps are melting, rains are less frequent and water resources are running dry. 

"In one community, people are taking decisive action in response to water shortages - all but the elderly are leaving their ancestral lands. 

"If governments continue with a 'business as usual' approach to climate change - as they did in Copenhagen - we will be left alone." 

Secondly, Angel Maria Ibarra Turcios, director of Salvadorian Ecological Unity: 

"My first reaction to the outcome of the Copenhagen summit was one of indignation. 

"We (the civil society) are not going to accept the failure of Copenhagen. The governments have failed, which means that we have to find new ways of civil society involvement. 

"We have to find new partnerships between organisations in the North and the South. 

"The Central American region is already experiencing climate change. We had a major drought last year, followed by a flooding. Two hundred people died.

"We are disappointed but not defeated. We'll keep working for a better tomorrow because we believe that the future has to be a future of peace and hope for the whole world." 

It is the voices of people like Bruno and Angel, who face the realities of climate change every day, that can spur those of us in rich countries to do more than just change our light bulbs and put our televisions on standby. 

We must play a part in changing the politics-as-usual approach to climate change. 
We must help to generate an irresistible mass movement of ordinary citizens in order to intensify the pressure around climate change - so that politicians will have to take brave action at the climate summit in Mexico in 2010. 

They must hear that we do not accept this outcome from Copenhagen, and we demand that they do better. 

They must hear that we are not going away and that we will come back stronger. If we allow this defeat to stop us as ordinary citizens from campaigning and bringing pressure, then the climate sceptics will have won. We cannot allow that to happen. 

For some of us, taking greater action might mean joining one of the many development and environmental groups who constantly cajole and seek to persuade politicians to take faster and deeper action on climate change. 

Wherever we live in the developed and developing world, if we have the opportunity, let us meet politicians, write letters, join campaigns, march on the streets as we did in our tens of thousands in the run-up to Copenhagen, but in vastly greater numbers. 

In 12 months, we want the glow of success from the Mexico summit to make "Hopenhagen" seem like a bad dream.
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Guardian (UK): Copenhagen has given us the chance to face climate change with honesty
27 December 2009

Last weekend's minimalist Copenhagen global climate accord provides agreat opportunity. The old deceitful, ineffectual approach is severely wounded and must die. Now there is a chance for the world to get on to an honest, effective path to an agreement.

The centrepiece of the old approach was a "cap-and-trade" scheme, festooned with offsets and bribes – bribes that purportedly, but hardly, reduced carbon emissions. It was analogous to the indulgences scheme of the Middle Ages, whereby sinners paid the Church for forgiveness.

In today's indulgences the sinners, developed countries, buy off developing countries by paying for "offsets" to their own emissions and providing reparation money for adaptation to climate change. But such hush money won't work. 
Yes, some developing country leaders salivated over the proffered $100 billion per year. But by buying in, they would cheat their children and ours. 
Besides, even the $100 billion hush money is fugacious. The US, based on its proportion of the fossil fuel carbon in the air today, would owe $27 billion per year. Chance of Congress providing that: dead zero. 
Maybe the UK will cough up its $6 billion per year and Germany its $7 billion per year. But who will collect Russia's $7 billion per year?

Most purchased "offsets" to fossil fuel carbon dioxide emissions are hokey. 
But there is no need to flagellate the details of this modern indulgences scheme. Science provides an unambiguous fact that our leaders continue to ignore: carbon dioxide from fossil fuel burning remains in the climate system for millennia. 
The only solution is to move promptly to a clean energy future.

The difficulty is that fossil fuels are the cheapest energy, if the price does not include the damage they do to human health, the planet, and the future of our children. 
"Goals" for future emission reductions, whether "legally binding" or not, are utter nonsense as long as fossil fuels are the cheapest energy. 
The Kyoto Protocol illustrates the deceit of our governments, which have not screwed up their courage to face down the fossil fuel industry. 
As the graph here shows, global fossil fuel emissions were increasing 1.5% per year prior to the 1997 Kyoto accord. 
After "Kyoto" emission growth accelerated to 3% per year. A few developed countries reduced their fossil fuel use. 
The only important effect of that was to slightly reduce demand for fuel, helping to keep its price down. 
The fuel was burned in other places, and products made were shipped back to developed countries.

As far as the planet is concerned, agreements to "cap" emissions, such as the Kyoto Protocol and the imagined Copenhagen Protocol, are worthless scraps of paper.
 As long as fossil fuels are the cheapest energy, they will be burned somewhere. This fact helps define a solution to the climate problem. 
Yes, people must make changes in the way they live. Countries must cooperate. Matters as intractable as population must be included. 
Technology improvements are required. Changes must be economically efficient. 
The climate solution necessarily will increase the price of fossil fuel energy. We must admit that. 
But in the end, energy efficiency and carbon-free energy can be made less expensive than fossil fuels, if fossil fuels' cost to society is included. 
The solution must have honesty, backbone and a fair international framework. We need a rising price on carbon applied at the source (the mine, wellhead, or port of entry). The fee will affect all activities that use fossil fuels, directly or indirectly. 
The entire fee collected from fossil fuel companies should be distributed to the public. 
In this fee-and-dividend approach people maintaining a carbon footprint smaller than average will receive more in the dividend than they pay via increased energy costs. 
The monthly dividend, deposited electronically in their bank account or on their debit card, will stimulate the economy and provide people with the means to increase their carbon efficiency. 
All that governments need do is divide the collected revenue by the number of shares, with half-shares for children, up to two children per family.

Some economists prefer a payroll tax deduction over a dividend, because taxes depress the economy. 
The problem is that about half of the public are not on payrolls, because of retirement or involuntary unemployment. I suggest that at most 50% of the collected carbon fee should be used for payroll tax deduction.

Cap-and-trade is the antithesis of this simple system. 
Cap-and-trade is a hidden tax, increasing energy costs, but with no public dividend. 
Its infrastructure costs the public, who also fund the profits of the resulting big banks and speculators. Cap-and-trade is advantageous only to energy companies with strong lobbyists and government officials who dole out proceeds from pollution certificates to favoured industries.

Fee-and-dividend, in contrast, is a non-tax – on average it is revenue-neutral. 
The public will probably accept a rise in the carbon fee rate, because their monthly dividend will increase correspondingly.
 As fee-and-dividend causes fossil fuel energy prices to rise, a series of points will be reached at which various carbon-free energies and carbon-saving technologies are cheaper than fossil fuels plus the fee. 
The market place will choose the best technology. 
As time goes on, fossil fuel use will collapse, coal will be left in the ground, and we will have arrived at a clean energy future. A rising carbon fee is essential for a climate solution. But how to achieve a fair international framework?

The critical requirement is that the United States and China agree to apply across-the-board carbon fees, at a relative rate to be negotiated. 
Why would China agree to a carbon fee? China does not want to be saddled with the problems that attend fossil fuel addiction such as those that plague the United States. Besides, China would be hit extraordinarily hard by climate change. 
A uniform rising carbon fee is the most economically efficient way for China to limit its fossil fuel dependence.

Copenhagen discussions showed that China and the United States can work together. Europe, Japan, and most developed countries would very probably agree to a similar status to that of the United States. 
Countries refusing to levy an across-the-board carbon fee can be dealt with via an import duty collected on products from that nation in accord with the amount of fossil fuel that goes into producing the product. 
The World Trade Organisation already has rules permitting such duties.

The international framework must define how proceeds from import duties are used to assure fairness. 
Duties on products from developing countries will probably dwarf present foreign aid to those countries. 
These funds should be returned to developing countries, but distributed so as to encourage best practices, for example, improved women's rights and education that helps control population growth. 
Fairness also requires that distribution of the funds takes account of the ongoing impacts of climate change. Successful efforts in limiting deforestation and other best practices could also be rewarded.
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Guardian (UK): John Prescott defends China's role at Copenhagen climate summit
28 December 2009

John Prescott has defended China's role in the climate change summit, saying the blame for its flawed outcome must lie with the United States and Barack Obama.

The former deputy prime minister helped negotiate the Kyoto protocol in 1997, and was in Copenhagen acting as an informal bridge between the Chinese delegation and others.

As a frequent visitor to China, who knows many of its officials personally, Prescott fears privately that the Chinese will walk away from the talks if they continue to be singled out for blame.

In a letter to the Guardian, Prescott criticises the US climate change special envoy, Todd Stern, who "said at Copenhagen emissions weren't about 'morality or politics', they were 'just maths', with China projected to emit 60% more CO2 than the US by 2030".

In his letter Prescott claims that Stern's arguments "ignored the more transparent measure of pollution per capita, which shows the US emits 20 tonnes per person every year, compared to China's six tonnes, whilst America's GDP per person is almost eight times greater than the Chinese". 
He also attacks President Barack Obama for suggesting there had been a period of "two decades of talking and no action. That might have been true in America, which refused to sign up to Kyoto, but not in the case of China or Europe, who followed a lot of that protocol's policies. 
Indeed Obama's offer of a 17% cut is wholly dependent on Congressional approval and will still be less than Kyoto targets." Prescott is climate change convenor for the Council of Europe, with the role of exploring how to keep the talks on the road.

China itself defended its "crucial role" in saving the Copenhagen conference from failure, according to the state media's first blow-by-blow rebuttal of European claims that China wrecked a climate deal.

In a florid account of Prime Minister Wen Jiabao's 60 hours in Copenhagen, the Xinhua news agency said the premier staved off the "unrealistic and unfair demands" of Britain, Germany and Japan.

There is no direct criticism of the US, but Obama is described as "awkward" in the presence of the Chinese premier.

According to the lengthy defence of China's actions, European nations repeatedly tried to impose secret drafts, unscheduled meetings and a hidden agenda on China and other developing nations.

The article, likely to have been approved at the highest level of government, notes that Wen walked out of a state dinner after hearing that an unscheduled meeting of leaders was being arranged soon afterwards to discuss a new draft text.

"It was really absurd that the country who called for the meeting never informed China," the report says. "Premier Wen concluded that this was no small matter.

"Since the start of the conference, there had been cases where individual or small group of countries put forward new texts in disregard of the principle of openness and transparency, arousing strong complaints from other participants."

Such accusations infuriate senior European negotiators, who claim China was fully informed ahead of Copenhagen of the plan for a new document, though it never agreed to the content.

Xinhua avoids mention of how and why China killed attempts to impose 2050 targets for reducing emissions. Beijing has consistently rejected such long-term goals, which it sees as a threat to itseconomic growth.
It also fails to address claims that China torpedoed the inclusion of a 1.5C maximum global temperature rise, requested by small island states and African nations. Instead, it says, Wen showed sincerity by accepting a rise of no more than 2C by 2050.
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AFP: Brazil’s Lula signs law cutting CO2 emissions
29 Decmber 2009

President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva Tuesday signed a law requiring that Brazil cut greenhouse gas emissions by 39 percent by 2020, meeting a commitment made at the Copenhagen climate change summit.

Brazil announced at the summit a "voluntary commitment" to reduce CO2 emissions by between 36.1 and 38.9 percent in the next ten years.

The new law, however, is subject to several decrees setting out responsibilities and regulations for the farming, industrial, energy and environmental sectors.

Lula is expected to sign the decrees in January after consulting scientists and other experts, officials said.

Despite its ambitious targets, Greenpeace's top representative in Brazil, Sergio Leitao, called it merely a list of good intentions and accused Lula of using double standards in environmental issues.

"Brazil usually makes good speeches on the international stage, as in Copenhagen, but in practice it doesn't keep its word," he told reporters.

Before signing the new law, in fact, Lula vetoed three of its provisions, including a reference to "promoting the development of clean energy sources and the gradual phasing out of energy from fossil fuels."

Environment Minister Carlos Minc said he was was pleased with the new law because it showed Brazil's determination to respect the pledges it made in Copenhagen.

"It doesn't matter if the Copenhagen summit didn't get the results we wanted. We will still meet our goals," he told reporters.

The climate change conference held in the Danish capital ended last week with a non-binding agreement that exposed the stark divide between rich and developing nations.

A total of 30 billion dollars was pledged from 2010-2012 to help poor countries in the firing line of climate change, and rich nations set a goal of providing 100 billion dollars annually in aid by 2020.

It established a goal of limiting warming to two degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit), but did not impose binding targets to reduce the emissions of gases that scientists say are heating up the world's atmosphere to dangerous levels.

The Copenhagen agreement was put together by leaders of the United States, China, India, Brazil, South Africa and major European nations, after it became clear the 194-nation summit was in danger of failure.
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NY Times (US): More Carbon Dioxide May Create a Racket in the Seas
28 December 2009

Here is another consequence of rising carbon dioxide emissions: the oceans are getting louder.

It has long been known that chemical compounds in seawater, including boric acid, absorb sound, as energy from sound waves stimulates certain reactions. 

As the oceans grow more acidic, a result of increasing absorption of atmospheric CO2, the seawater chemistry changes, resulting in fewer reactions and less acoustic energy used. 

That means sounds will travel farther and be louder at a given distance from a sound source.

Tatiana Ilyina and Richard E. Zeebe of the University of Hawaii and Peter G. Brewer of the Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute looked at the future impact of this phenomenon. 

Using a global ocean model and projections of CO2 emissions, they predicted regional changes in acidity, and thus sound absorption.

Writing in Nature Geoscience, they report that in high latitudes and deepwater formations (where acidification is expected to be worse), sound absorption could fall 60 percent by 2100.

So the oceans will not be as quiet — what’s wrong with that? Plenty, potentially. 

Most of the chemical absorption of sound occurs at relatively low frequencies, from about 1,000 to 5,000 hertz. 

Propeller noise and other ship sounds fall in the same range, as does some military and research sonar. So this “background” noise, especially prevalent near shipping lanes, will be louder. 

That may be bad news for marine mammals, which use sounds in the same range for communication and echolocation while foraging.

“We’re not saying that during the next 100 years all dolphins will be deafened,” Dr. Zeebe said. “But the background noise could essentially override or mask the sounds that they’re depending on.”

Then again, he said, because sounds will travel farther, the animals may be able to communicate over longer distances. The researchers are continuing their studies using more sophisticated models and more precise sound sources.
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Reuters: French constitutional body rules against carbon tax
29 December 2009

The tax on carbon-emitting products, meant to encourage consumers to save energy and use less fossil fuels, is one of President Nicolas Sarkozy's most loudly defended initiatives and was meant to come into effect on January 1, 2010.

"The exemptions included in the carbon tax run counter to the aim of fighting climate change and create inequalities with respect to public charges," the Constitutional Council said in a statement.

Prime Minister Francois Fillon said in a separate statement the cabinet would in January examine a new law taking into account the ruling.

Sarkozy has thrown his weight behind the levy, saying it would support the battle against climate change, but the plan had to be watered down extensively to appease critics.

In its ruling, the council said the law exempted some of the worst industrial polluters such as refineries and included relief for farmers and fishermen, among numerous other exemptions.

"93 percent of carbon dioxide emissions of industrial origin, other than fuel, will be totally exempt from the carbon tax," the government body said in the ruling.

The tax has caused public upheaval in France, with critics within the ruling party saying the tax would hurt poor families and people in rural areas with little public transport.

The opposition Greens broadly agreed with the principle but said the tax should be higher, while the Socialists said it would deal a further blow to consumers already struggling to cope with the economic downturn.

As a result, the system that was eventually adopted would have differentiated between urban and rural dwellers, and applied to oil, gas and coal but not to electricity.

The levy, initially set at 17 euros ($25) per tonne of carbon dioxide emissions, would have translated into a rise in the price of fuel for cars, domestic heating and factories.
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NY Times (US): Emissions Disclosure as a Business Virtue
28 December 2009

Cupping their hands near holes drilled for cable routing, workers at the Boeing Company’s four-acre data processing site near Seattle noticed this year that air used to keep the computers cool was seeping through floor openings.
Mindful of the company’s drive to slash electricity consumption by 25 percent, they tucked insulation into holes there and at five similar sites. The resulting savings are projected at $55,000, or some 685,000 kilowatt hours of electricity a year.

Yet Boeing’s goal is not just to save money. The hope is to keep pace with other companies that have joined in a vast global experiment in tracking the carbon dioxide emissions generated by industry. 

Boeing and other enterprises are voluntarily doing what some might fiercely resist being forced to do: submitting detailed reports on how much they emit, largely through fossil fuel consumption, to a central clearinghouse. 

The information flows to the Carbon Disclosure Project, a small nonprofit organization based in London that sifts through the numbers and generates snapshots by industry sectors in different nations. 

By giving enterprises a road map for measuring their emissions and pointing out how they compare with their peers, experts say, the voluntary project is persuading companies to change their energy practices well before many governments step in to regulate emissions. 

Scientists estimate that industry and energy providers produce nearly 45 percent of the heat-trapping emissions that contribute to global warming. While some governments are convinced that reining in such pollution is crucial to protecting the atmosphere, a binding global pact is not on the immediate horizon, as negotiations in Copenhagen showed this month.

Until broad regulation is at hand, many investors and company executives say, voluntary reporting programs like the Carbon Disclosure Project may be the best way to leverage market forces for change.

They say the project sends a message that a company that moves to curb emissions now is girded for the future and therefore worthy of investment.

“With the regulatory framework changing, how companies handle carbon is a core risk factor,” said Jack Ehnes, chief executive of Calstrs, the California teachers’ pension fund. “Smart companies will take C.D.P. information and realign their strategies.”

Mary Armstrong, Boeing’s vice president for environment, health and safety, traces her company’s energy focus back to 2007, when she first saw the forms that companies fill out for the disclosure project.

“The questions take you through and say, ‘Do you have environmental performance targets?’ We didn’t, but now we do,” she said. The companies’ individual responses are posted at the project’s Web site.

In contrast to the United States, European Union countries already regulate carbon dioxide emissions from their most energy-intensive industries through a cap and trade program, and Japan polices energy consumption itself. 

Paul Dickinson, the founder and chief executive of the Carbon Disclosure Project, is quick to acknowledge that his group is no substitute for muscular government regulation. But he argues that the voluntary project offers a frictionless path toward reining in emissions, even in relatively unregulated markets like China’s and India’s. Emissions are expected to soar in those fast-growing economies in coming years as new coal-fired plants go online. 

Yet even as the Carbon Disclosure Project has established itself as the standard for emissions measurement methods, it has stirred some skepticism. Critics say that the emissions figures do not have to be verified through external audits, as financial figures from publicly traded companies must be. 

And some argue that the project rewards companies that would have cut their carbon dioxide output anyway, and has no influence over polluting companies that refuse to take part.

Nonetheless, 2,500 of the world’s largest companies completed at least part of the project’s questionnaire last year, from the energy conglomerate Gazprom in Russia to Huaxin Cement in China. 

In the United States, where almost only the companies in the Standard & Poor’s 500-stock index were solicited by the disclosure project, some 330 filled out forms this year. Some companies do not answer all of the questions. But the most detailed reports specify not only how much energy a company consumes, and how, but also ticks off ways in which it might be vulnerable to climate change — flooded stores, for example. 

Industry is a broad and varied category, of course, covering everything from cement and chemical makers, which emit an enormous amount of carbon dioxide, to data-driven businesses like financial services, which emit little by comparison. 

The disclosure project has response rates of at least 60 percent for most industry sectors in the United States. But it has even higher rates for utilities, which are highly regulated, and materials companies, which include cement and chemical makers. It has received responses from energy titans like Chevron and chemical companies like DuPont. 

To drum up more and better reporting, the project has enlisted major investors like Calstrs, the nation’s second-largest pension program, and Bank of America Merrill Lynch to co-sign letters from the project encouraging companies to take part. 

Mr. Dickinson said the project writes letters on behalf of 475 investor groups representing $55 trillion in funds worldwide.

Some American companies have argued that reporting is cumbersome and could allow competitors to learn too much about their manufacturing processes. But proponents counter that the monitoring could give some of them a competitive advantage as early adopters. 

In September, the Environmental Protection Agency announced it could require the nation’s biggest power plants and industrial operations to report greenhouse gas emissions as early as 2011.
 The United States Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers have firmly opposed such regulation, saying that it would be legally and technically burdensome, drive up fuel costs by promoting renewable sources and send job overseas. 

But nations that have already pressed ahead with regulations are prodding the United States to match their efforts. The European Union has been monitoring and limiting carbon dioxide emissions from its most energy-intensive sectors since 2005 through a cap and trade program.

Since 2003 Japan has required companies of any size to report energy consumption to the government and what they are doing to reduce use. Mr. Dickinson argues that disclosure could prove a means of currying investor favor in international markets as the global awareness of industry’s role in climate change deepens.

“I have real confidence that the corporations of the world are going to outperform government in terms of dealing with climate change,” he said. “In fact, they are already.” 

His vision for carbon transparency dates back to 1997, when he entered a master’s program on responsible business practices at the University of Bath School of Management taught by Anita Roddick, the founder of The Body Shop. 

After graduating, he solicited philanthropists, including Ted Turner, and went about developing reliable ways to measure output. Then he reached out to large investors to co-sign letters demanding that companies fill out the project’s forms. Until 2002, the forms spoke only of “the perception” of climate change because global warming was still “too controversial,” he said.

Some analysts now laud the program as an innovative way of encouraging investors to factor industry emissions into assessments of corporate performance. 

Abyd Karmali, global head of carbon markets for Bank of America, likens the disclosure project to the advent of general accounting principles, which enable investors to compare financial performance and move dollars accordingly.

“It is very difficult to translate carbon-related risk into standardized disclosure, so it is a fantastic contribution,” he said. 

But others have their doubts. “There is disclosure, and then so what?” said Hewson Baltzell, the co-founder of Innovest, a financial research firm that gathered figures for the disclosure project the first several years. “They’ve dipped their toe in the water on asking companies about performance, but not very far.” 

Mr. Dickinson counters that the project has added evaluations that rate companies by concrete steps taken to cut their emissions. It now also asks companies to calculate emissions of their suppliers, in the hope of leveraging the power that a giant like Wal-Mart might have over those that are otherwise unwilling to report. 

Rob Bernard, chief environmental strategist for Microsoft, which is helping the project make its data more accessible to the public, says the impact of the reports is growing. 

“With each year we are able to compare performance on greenhouse gas information with new levels of granularity,” he said. “Now we just have to hope that more people read it and care.”
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Get the U.N. Out of the Climate Business 

Wall Street Journal, December 29, 2009, By KENNETH P. GREEN 

In the aftermath of the Copenhagen Climate conference, it is clear that the United Nations-driven process is a bust, and that any similar process requiring economic suicide and massive wealth transfers will go nowhere. 
It is long since time to drop this charade, take the question of climate change out of the hands of the U.N., and implement more reasonable policies. 

Fostering the resilience of societies around the world in case climate disaster strikes would be a start.
 Central to this process is for governments to stop making things worse, as they do when they subsidize risk-taking.

One reason that predicted damages from rising sea-levels and more powerful storms are so high is because of the popularity of coastal locales for high-density business and upscale residential development. 
As a result, damages from extreme coastal weather events have been fantastically expensive. 
The damages from Hurricane Katrina for example, reached over $150 billion. The question, however, is why there was so much value that was so badly protected against completely predictable events? Why were levees and sea-walls so under-designed? Why were so many houses and businesses uninsured? As Charles Perrow observes in "The Next Catastrophe," "Even in areas known to be hazardous, only about 20% of homeowners purchase flood insurance, and less than 50% of businesses purchase flood and earthquake insurance in risky areas."

In many cases, the answer is that governments stand as insurance stop-gaps, allowing the uninsured to depend on grants to rebuild in vulnerable areas should disaster strike, or otherwise cushioning the real costs of exposure to extreme weather.

Researchers at the Wharton Risk Center observed in a 2007 paper: "Highly subsidized premiums or premiums artificially compressed by regulations, without clear communication on the actual risk facing individuals and businesses, encourage development of hazard-prone areas in ways that are costly to both the individuals who locate there (when the disaster strikes) as well as others who are likely to incur some of the costs of bailing out victims following the next disaster (either at a state level through ex post residual market assessments or through federal taxes in the case of federal relief or tax breaks).

Stripping government measures from the risk market would help reveal the real costs of building in disaster-prone areas, and likely encourage development in more stable locales.

Another near-term option is privatization of infrastructure. Governments are quite good at building infrastructure. After all, what politician doesn't enjoy a ribbon-cutting ceremony for some new element of name-bearing infrastructure? But governments are dismal at maintaining infrastructure. 
They rarely establish revenue streams to keep up with repairs, nor do they set up systems to provide feedback on whether a particular road should be raised, or power-capability increased, or a water-treatment facility expanded. 
Roadways, electricity infrastructure, water-treatment infrastructure, and flood-control infrastructure would all benefit from such systems—the kind that private owners have an incentive to develop, since ensuring that future changes in climate do not disrupt their long-run cash flow is critical to their current financial performance.

Over the mid-term, we should consider the proposal of Ross McKitrick, a Canadian economist, who has suggested what he calls a Tropical Tropospheric Temperature (T3) tax—that is, taxing carbon dioxide emissions based on changes in the global average temperature. Ideally, this would be a revenue-neutral tax with all revenues rebated to the public in the form of reduced distortionary taxes, such as income tax. 

A T3 tax has the advantage that should be attractive to both global warming skeptics and those who fear Climageddon: If temperatures remain low, as skeptics believe, the tax will stay low. If temperatures rise sharply, the tax will rise also, and incentives will grow to decarbonize energy systems around the world. 
Carbon taxes are a vastly superior policy option when compared either to cap-and-trade, or command-and-control regulation. 
Indexing the tax to the temperature of the atmosphere that shows anthropogenic change most clearly is only common sense. Mr. McKitrick suggests starting out small with something politically innocuous, on the order of 10 to15 cents per ton of carbon dioxide emitted.

In the long term, we should trust in resilience and a carbon price, but tie up our camel. We should insure against the possibility that temperatures rise toward the higher-end scenarios of the U.N.'s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, by speeding the development of a robust geoengineering tool box, with multiple techniques that have been tested long before they might be needed. 
Such research should be accelerated now, to give us an insurance policy against the calamity predictions. 
There is at least one well-known mechanism by which Mother Nature cools the planet, and that is when volcanic eruptions launch sulfur dioxide high into the atmosphere, brightening clouds, and increasing their reflectivity. 
Some scientists have estimated that this could be done extremely inexpensively without harmful environmental impacts.

What went on in Copenhagen was more political theater than an effort to think about realistic approaches to managing the risk of climate change, whether man-made or natural. The world would be better off with a fresh start and a process that isn't run by U.N. bureaucrats for whom every problem is an excuse to expand their power.

—Kenneth P. Green, D.Env. is a Resident Scholar at the American Enterprise Institute and author of "Climate Change: The Resilience Option."
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2009 saw erosion of clarity on climate

The Washington Post, December 29, 2009, By Andrew Freedman
Count mainstream climate scientists among the many people likely to be relieved when the clock strikes midnight on Thursday night, and 2009 recedes into the history books. 

In 2009, the climate scientists who are convinced that human activities are causing Earth to warm spent much of their time on the defensive. They worked to counter largely blog-based arguments that the world is actually cooling rather than warming, and defended against an effort to discredit peer-reviewed climate research by stealing some scientists' personal emails and disseminating them online. 

All the while, any hopes that 2009 would finally see a new, binding global agreement to combat climate change were dashed by the chaotic negotiations in Copenhagen earlier this month.

As this story in Nature Reports details, 2009 was a year in which scientists published numerous studies showing how manmade climate change may lead to more significant effects than previously thought, and that it could be much more difficult to slow down climate change than once believed. 
For example, new examinations of melting in parts of Greenland and Antarctica have caused some leading scientists to significantly raise projections of global sea-level rise from those in the U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change's (IPCC) 2007 report, although considerable uncertainty about future sea-level rise remains.

But at the same time that climate science was shedding new light on the scale and scope of the climate challenge, the scientific evidence and even individual scientists themselves came under increased attack from climate change skeptics and political opponents of plans to reduce greenhouse-gas emissions. 

Climate scientists, journalists and politicians have been pondering what to make of the following dichotomy: as the science gets more definitive, public understanding of the problem and sense of urgency about solving it seems to be declining, at least among certain segments of the public, according to data from several polls during the past year. 
Part of this widening gap between scientific understanding and public opinion could stem from the major climate science stories of 2009, which tended to question key climate science research findings, sometimes on spurious grounds. 

The most high-profile climate science development of 2009 -- 'climategate' -- should be familiar to regular CWG readers. 
The scandal, involving hacked personal e-mails between a small group of leading climate scientists, increased public doubts about the reliability of climate science, and has caused many (including myself) to question what the heck is going on in scientific labs all over the world. 

The e-mail scandal exploded in the face of climate scientists and politicians just as the final preparations were being made for the U.N. climate change talks in Copenhagen, although it actually had very little impact on the negotiations. 

What were the main take-aways from media coverage of climategate? That climate researchers are, at the very least, a paranoid and defensive lot, and at worst, that they have doctored research findings to prove that human activities are warming the climate. Clearly, the scandal did not boost public confidence in climate science findings, despite the paucity of evidence that anything is actually wrong with the scientific evidence for manmade climate change.

This year demonstrated that climate blogs drive the news cycle in a way they never have before. I suppose that as a blogger myself, that should be an exciting development. 

The problem is, however, that climate science is a complex subject. There is a reason a Ph.D. is typically needed to conduct original climate research, and why years of journalism experience is vital to accurately portraying the climate story. But on the blogosphere, anything goes, including an ethos of do-it-yourself climate research.

Call it the 'WebMD-ification' of climate science, if you will. Increasingly, individuals with backgrounds in a wide variety of fields, ranging from statistics to electrical engineering, are taking to the Internet to conduct their own climate science research (or to poke holes in someone else's work, which, in theory, can be a valuable service in science) and share it with the world. 

Their efforts are making an impact. For example, popular climate skeptic blogs such as Climate Audit and wattsupwiththat were instrumental in pushing climategate into the mainstream press, while mainstream researchers' sites, such as RealClimate, were put on the defensive.

Though it's not something we do much of here, there is nothing inherently wrong with 'blog science' as long as there are checks and balances to ensure that accurate scientific information is the end result, rather than mere speculation or misinterpretation of data that winds up sowing public confusion.

I don't know about you, but every time I go to WebMD I wind up convincing myself I have a new disease, ranging from cancer to rickets. I'd be much better off going to an actual doctor.

The views expressed here are the author's alone and do not represent any position of the Washington Post, its news staff or the Capital Weather Gang.
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Beef Group Challenges U.S. EPA Climate Finding 

Reuters, 29-Dec-09, By Timothy Gardner
WASHINGTON - A beef industry group has challenged a ruling by U.S. environmental regulators that greenhouse gas emissions endanger human health, saying the move would hurt agriculture.

The ruling earlier this month by the Environmental Protection Agency earlier opens the way for regulation of six heat-trapping gases without new laws passed by Congress.

Livestock farms emit carbon dioxide from the tailpipes of machinery and trucks, while waste from cattle also emits methane, a powerful greenhouse gas.

The National Cattlemen's Beef Association filed a petition in the D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals this week, saying EPA climate regulations would hurt large farms.

"This unilateral move by the EPA jeopardizes our ability to remain competitive in the global marketplace," said Tamara Theis, chief environmental counsel for the National Cattlemen's Beef Association.

She said potential EPA rules could force many farms to get permits to emit greenhouse gases or slow operations. If farms had to buy the permits in a market or curtail beef output it could help force many of them to close.

The Obama administration has always said it favors climate legislation in Congress over action by the EPA. But the agency made the move as the climate bill faces an uncertain future in the Senate amid opposition from lawmakers in states that produce and burn large amounts of fossil fuels.

By spurring the EPA to act, the administration indicated greenhouse gases will be regulated one way or another. The move was designed to spur businesses to lobby Congress to act on climate legislation, as companies have a bigger say in that process.

But analysts have said that nearly any action the EPA takes on climate before a new bill gets passed would be vulnerable to litigation and Congressional action. ………………………………………………

Yield Loss Eyed As Snow Covers U.S. Corn Crop 

Reuters, 29-Dec-09, By Michael Hirtzer

CHICAGO - As much as 100 million bushels of U.S. corn could be lost after heavy snowstorms in recent days likely delayed until spring the final stages of an already historically slow harvest, analysts and meteorologists said on Monday.

The harvest delays helped to push up corn futures more than 1 percent to a six-month high on Monday at the Chicago Board of Trade.

"There are 620 million bushels left in the field and we could lose 10 percent of that," said Joe Victor, analyst for Illinois-based research and consulting firm Allendale Inc.

The U.S. Agriculture Department last week in its final harvest update of the year said 5 percent of the corn crop was still in the fields.

And after much of the U.S. Midwest and Plains regions were pounded by heavy winter storms in past several days, it's likely to stay there until next year.

As much as 25 inches of snow fell in parts of the Dakotas -- two states where the corn harvest was furthest behind.

Heavy snowstorms also plagued other states where the corn harvest was far from done: Illinois, Michigan, Nebraska and Wisconsin.

"(The corn) is sitting in the field with snow cover due to all this severe weather in the last month," said Mike Palmerino, forecaster with DTN Meteorlogix.

Analyst estimates for the yield loss ranged from 50-100 million bushels. Still, the corn crop is still expected to be the second-largest on record, behind only 2007's record crop of 13.038 billion bushels.

"We see the total corn crop down 100 million bushels from the current USDA estimate because of a combination of problems from the late harvest and the winter storms," said Terry Reilly, analyst for Citigroup.

"We may see some of the corn fall over and that will just make it harder to harvest," Reilly said.

Yield loss occurs when corn plants are knocked down and when the ear falls off the stem of the plant. Both are caused by harsh winds and snowfall, and result in a loss when the crop-cutting combines fail to gather the grain.

Some farmers were still hoping to complete in the next few weeks one of the slowest harvest in decades. But if temperatures warm up enough for the snow to melt, it might also leave the ground too wet to combine.

"(Farmers) are hoping the ground will freeze so they can get out there, but (also hoping) the corn won't freeze to the ground," said a grain buyer at a processor in Cincinnati, Ohio. 
………………………………………………

Senate climate change fight looks as tough as healthcare reform

TheHill.com, 12/29/09, By Ben Geman 

Senate Democrats will face a problem when they return in January every bit as tough as crafting the healthcare bill: Assembling a climate and energy package that can be shoehorned into the election-year calendar.
 
Imposing limits on greenhouse gases is a White House and Democratic priority, but it’s stuck in line behind health care, Wall Street reform and jobs legislation.

It’s also become increasingly apparent since the Copenhagen climate summit that the Senate will go forward in a dramatically different direction than the House, which approved its own climate bill last summer. 

Environmentalists familiar with Democratic plans say party leaders remain committed to bringing up a bill next year. They are looking to Sen. John Kerry’s (D-Mass.) effort to craft a compromise plan with Sens. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) and Joe Lieberman (I-Conn.).

But in a sign of how difficult it will be to cobble together 60 votes, Kerry and Graham have provided few details about what their plan will contain. 

They hope to blend emissions limits with wider offshore oil-and-gas drilling, expanded federal financing for nuclear power and lots of support for low-emissions coal projects, among other measures aimed a navigating a thicket of regional and partisan interests.
 
Graham noted that different senators are proposing a variety of plans for limiting carbon emissions, and he said he’s open-minded to what is included in a bill, as long as it is a “meaningful control” on pollution. 

 Some Democratic centrists including Sens. Blanche Lincoln (D-Ark.) and Byron Dorgan (D-N.D.)  -- who are both up for reelection next year – want the Senate to take up a broad energy measure that the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee approved in June as a stand-alone bill, rather than grafting it to a cap-and-trade plan.
 
That’s led to speculation that Democrats might seek to move an energy bill but put off the fight over climate change. 

The problem with that logic is that dozens of Democrats want to move a climate change bill, including centrists such as Sen. Arlen Specter (D-Pa.), who faces a tough primary fight and then a difficult general election battle. 
 
“I think it [climate legislation] is important. I think we ought to take it up,” Specter said in a brief interview last week. He’s also said any final bill must protect manufacturers and provide a major boost for low-emissions coal.
 
White House officials also are calling for a combined energy and climate package – including an economy-wide cap-and-trade plan.
 
White House climate czar Carol Browner in November warned against “slicing and dicing,” and a White House aide said Monday that a combined energy policy and cap-and-trade package remains what the White House wants from Congress in 2010.
 
Linda Stuntz, an electricity industry lawyer who was an Energy Department official under President George H.W. Bush, believes the Senate will bring up a combined climate and energy bill, though she said it will face rough sledding.
 
“I am in the camp of those who think it is going to be very difficult after the really bruising fight over heath care,” she said. 

Stuntz does not see room in the Senate for a bill that mirrors the House plan.  

“I don’t see an economy-wide cap-and-trade bill happening in 2010,” she said, adding that a narrower emissions plan – perhaps covering only power plants – could be more viable.
 
Sen. Mary Landrieu (D-La.) said she has been discussing the shape of an energy and climate package with lawmakers including Sens. Bob Corker (R-Tenn.) and Graham.
 
“It is not off the radar screen,” Landrieu said Wednesday. “There have been quite a few informal meetings that have been going on through the fog of this health care bill.” 

Reid hopes to bring legislation to the floor in the spring, but that will be difficult given the Senate’s schedule.
 
 A former official in the Clinton White House familiar with the climate change efforts said key negotiations need to start next month on the difficult task of assembling a compromise bill.
 
“At some point before the end of January several new moderates from both parties have to be brought into the process if we are going to create a bill that can gain 60 votes in the Senate. What it will take to bring those votes into the process is unclear, but those conversations have got to start to happen in mid-to-late January,” the former official said.
 
An aide to Kerry said he was not planning to conduct negotiations on the climate measure over the Senate’s holiday recess.

The sour economy could also complicate plans to impose mandatory emissions limits amid allegations by GOP leaders and many in the Republican caucus that such plans would stifle growth. 
 
But Kevin Book, an analyst with the consulting firm ClearView Energy Partners, argues the reverse is true.
 
He said that with states hurting financially, the billions of dollars that House and Senate cap-and-trade plans would provide to states through emissions allowances will help boost the chances for legislation that greatly expands federal environmental regulation.
 
“A weak economy is the only time you can have this incursion into the state regulatory franchise,” he said.
 
And, he notes, supporters of climate legislation have another card to play: EPA’s plan to move ahead with emissions regulations under its current authority if Congress does not act.
 
“It is going to be very hard for Democrats to come up with nothing,” he said. “The only really politically viable option for them, thanks to the White House choice to move ahead [with EPA regulations] is to pass something.”
 
Nonetheless, energy lobbyists are hedging their bets, looking to the jobs bill as well as the hoped for comprehensive energy-climate package for their preferred provisions. 
On Monday, the American Wind Energy Association released a list of 10 trends to watch – including the fate of the renewable electricity standard [RES] that requires utilities to supply more renewable power, which the group has been seeking for years.
 
“Whether it is in job legislation or in comprehensive energy and climate legislation . . . a strong RES is urgently needed to create hard targets that will fortify our manufacturing base and create tens of thousands of jobs,” the group said.

………………………………………………

Editorial: Shelving climate bill sensible for Senate 

Orange County Register, December 28, 2009 4:49 PM 

A cap-and-trade program to curb greenhouse gas emissions and financially penalize businesses emitting them faces new opposition among moderate Senate Democrats, apparently worried about voter backlash in next year's election. 
Cap-and-trade, along with sweeping changes in health care, are the Obama administration's two principle initiatives, but polls already show more Americans oppose (55 percent) than support (40 percent) the yet-to-be-approved health program, Rasmussen Reports said Monday.

Worries about further alienating voters who are struggling in a down economy prompted "at least a half dozen" moderate Democratic senators to urge the White House to give up its ambitious plan to force conversion from fossil-based fuels to alternative energy, the Web site Politico.com reported. 
Few, if any, Senate Republicans are expected to support the measure. Without moderate Democrats, it is highly unlikely cap-and-trade can pass the Senate, even though a version passed the House last summer.

In a mere half year, much has changed. There was Climategate, the controversy over leaked documents from the U.K.'s East Anglia University Climate Research Center that seem to show at the least that climate scientists systematically blackballed dissenting views while manipulating and perhaps destroying data to make a case that global warming had occurred at an alarming rate.

Then there was the Copenhagen climate summit fiasco this month where 193 nations had hoped to agree on worldwide greenhouse gas emission curbs. 
But the summit fizzled when only a handful of major nations agreed merely to keep working independently to cut their own emissions but, even then, without enforcement guarantees. 
Developing nations, including China, now the world's largest greenhouse-gas emitter, refused to agree to any absolute reduction goals, but nevertheless insisted developed nations like the U.S. must pay them tens of billions annually to develop alternatives to fossil fuels, on which they, like the rest of the world, now rely.

More recently, a Russian think tank alleged temperature data from that nation used by the United Nation's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change was cherry-picked, grossly inflating readings for nearly half a century. Russians called for a complete reevaluation of the entire global temperature record, upon which the global warming theory is based.

Sen. Mary Landrieu, D-La., among other moderate Democrats, essentially told the White House and party leaders "it's time to jettison the centerpiece of their party's plan to curb global warming," Politico reported.

"Less than 10 days after claiming a breakthrough on climate change in Copenhagen, President Obama is facing a mutiny from senior Democrats who are imploring him to postpone or even abandon his cap-and-trade bill," agreed the U.K.'s TimesOnline.com

Moderate Democrats may fear voter backlash if they approve another sweeping government program, effectively imposing higher energy prices. 
They may fear voters more than the lobbying clout of environmental groups and huge utilities that back the cap-and-trade scheme, which would give the government power to artificially create a "market" for carbon emission allowances that companies could buy and sell, as they switch to alternative fuel sources.

Indiana Democratic Sen. Evan Bayh called passage of any economywide cap-and-trade plan "unlikely." His colleague, Sen. Ben Nelson, D-Neb., said: "I'd just as soon see that set aside until we work through the economy."

Meanwhile, some Democrats are scurrying for alternatives to cap-and-trade, such as taxing emissions, with proceeds passed on to consumers, or taxing only power plants.

Given growing public awareness of global warming's problematic scientific justification and the lingering economic downturn, the Senate should shelve plans to regulate ubiquitous CO2 emissions – at least until the scientific issues are resolved, and until the recession ends. 
………………………………………………

To Save the Earth, Encourage Economic Freedom

The best way to create sustainable environmental policies around the world is to increase economic growth and the standard of living. 

FOXNews.com, December 30, 2009, By Terry Miller Anthony Kim  

A shadow hung over the Copenhagen conference. The credibility of sophiscated climate science has been tainted by allegations that key scientists and institutions manipulated data and access to publications to support the case for global warming. Still, many around the world would support sensible, cost-effective strategies to minimize the risk of man-made global climate change.

The inconvenient truth, however, is that the mammoth government regulatory schemes discussed at Copenhagen are both prohibitively expensive and unlikely to work -- the worst possible combination in any cost/benefit analysis.

There is a better way.

For 15 years, The Heritage Foundation and The Wall Street Journal have been measuring economic freedom in countries worldwide. Our historical evidence and volumes of supportive social science research demonstrate that economic freedom is good not only for individual economic advancement, but for the progressive values and public goods that people seek for society as a whole.

It’s simply better to live in a free society. Higher levels of economic freedom lead to higher living standards and healthier human development. Greater economic freedom provides more choices and improves the quality of life by opening opportunities and promoting innovation.

The benefits of economic freedom also extend to environmental protection. Proponents of cap-and-trade schemes or other massive government regulatory interventions assert that only a strong government can protect the environment. In fact, the market forces unleashed in an economically free society are far more likely to drive economic results in the positive directions demanded by those concerned about the environment.

The most remarkable improvements in clean energy use and energy efficiency over the past decades haven’t been as a result of government regulation. 
The most progress was driven by advances in economic freedom and freer trade. These unleash greater economic opportunity and increase prosperity, generating a virtuous cycle of investment, innovation, and dynamic economic growth.

The fundamental flaw of those who favor new government regulations is their belief that there is a trade-off between economic growth and environmental protection. They seem to think that to get more of one, you have to have less of the other. The truth is just the opposite: to get more environmental protection you need more growth, not less. And the surest path to economic growth is through greater economic freedom.

A recent study from the World Bank reports that freer trade is “a key factor in helping developing countries reduce their greenhouse gas emissions and adapt to climate change.”

Other evidence abounds. The Environmental Performance Index (EPI), published by the World Economic Forum, the Center for International Earth Science Information Network (CIESIN), and the Yale Center for Environmental Law and Policy, provides “a composite index of current national environmental protection efforts.” 
Levels of economic freedom and the EPI are positively correlated at a statistically significant level. The freer the economy, the higher -- and more sustainable -- the level of environmental protection.

Policy efforts aimed at imposing stricter environmental standards through a global regulatory body run great risk of being not only fruitless, but counterproductive as well. They undercut the economic growth necessary for greater efforts to protect the environment. 
Such regulations only serve as feel-good actions, without generating real “change” that could mitigate climate change and its possible negative impacts. Countries in general -- but developing countries in particular -- are able to protect their environment only if their economies prosper and the standard of living of their citizens improves.

The surest way to promote sustainable environmental policies around the world is to increase economic growth and the standard of living. Increased government regulation would stifle that growth. 
The compelling force of economic freedom, by contrast, has been proven over and over, in countries around the world, to empower people, create positive forces of opportunity and innovation, and nourish overall well-being, including through a cleaner environment.

Terry Miller is the Director of the Center for International Trade and Economics (CITE) at The Heritage Foundation. Anthony Kim is a Policy Analyst in CITE. ………………………………………………

2010 Iowa legislature: Environment on back burner 

Des Moines Register, By PERRY BEEMAN, December 29, 2009


Environmentalists expect to spend most of the legislative session trying to fend off budget-cutters rather than attempting to push through new programs to protect air and water.

Several environmental officials say the environment probably will get even less attention than usual given the budget crisis and an election looming.

Rep. Donovan Olson, a Boone Democrat who leads the House environment committee, said: "We won't be creating any new programs and we won't be allocating any new state dollars. So that really limits our action for our next session. We just won't be doing that much.”

Marian Gelb of the Iowa Environmental Council, a nonprofit coalition of green groups and individuals, and Richard Leopold, director of the Iowa Department of Natural Resources, agreed. Leopold described the coming session as "pretty meek and mild."

Here's what's likely to come up:

CLIMATE

By the end of this year, a state task force will submit a firmer set of recommendations for cutting greenhouse gases to fight climate change. There's also work to look more closely at benefits and costs of various actions.

Little action is expected in this Legislature, except setting the scene for votes in the next one.

But Neil Hamilton, a professor at Drake University who attended the recent Copenhagen climate talks, said Iowans should pursue many climate-related actions because they help the environment in a broader sense.

Some plantings do a good job of sweeping heat-trapping carbon from the air, but also reduce soil erosion.

Renewable energy sources such as wind can help diversify the energy mix, reduce dependence on foreign oil, and, yes, limit carbon dioxide emissions, Hamilton added.

"This really is an economic question" as much as an environmental one, he said.

LIVESTOCK

Adam Mason, state policy organizing director for the nonprofit Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement, said CCI members will pressure Gov. Chet Culver to make good on his campaign pledge to push for local control of livestock confinements.

"If Culver expects to be around more than one term, we need to see something out of him," Mason said. "I'm going to hammer away that he campaigned on that.

"This is an issue that resonates, and it's one that will come up again in November."

Erin Seidler, Culver's spokeswoman, said, "The governor is committed to local control for livestock confinement, but unfortunately there hasn't been consensus in the Iowa Legislature to get it done."

The local-control legislation has been so controversial among lawmakers that leaders have declined to even have a floor debate. In addition, Democratic leaders in the Legislature at times have been at odds with Culver, a fellow Democrat.

CCI also wants the state to set bigger buffer zones between confinements and homes, for example. And the group wants permit requirements to extend to even smaller livestock operations.

The chances of any of that happening: slim.

"Realistically, it's probably not going to move this year," Mason said.

Sen. Donovan Olson, a Boone Democrat, said lawmakers are so divided on the local-control issue that advocates would be better off looking for some way to gain ground in an incremental way, short of the full-fledged yielding of power to local authorities.

TRAILS AND MORE

The Iowa Environmental Council and other organizations are pushing to prevent cuts to the Resources Enhancement and Protection program, which has been pulling in a record $18 million from gambling receipts the past few years. That still is short of the $20 million authorized by legislation.

The program pays for trails, public land and historic preservation, for example.

"We're going to work hard to keep REAP funded," Gelb, of the Iowa Environmental Council, said. "It's realistic to expect it is going to take a hit. We'll make an effort to keep that as small as possible."

Leopold, the DNR director, said he hasn't heard of specific plans to cut cash for the program. However, with 10 percent cuts spreading across state government, a small cut is possible, he added.

AIR QUALITY

The Iowa Department of Natural Resources and the Iowa Environment Council both support legislation, introduced in the last session, that would ban open burning in cities and immediately surrounding areas.

Neither thinks it will pass. The move is designed to protect asthmatics and others from lung damage.

"Realistically, I don't think they are going to give it time," Leopold said.

Also in the air: legislation that would limit the idling of diesel trucks.

Long-term financing

Voters will cast ballots in November on a measure that would devote 0.375 percent of any future sales tax increase to natural resources projects.

A $2.5 million public campaign is expected to begin this summer. Lawmakers are expected to consider legislation that would lay out how the estimated $150 million a year would be distributed from a constitutionally protected account.

The money won't be available unless voters approve the measure, and lawmakers later vote to increase the sales tax. 
………………………………………………

More Carbon Dioxide May Create a Racket in the Seas 

The New York Times, Dec 29, 2009, By HENRY FOUNTAIN

Here is another consequence of rising carbon dioxide emissions: the oceans are getting louder.

It has long been known that chemical compounds in seawater, including boric acid, absorb sound, as energy from sound waves stimulates certain reactions. 
As the oceans grow more acidic, a result of increasing absorption of atmospheric CO2, the seawater chemistry changes, resulting in fewer reactions and less acoustic energy used. That means sounds will travel farther and be louder at a given distance from a sound source.

Tatiana Ilyina and Richard E. Zeebe of the University of Hawaii and Peter G. Brewer of the Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute looked at the future impact of this phenomenon. Using a global ocean model and projections of CO2 emissions, they predicted regional changes in acidity, and thus sound absorption.

Writing in Nature Geoscience, they report that in high latitudes and deepwater formations (where acidification is expected to be worse), sound absorption could fall 60 percent by 2100.

So the oceans will not be as quiet — what’s wrong with that? Plenty, potentially. 

Most of the chemical absorption of sound occurs at relatively low frequencies, from about 1,000 to 5,000 hertz. Propeller noise and other ship sounds fall in the same range, as does some military and research sonar. So this “background” noise, especially prevalent near shipping lanes, will be louder. That may be bad news for marine mammals, which use sounds in the same range for communication and echolocation while foraging.

“We’re not saying that during the next 100 years all dolphins will be deafened,” Dr. Zeebe said. “But the background noise could essentially override or mask the sounds that they’re depending on.”

Then again, he said, because sounds will travel farther, the animals may be able to communicate over longer distances. The researchers are continuing their studies using more sophisticated models and more precise sound sources. ………………………………………………

Editorial: Carp and the Lakes 

The New York Times, December 28, 2009 

Unwelcome species don’t get much more unwelcome than Asian bighead and silver carp, which were imported to Southern fish farms in the 1970’s, escaped into the Mississippi system and have spent a decade or more moving slowly upriver toward the Great Lakes. 

The fish are fertile and voracious, crowding out native species by vacuuming up algae and plankton. They are also bizarrely dangerous to boaters, erupting from the water like self-hurling bricks.

Ever since the fish started heading north, ecologists have warned about the devastation that awaits if they get loose in the Great Lakes, unchecked by natural predators and muscling out every competing species.
 It is not just the lakes’ $7 billion fishing industry that could be blighted by carp, it’s the entire ecosystem, already badly compromised by other invasive species and pollution. 

The watery path that could seal the Great Lakes’ doom is the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal, which links the Mississippi River system to the Great Lakes. Electrified underwater barriers erected by the United States Army Corps of Engineers in the canal may already have failed; carp DNA has been detected on the wrong side of the fences. 

The federal Environmental Protection Agency is spending a modest $13 million to tighten the canal’s defenses, by shoring up low-lying land beside the canal and nearby carp-infested waterways so the carp can’t ride floodwaters past barricades and into Lake Michigan. In a case that has just reached the United States Supreme Court, Michigan is suing Illinois and the Army Corps to force the closing of two canal locks that give a direct route into the lake. 

The only sure way to stop carp — and whatever other invasive species are waiting — is to close the canal and again separate the Mississippi and Great Lakes watersheds. That would be hugely costly and politically difficult, given the importance of shipping to the region. 

Closing the canal locks temporarily, while expensive and disruptive, is probably the best way to buy time until a solution can be devised that does not place an immense, fragile ecosystem entirely at the mercy of waterborne shipping. There isn’t a lot of time left to act.
………………………………………………

Emissions Disclosure as a Business Virtue 

The New York Times, December 28, 2009, By LESLIE KAUFMAN 

Cupping their hands near holes drilled for cable routing, workers at the Boeing Company’s four-acre data processing site near Seattle noticed this year that air used to keep the computers cool was seeping through floor openings.

The Carbon Disclosure Project is persuading companies to change their energy practices well before many governments step in to regulate emissions. 

Mindful of the company’s drive to slash electricity consumption by 25 percent, they tucked insulation into holes there and at five similar sites. The resulting savings are projected at $55,000, or some 685,000 kilowatt hours of electricity a year.

Yet Boeing’s goal is not just to save money. The hope is to keep pace with other companies that have joined in a vast global experiment in tracking the carbon dioxide emissions generated by industry. 

Boeing and other enterprises are voluntarily doing what some might fiercely resist being forced to do: submitting detailed reports on how much they emit, largely through fossil fuel consumption, to a central clearinghouse. 

The information flows to the Carbon Disclosure Project, a small nonprofit organization based in London that sifts through the numbers and generates snapshots by industry sectors in different nations. 

By giving enterprises a road map for measuring their emissions and pointing out how they compare with their peers, experts say, the voluntary project is persuading companies to change their energy practices well before many governments step in to regulate emissions. 

Scientists estimate that industry and energy providers produce nearly 45 percent of the heat-trapping emissions that contribute to global warming. While some governments are convinced that reining in such pollution is crucial to protecting the atmosphere, a binding global pact is not on the immediate horizon, as negotiations in Copenhagen showed this month.

Until broad regulation is at hand, many investors and company executives say, voluntary reporting programs like the Carbon Disclosure Project may be the best way to leverage market forces for change.

They say the project sends a message that a company that moves to curb emissions now is girded for the future and therefore worthy of investment.

“With the regulatory framework changing, how companies handle carbon is a core risk factor,” said Jack Ehnes, chief executive of Calstrs, the California teachers’ pension fund. “Smart companies will take C.D.P. information and realign their strategies.”

Mary Armstrong, Boeing’s vice president for environment, health and safety, traces her company’s energy focus back to 2007, when she first saw the forms that companies fill out for the disclosure project.

“The questions take you through and say, ‘Do you have environmental performance targets?’ We didn’t, but now we do,” she said. The companies’ individual responses are posted at the project’s Web site.

In contrast to the United States, European Union countries already regulate carbon dioxide emissions from their most energy-intensive industries through a cap and trade program, and Japan polices energy consumption itself. 

Paul Dickinson, the founder and chief executive of the Carbon Disclosure Project, is quick to acknowledge that his group is no substitute for muscular government regulation. 
But he argues that the voluntary project offers a frictionless path toward reining in emissions, even in relatively unregulated markets like China’s and India’s. Emissions are expected to soar in those fast-growing economies in coming years as new coal-fired plants go online. 

Yet even as the Carbon Disclosure Project has established itself as the standard for emissions measurement methods, it has stirred some skepticism. Critics say that the emissions figures do not have to be verified through external audits, as financial figures from publicly traded companies must be. 

And some argue that the project rewards companies that would have cut their carbon dioxide output anyway, and has no influence over polluting companies that refuse to take part.

Nonetheless, 2,500 of the world’s largest companies completed at least part of the project’s questionnaire last year, from the energy conglomerate Gazprom in Russia to Huaxin Cement in China. 

In the United States, where almost only the companies in the Standard & Poor’s 500-stock index were solicited by the disclosure project, some 330 filled out forms this year. Some companies do not answer all of the questions. But the most detailed reports specify not only how much energy a company consumes, and how, but also ticks off ways in which it might be vulnerable to climate change — flooded stores, for example. 

Industry is a broad and varied category, of course, covering everything from cement and chemical makers, which emit an enormous amount of carbon dioxide, to data-driven businesses like financial services, which emit little by comparison. 

The disclosure project has response rates of at least 60 percent for most industry sectors in the United States. But it has even higher rates for utilities, which are highly regulated, and materials companies, which include cement and chemical makers. It has received responses from energy titans like Chevron and chemical companies like DuPont. 

To drum up more and better reporting, the project has enlisted major investors like Calstrs, the nation’s second-largest pension program, and Bank of America Merrill Lynch to co-sign letters from the project encouraging companies to take part. 

Mr. Dickinson said the project writes letters on behalf of 475 investor groups representing $55 trillion in funds worldwide.

Some American companies have argued that reporting is cumbersome and could allow competitors to learn too much about their manufacturing processes. But proponents counter that the monitoring could give some of them a competitive advantage as early adopters. 

In September, the Environmental Protection Agency announced it could require the nation’s biggest power plants and industrial operations to report greenhouse gas emissions as early as 2011. 
The United States Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers have firmly opposed such regulation, saying that it would be legally and technically burdensome, drive up fuel costs by promoting renewable sources and send job overseas. 

But nations that have already pressed ahead with regulations are prodding the United States to match their efforts. The European Union has been monitoring and limiting carbon dioxide emissions from its most energy-intensive sectors since 2005 through a cap and trade program.

Since 2003 Japan has required companies of any size to report energy consumption to the government and what they are doing to reduce use. Mr. Dickinson argues that disclosure could prove a means of currying investor favor in international markets as the global awareness of industry’s role in climate change deepens.

“I have real confidence that the corporations of the world are going to outperform government in terms of dealing with climate change,” he said. “In fact, they are already.” 

His vision for carbon transparency dates back to 1997, when he entered a master’s program on responsible business practices at the University of Bath School of Management taught by Anita Roddick, the founder of The Body Shop. 

After graduating, he solicited philanthropists, including Ted Turner, and went about developing reliable ways to measure output. Then he reached out to large investors to co-sign letters demanding that companies fill out the project’s forms. Until 2002, the forms spoke only of “the perception” of climate change because global warming was still “too controversial,” he said.

Some analysts now laud the program as an innovative way of encouraging investors to factor industry emissions into assessments of corporate performance. 

Abyd Karmali, global head of carbon markets for Bank of America, likens the disclosure project to the advent of general accounting principles, which enable investors to compare financial performance and move dollars accordingly.

“It is very difficult to translate carbon-related risk into standardized disclosure, so it is a fantastic contribution,” he said. 

But others have their doubts. “There is disclosure, and then so what?” said Hewson Baltzell, the co-founder of Innovest, a financial research firm that gathered figures for the disclosure project the first several years. “They’ve dipped their toe in the water on asking companies about performance, but not very far.” 

Mr. Dickinson counters that the project has added evaluations that rate companies by concrete steps taken to cut their emissions. It now also asks companies to calculate emissions of their suppliers, in the hope of leveraging the power that a giant like Wal-Mart might have over those that are otherwise unwilling to report. 

Rob Bernard, chief environmental strategist for Microsoft, which is helping the project make its data more accessible to the public, says the impact of the reports is growing. 

“With each year we are able to compare performance on greenhouse gas information with new levels of granularity,” he said. “Now we just have to hope that more people read it and care.” 
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Going green brings unexpected savings

We shocked the hell out of people. But it was an extension of our culture ... What people overlook is the return on green

The Toronto Star, Dec 28, 2009, By Christopher Hume
The case for building green has rarely been made more clearly.

"It's very simple," explains Stuart Bowden, senior vice president of software company SAS: "We doubled our square footage, but halved our costs."

Bowden is referring to his company's Canadian headquarters on King St. E. When it opened in December 2005, it was something of an oddity – a building designed to work with natural forces, not against them.

Now it seems most new office towers are LEED rated, which means some sort of effort at achieving a state of environmental friendliness.

For SAS, however, it has been four years, time to tweak the building's internal systems and see how performance measures up to predictions.

"We were breaking new ground," says Bowden. "But a lot of what we did was common sense. Because we're a private company, we can take a much longer view of things."

Bowden points out that the project began as an effort not to green the building but improve employee productivity. It didn't take long for SAS to realize that one leads inevitably to the other. Maximizing natural light and fresh air leads to new ways of designing workspace. 

To begin with, it does away with the idea of the office tower as a self-contained, almost hermetically sealed structure in which air and heat are recycled endlessly. Bowden talks about the "sneeze factor," which means that people on the 10th floor breathe in germs exhaled by someone coughing six storeys below.

Then there are more intangible benefits; the fact that every employee has a view, that there's plenty of highly flexible communal space for formal and informal gatherings. Water is filtered, leaving the place blissfully free of plastic bottles and paper cups.

Less visible is the 10,000-gallon cistern that holds rainwater used to flush toilets. 

"Absenteeism went down 35 per cent," says SAS Canada's real estate manager, Jerry McDermott. "On top of that we have cut energy costs by 60 to 65 per cent. 
That means we spend less than $450,000 annually compared to $900,000 that you'd spend in a conventional building this size. The total energy required to run the building is less than 3 watts per square foot. In a typical building, it would be 50 to 65 per cent higher. "

"Since the building's opening," Bowden notes, "SAS has enjoyed a return on investment totalling 375 per cent per square foot ... while cutting its annual CO2 footprint by 4,060 tons in 2009."

That's equivalent to getting 615 cars off the road or planting more than 20,000 trees.

But as he also points out, when SAS decided to leave its former premises at BCE Place to move to King St., east of Sherbourne St., many thought the company had lost its collective mind.

"We shocked the hell out of people," he recalls. "But it was an extension of our culture. We also use architecture to increase the brand of the company."

Of course, the conservatism of corporate Canada tends to be comical in its more extreme manifestations. The fact that SAS moved a 10-minute walk from the financial Valhalla of King and Bay Sts. should be seen as a sign of organizational flexibility, a willingness to think outside the block.

"What people overlook is the return on green," Bowden argues. And as he says, locked into a short-term mentality that plans ahead only months at a time, businesses see only increased capital costs when green building is mentioned. 

That has started to change; in recent months three new office towers have opened in Toronto, all of them to a greater or lesser degree "green."
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Global warming is the greatest crisis faced collectively by humankind; and unlike other crisis it is global in nature and threatens the very survival of civilization. 

Although natural scientists have pondered the question of global warming for a century, only in 1979, the World Climate Conference identified 

the effects from accumulation of carbon-dioxide in the atmosphere. That deserves the most urgent international attention in the following words: 

the long continued reliance of society on fossil fuels as a principal energy source of the future, along with continued deforestation, is seen as likely to result in massive atmospheric carbon-dioxide increases in the future decades and that may result in significant and possibly major long-term changes of global scale climate. 

Then the WMO/UNEP scientific conference at Villiach, Austria in 1980 and Villiach-Bellagio (Italy) meting of 1987 both expressed the extent of consensus that the warming will proceed rapidly and will present a serious threat to human race.
 Following the conference several meetings in the past discussed the potential effects as well as policies to prevent mitigate and adapt to global warming.

The first and most significant pronouncement in dealing with global warming and climate change emanated from Toronto conference on “the changing atmosphere: implications to global security” 

in June 1988. 

The conference recognized that no single international organization, country or individual can tackle this in isolation and called on all to take specific actions to reduce the impending crisis caused by the pollution of the atmosphere and to work with urgency towards an action plan for the protection of the atmosphere. 

In December 1988 the general assembly of the United Nations deliberated the agenda items on 

the conservation of climate as part of common heritage of mankind and adopted a resolution on the protection of global climate for present and future generations of mankind. The resolution recognized that climate change is a common concern of mankind and requested immediate action.

A big conference was organized in Copenhagen, Denmark in December 2009 with a goal to establish an ambitious global climate agreement for the period from 2012 when the first commitment period under the Kyoto Protocol expires. However, a binding agreement for the post-Kyoto period did not arise from the meeting. 
The conference only set a commitment to limit global warming to two degree Celsius, but did not spell out the important stepping stones for global emission target for 2020 or 2050. 
European Union has indicated that a level lower than 550 part per million (PPM) of carbon-dioxide should guide global limitation and reduction efforts, as current global concentration is about 388 PPM. 
It is mentioned in IPCC report that for concentration to be stabilized about 550 PPM global emission need to be reduced by 60% or even 70% during the 22 century. The challenge of meeting this level of reduction cannot be over stated as this will require a major transformation in the generation and consumption of energy. 

Thus, the Copenhagen conference of climate change failed in addressing some of the key agendas on climate change despite the mounting pressure from top leaders and wide publicity generated by the media. Also it failed to address agendas raised by the poor and vulnerable population of the world. 

However, that rich countries pledged 30 billion dollars in fast track finance for the period 2010-2012 to the poor countries to shore up their defenses against climate change is a significant outcome of the conference.

Nepal as a country with fragile eco-system could face some inter-annual, decadal and continental impact of climate change. These could be in terms of variations in the quality of successive rainy seasons, occurrence of draughts and floods and impacts on agriculture production and bio-diversity conservation. 

The likely impacts of climate change that could be seriously felt in the Himalayas and middle mountains would be in terms of snow melting, change in rainfall patterns, increased in flood frequency, vegetation destruction, and outbreak of pest diseases etc in the years to come. 

Even two degrees rise in temperature could lead in the retreat of glaciers by 300m causing the loss of 40 per cent of the total glaciated areas of Nepal. 

Hence, Nepal being one of the most vulnerable countries to climate change had particular interest in the outcome of the conference where it raised the above mentioned issues along with the suggestion to reduce the global temperature by 1.5 degree Celsius controlling the emissions of carbon in the atmosphere.
 Though the conference failed to address the problems of poor developing countries, the issues raised by Nepal got due attention in the conference.

Prof. Dr. Upadhyay is with Central Department of Environmental Science, TU

http://www.thehimalayantimes.com/fullNews.php?headline=Global+warming++Implications+for+Nepal&NewsID=217385
………………………………………………

Dust, soot cause melting of Himalayan glaciers: experts - Press Trust of India

New Delhi, Dec 29 (PTI) Dust and soot contribute as much or more than greenhouse gases to the melting of glaciers in the Himalayas, experts said here today.

"Apart from other causes such as changing fuel patterns, increasing aviation operations and noise pollution, dust is a major factor for environment deformation," Ramesh P Singh Affiliate Facult, Chapman University, said at a seminar organised by United Nation Environment Programme (UNEP) here.

"Increasing level of aerosol in atmosphere is main cause of pollution and melting glaciers. Pre-monsoon rains, warming, variability in temperature trends and dusty rain are result of the aerosol which is increasing," Ritesh Gautam, a researcher with NASA said.

The experts, who made presentations on changes in Himalayan environment, favoured a multi-lateral long-term programme to preserve ecology in the high-altitude region.

http://www.ptinews.com/news/445350_Dust--soot-cause-melting-of-Himalayan-glaciers--experts
…………………………………….
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Planning commission balks at environment ministry's draft

FHM Humayan Kabir

A bitter row has been sparked between the ministry of environment and the planning commission on framing a strategy paper as the latter accused that preparation of such a document by the ministry contravenes the government's business rules.

The commission officials said the ministry's US$175,000 spending for preparing the National Sustainable Development Strategy has been a wastage as the government's highest authorities later assigned the commission to recast the whole document making it a consistent and updated one.

Experts and policymakers have termed the draft strategy paper of the environment ministry 'inconsistent' and 'weak' as it has failed to reflect the development strategies and policies of the government.

Department of Environment (DoE) under the environment ministry has framed the draft strategy paper early this year spending most of the $175,000 fund meant for consultants.

Since the strategy paper was termed 'inconsistent, the cabinet headed by the Prime Minister has recently asked the General Economics Division (GED) of the planning commission to restructure and improve the document to be followed up to 2020.

The government also formed a 17-member committee, headed by the planning minister and comprising finance, agriculture, local government & rural development, water resources and communications ministers, along with economic and energy advisers, to revise the document.

"As per the business rule of the government, we are entitled to prepare any national policy document. But the DoE neither informed us nor did incorporate our representation during drafting of the paper," GED member Prof Shamsul Alam told the FE.

At the first meeting, members of the government formed high-power committee said the draft strategy paper, farmed by DoE, must be revised ensuring consistency with the government's poverty reduction strategy paper (PRSP), the upcoming perspective plan 2021 and the sixth five-year plan. 

Economic affairs adviser Dr Mashiur Rahman said: "There is possibility of inconsistencies in farming such policy papers by different ministries and divisions. The GED should assign the key agency to prepare such a document."

Criticising the draft strategy paper, he said the document should incorporate the definition of 'sustainable development', which is absent here, and then finalise it ensuring consistency with other national policy documents.

Agriculture minister Matia Chowdhury expressed concern over the weak sides of the draft paper as she said it did not consider the 'higher population growth' as a major reason for throwing the country into poverty trap.

LGRD minister Syed Ashraful Islam said: "Higher population is more formidable a barrier to the country's development than the climate change impact. Given this fact, such a strategy paper should highlight the negative impacts of population growth."

Energy adviser Towfiq-e-Elahi Chowdhury suggested merging of the environment ministry's strategy paper with the upcoming sixth five-year development plan, to be introduced from next 2010-11 fiscal. 

State minister for environment Dr Hasan Mahmud said: "GED under the planning commission should frame the sustainable development strategy paper."

He suggested restructuring and improving the DoE-framed policy paper synchronizing it with the government's perspective plan 2021, and the 6th five-year plan under preparation.

After review of the draft paper, GED member Prof Shamsul Alam said it would be difficult to work out consistency with the perspective plan 2021 of the government as it will take a couple of month to finalise the vision paper.

"The data and information utilised in the draft paper are not updated. In addition, a lot of wrong information have been incorporated in the document," the GED member said.

Environment ministry officials said since Bangladesh has been the worst victim of the impact of the global warming, it needs to undertake development programmes which would be able to adapt to any future environmental shocks.

They said the country was far behind in the context of including environmental issues in its development strategy in the past, but it has now emerged as the top agenda before building any development plan and programmes. 

Kazi Sarwar Imtiaz Hashmi, a director of the DoE, told the FE that they had framed the paper due to Bangladesh's commitment to the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2007.

"The United Nations Environment Programme provided us financial support in preparing the strategy paper," he said adding, "now the cabinet has asked GED to revise our draft paper for finalisation."

http://www.thefinancialexpress-bd.com/more.php?news_id=87862
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