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Reuters: $750 billion "green" investment could revive economy: U.N.

Thu Mar 19, 2009 2:41am EDT

Investments of $750 billion could create a "Green New Deal" to revive the world economy and protect the environment, perhaps aided by a tax on oil, the head of the U.N. environment agency said Thursday.

Achim Steiner said spending should focus on five environmental sectors including improved energy efficiency for buildings and solar or wind power to create jobs, curb poverty and fight climate change.

"The opportunity must not be lost," Steiner, head of the U.N. Environment Program (UNEP), told Reuters of a UNEP study that will be put to world leaders meeting in London on April 2 to work out how to spur the ailing economy.

The UNEP report said investments of one percent of global gross domestic product, or about $750 billion, could bankroll a "Global Green New Deal" inspired by the "New Deal" of U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt that helped end the depression of the 1930s.

Investments should be split between more energy efficient buildings, renewable energies, better transport, improved agriculture and measures to safeguard nature -- such as fresh water, forests or coral reefs, it said.

Thursday's study adds details of spending after UNEP called for a Green New Deal late last year.

Steiner also said that the world urgently needed funds to jump start a U.N. deal to fight global warming, due to be agreed in Copenhagen in December to succeed the U.N.'s Kyoto Protocol beyond 2012.

He floated the possibility of taxing oil in rich nations of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) to help a new pact become the cornerstone of a greener economy.

"If, for argument's sake, you were to put a five-year levy in OECD countries of $5 a barrel, you would generate $100 billion per annum. It translates into roughly 0.3 cent per liter," he said.

UNNOTICED

"It would be almost, if not totally, unnoticed by the consumer," he said, especially since oil prices have fallen from more than $140 a barrel at mid-2008 peaks to about $40.

A barrel of oil contains 158 liters and OECD consumption is about 20 billion barrels a year, he said. "This is just one example, there may be many others," of funding, he said.

"I am concerned about the prospect of a meaningful deal in Copenhagen if there is not a significant financial package on the table," he said. Cash would encourage poor nations to step up actions to curb rising greenhouse gas emissions.

"The argument that we cannot afford this does not, on any serious analysis, hold much water -- especially given the cost to the global economy of failure to act on climate change," he said.

Carbon markets, which could also be a source of funds to help fight climate change, were unlikely to contribute enough cash in early years of a new climate deal, he said.

Steiner said there were promising signs that economic stimulus packages by many nations, ranging from the United States to China, were being tailored to help a shift toward greener growth and away from dependence on fossil fuels.

The U.N. Climate Panel says that greenhouse gases from burning fossil fuels are a prime cause of warming that will cause more heatwaves, droughts, rising sea levels and more powerful storms.
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	Scoop (New Zealand): UN Scheme Provides $18 Million To Slash Emissions

Thursday, 19 March 2009, 1:04 pm


Press Release: United Nations 


UN Scheme Provides $18 Million To Five Countries To Slash Emissions, Create Jobs 

New York, Mar 18 2009 11:10AM Five pilot countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America are set to receive $18 million in funding from a United Nations programme aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions from forests while boosting local livelihoods. 

The UN Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (UN-REDD) was launched last September by Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon as a way of combating climate change through creating incentives to reverse the trend of deforestation. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) estimates that the cutting down of forests is now contributing close to 20 per cent of the overall greenhouse gases entering the atmosphere. 

The programme’s Policy Board, at its recent inaugural meeting in Panama, approved $18 million in funding – roughly a third of the sum currently available – for the Democratic Republic of Congo, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Tanzania and Viet Nam. 

“This is a very significant first step for the UN-REDD Programme,” said Angela Cropper, Deputy Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), who chaired the meeting. 

“I am heartened to see such a dedicated group of countries, indigenous peoples, civil society, donors and the United Nations come together to reach consensus on this important programme. I am confident that the programme will have a substantial input to the continuing REDD debate.” 

Along with the countries currently engaged in the programme implementation, the Policy Board includes members of indigenous peoples groups and civil society, as well as donors and many other interested parties such as the World Bank and the Global Environment Facility secretariat. 

In addition to the five countries that are set to receive the new funds, Bolivia, Panama, Paraguay and Zambia have also already expressed interest in receiving assistance through UN-REDD – a collaboration between UNEP, the UN Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and the UN Development Programme (UNDP).

Also appeared in Xinhua News (China)
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Presna Latina (Cuba): UN Program to Benefit Five Countries
Mar 18

United Nations: Five countries will benefit from a UN program to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from deforestation, according to a press release Wednesday.

The statement said that the Democratic Republic of Congo, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Tanzania and Vietnam will be granted $18 million to give a boost to livelihoods in these countries.

These programs, approved by the UN to reduce emissions from deforestation and degradation, also known by UN-REDD, were created in September last year by Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon.

UN officials consider this a significant first step resulting from consensus among groups of countries, indigenous peoples, civil society, donors and the UN.

Other countries, including Bolivia, Panama, Paraguay and Zambia, have expressed interest in getting assistance through UN-REDD collaboration.

The UN-REDD is backed by the UN Environment Program (UNEP), the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the UN Development Program (UNDP). 
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ISRIA: New UN report warns of increasing pressures on water

18 March 2009

Population growth, climate change, widespread mismanagement and increasing demand for energy could lead to a major global water crisis, according to the UN World Water Development Report.

The report was released on 16 March in Istanbul (Turkey) as part of the World Water Forum, which goes on until 22 March. On the theme of 'Bridging divides for water', this year's Forum seeks to enable multi-stakeholder participation and dialogue to make water policy more sustainable at a global level.

Representing the UN Environment Programme in this key gathering is a specialized team headed by UNEP Deputy Executive Director Angela Cropper.

The UN World Water Development Report (WWDR), released every three years in conjunction with the World Water Forum, is the UN's flagship report on water and is a comprehensive review of the state of the world's freshwater resources.

The report is a joint effort of the 26 UN agencies and entities which make up UN-Water, working in partnership with governments, international organizations, non-governmental organizations and other stakeholders. It aims to provide decision-makers with the tools to implement sustainable use of our water.

UNEP contributed to 'Drivers of Change' section of the Third World Water Report and will also launch two publications on 18 March as part of the Forum: 'Water Security and ecosystem services: The critical connection', and 'Integrated Water Resources Management in Action'

The main issues UNEP is promoting at the Forum are water and ecosystem services, adaptation to climate change and freshwater and coastal interlinkages.

The World Water Development Report provides a mechanism for monitoring changes in water resources and their management and for tracking progress towards achieving targets, particularly those of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the World Summit on Sustainable Development.

The Report also offers best practices and in-depth theoretical analyses to help stimulate ideas and actions for better stewardship in the water sector.

Urgent action is needed, as illustrated by the 2009 UNEP Year Book. The expected shifts in precipitation patterns and water availability due to our changing climate are complex and have been documented by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. In many regions of the world, water is already scarce and likely to become more so as global climate change advances.

Areas expected to be affected by persistent drought and water scarcity in coming years include the southern and northern tiers of Africa, much of the Middle East, a broad band in Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, southern and eastern Australia, northern Mexico, and the southwestern United States.
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Public Service Review (UK): The fight against climate change begins at home

Wednesday, March 18, 2009 

The UN has accused EU politicians of shifting the goalposts on climate change promises. The United Nations Environment Prorgramme's Peter Prokosch says the importance of efforts made on a local level must not be forgotten 

In recent years, the debate about whether climate change exists has given way to pragmatic discussion about what can be done. We know that human activity is affecting the climate. The Nobel laureate Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has established a broad-based scientific consensus that global temperature increases are being caused by the build-up of man-made greenhouse gases (GHG) in the Earth's atmosphere, mainly CO2 from fossil fuels. The science of climate change is also backed by empirical evidence around us, as a succession of recent years have been among the warmest in recorded history, glaciers and permafrost have been melting, species have migrated north and precipitation patterns have shifted.

We also know that the risks to humanity and the natural environment are enormous. The IPCC has predicted that 20-30% of the world's plant and animal species are likely to be at risk of extinction if the climate warms by 1.5-2.5ºC. IPCC models, however, disturbingly suggest that the global surface temperature may rise 1.1-6.4ºC by the end of the century. In the Arctic, where warming is occurring at twice the global rate, temperature increases impact local communities and threaten to destabilise the Greenland ice sheet. The melting of the Greenland ice sheet could cause a significant sea level rise that would have devastating impacts. 

Clearly, stemming GHG emissions poses humanity's greatest challenge. The hopeful news, however, is that we already have many of the answers to this challenge. As Al Gore has put it, the technology exists to slow and reverse climate change – what is needed is the political will. Large-scale national and multinational commitments are needed to steer our societies toward more sustainable practices. And those commitments need to be comp-lemented by smaller-scale efforts on community, institutional and individual levels. 

Since the 1980s, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has been at the forefront of the climate change issue, helping to establish the IPCC and focusing on the priority areas of science, communication, mitigation and adaptation. UNEP helps member states to build awareness of climate change, foster dialogue and catalyse action. In 1998, UNEP created an energy branch to facilitate the adoption of clean energy technologies, promote climate monitoring and assessment, and support adaptation in developing countries. Today, projects and initiatives throughout UNEP help governments and the private sector to reduce GHG emissions and address the effects of climate change on communities and ecosystems. At the same time, UNEP has taken various steps to help countries, cities, companies, communities and individuals reduce GHG emissions and work concretely toward achieving carbon neutrality. 

In 2007, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon declared that all UN operations worldwide would become climate neutral. UNEP took a leading role in implementing this goal. In February 2008, UNEP launched the Climate Neutral Network (CN Net), which commits network members to working toward climate neutrality. Begun with the initial participation of four countries – Costa Rica, Iceland, Norway and New Zealand – four cities and five corporations, CN Net provides a network for sharing the plans and strategies that partners have devised to achieve climate neutrality. The long-term aim is to reduce emissions of all greenhouse gases and other gases covered by treaties such as the Montreal Protocol on substances that deplete the ozone layer. CN Net members face diverse challenges in reaching the goal of carbon neutrality. Norway, for example, must reduce emissions from oil and gas production, while half of New Zealand's GHGs are from agriculture. As is also true of the CN Net's municipal and corporate partners, the different approaches these countries take will provide useful examples for others, including future CN Net members. 

At UNEP/GRID-Arendal, which has focused for many years on climate change, particularly in the Arctic, we decided to take action at home – literally. In the end of 2006, GRID-Arendal opened the doors of a new, entirely carbon neutral organisational headquarters in Arendal, Norway, making it the first carbon neutral facility in the UN system. Through the use of energy-efficient insulation and venting systems, an energy exchanging cable extended 1.5km into the sea, and the harnessing of solar energy, GRID-Arendal reduced the energy consumption of its office building by 50-70%. Certified renewable energy sources provide the remainder of the building's electricity supply. In addition to achieving carbon neutrality for its headquarters, the CO2 produced by GRID-Arendal's business travels are offset.

GRID-Arendal's innovations caught the attention of the municipality of Arendal as well as the government of Norway and helped pave the way to the creation of CN Net. Not long after GRID-Arendal opened its green building in 2007, the municipality of Arendal committed itself to achieving climate neutrality. The city's initial target is stabilisation of its emissions by 2012 and a 25% reduction by 2025. Energy-efficiency in buildings and other measures will be supplemented by the purchasing of carbon offsets via a scheme run by Norway's state pollution control body. 

During this same period, the examples set by GRID-Arendal and the municipality of Arendal helped inspire the Norwegian Government to declare that it would become climate neutral by 2030, advancing a previously announced deadline by approximately 20 years. The country has been pursuing a vigorous energy-efficiency and energy savings policy, while supporting the development of carbon capture and storage at its off-shore oil fields. Norway has approved over $730m in investments for offsets via the Kyoto Protocol's Joint Implementation and Clean Development Mechanism. The government has also initiated a programme to invest approximately $2.7bn in avoiding GHG emissions caused by deforestation, principally in tropical forests. Taken together, Norway estimates that these efforts will make it possible for the country to exceed its Kyoto Protocol commitments by five million tonnes during the 2008-2012 period.

The Norwegian music festival industry has also asserted homegrown leadership in achieving climate neutrality. UNEP has begun working with two top Arendal music festivals interested in reducing their carbon footprints.

The first, Hove festival, attracts audiences of some 50,000. A specially developed online carbon calculator and CO2 emissions data experts determined that the 2008 festival's carbon footprint accounted for just over 1,300 tonnes of CO2 emissions. To reduce the footprint, participants, staff and performers were encouraged to donate funds, by SMS or credit card, to offset the carbon footprint caused by their travel to the festival and the event's operations. The funds have been used to support a methane-to-electricity project on a landfill in China, a United Nations Clean Development Mechanism initiative. Other energy saving measures at the Hove festival include solar charging points for mobile phones, electric golf carts for on-site travel, LED lighting systems powered by wind and solar energy and recycling of as much as half of all waste. The festival and UNEP/GRID-Arendal also sponsored public awareness building 'eco-debates'. 

Similarly, the annual 30,000 person Canal Street jazz and blues festival is working with the Hove festival and others to map its carbon footprint and to reduce energy consumption through a host of climate and environmentally-friendly measures. UNEP's partnership with the Norwegian festivals is aimed at a broader vision of creating a European network of music festivals that can learn from each other, promote sustainable practices in the music festival industry and eventually link with similar undertakings in Asia and North America.

Building linkages around climate change issues and sustainable practices can have significant benefits to participants. As UNEP's lead polar agency, GRID-Arendal has promoted a climate change network known as Many Strong Voices, which brings together residents of Arctic communities with representatives from small island developing states. The connections have provided invaluable opportunities for participants to share knowledge about climate issues and to strengthen their capacity to build awareness and adapt to changes that are already occurring in their communities.

These practical steps are consistent with the climate change communication work GRID-Arendal performs on behalf of UNEP. For the World Environment Day in 2007, for example, GRID-Arendal published 'Global Outlook for Ice and Snow'. The book assessed the implications of climate change for the polar and high mountain regions as well as how feedback effects from reduced snow and ice might accelerate warming. Similarly, on World Environment Day 2008, GRID-Arendal produced the UN Guide to Climate Neutrality – 'Kick the Habit', which describes a variety of practical approaches to reducing carbon footprints.

GRID-Arendal's experience demonstrates that, although addressing climate change requires strong political leadership and co-operation among governments, there are many things that each of us can be doing, as members of institutions and as individuals, to address this most serious challenge to our planet's welfare. To quote an old Chinese proverb, a journey of a thousand miles begins with one small step.
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Daily Star (Lebanon): Experts examine ways to enforce environment laws

Thursday, March 19, 2009
BEIRUT: Overlooking the vastness of the sparkling Mediterranean from Le Royal hotel in Dbayyeh on a sunny Tuesday morning, it would be difficult to ignore the importance of preserving and protecting natural resources in the region. But the enviornment has been heavily threatened in recent years by a lack of enforceable protection policies and laws. Seated along the glass in the large reception hall, representatives from Arab environment ministries, public prosecutors from Egypt, Yemen, and Jordan, and other regional stakeholders gathered for the regional conference entitled "Environmental Crimes in the Arab States," hosted by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) in cooperation with the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), and supported by the Lebanese Ministries of Justice and the Environment. 

The two-day conference is deemed a first step in holding cooperative discussion, raising awareness, and forming the framework of a region-wide project to regulate and control environmental crimes through appropriate policy, enforcement, and prosecution. Aimed at demonstrating the severe impact of these crimes and the need to respond to this transboundary threat, the conference brought together international environmental, legal, criminal justice, public health, and media experts to share their knowledge in informational sessions designed to discuss modern environmental challenges, consequences of environmental degradation, and the roles of various stakeholders in responding to these issues. 

Also stressed as incentives were the links between key environmental issues and community health, the national economy, and regional stability. Taking into consideration that the region is facing exceedingly high rates of water consumption relative to other major global powers, in a region where water scarcity is an undeniable issue, the increasingly evident importance of improving water resource management is just one example of several environmental challenges presented at the conference that touch on these three axes of public concern.

"Issuing laws is not effective if they are not implemented," Environment Minister Antoine Karam bluntly stated, referring to the fact that while many Arab states have some form of environmental legislation, it is either under-utilized or not utilized at all. 

Although international guidelines exist for the creation of environmental legislation, current laws in some countries were lifted from the legal documentation of another country without modifying them to address the local context, leaving serious gaps and inappropriate measures for addressing environmental crimes. For other countries, legislation is not the main barrier to effectiveness, but rather the nonexistent or impotent enforcement of it. Karam underlined the need to provide "support to environmental institutions with legal experts so they can live up to their role" and establish "an environmental police, courts, a prosecutor's office ... and trained environmental prosecutors," in order to remedy current negligence. He stressed that "moving from words to action is faced by many obstacles ... that only [appropriate] laws can help to overcome." 

Basel al-Yousfi, Deputy Regional Director of the UNEP's Regional Office for West Asia, said the lack of enforcement mechanisms contributes to the tendency of key decision-makers to view the environment "as an add-on or burden." Noting that research illustrates the gravity of any continued negligence of environmental issues, Yousfi called for a shift toward a perspective that "looks at the environment not as something separate, but as part of sustainable development dimensions."
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Other Environment News
AFP: China says US could hold up climate deal

Thu Mar 19, 12:18 am ET

China has pressed for the US Congress to pass legislation to fight global warming, warning that inaction could hold up a new treaty slated for Copenhagen in December.

China's chief climate negotiator Xie Zhenhua held talks in Washington with the administration of President Barack Obama, who has vowed action to slow the planet's warming in a sharp reversal from his predecessor George W. Bush.

A UN-led conference in the Danish capital in December is meant to approve a new global warming treaty for the period after 2012, when the Kyoto Protocol's obligations to cut carbon emissions expire.

But Xie said China -- by many measures now the world's biggest emitter -- was still waiting to see rich nations' commitments before putting its own ideas on the negotiating table.

"The difficulty in reaching an accord is how can we reach the mid-term goals," Xie said.

"Canada has not yet issued emission figures to meet its commitments. The United States is in the same boat -- there is just talk but no action," he told the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.

"The key point is whether Congress will pass a bill or not," Xie said.

Xie said that China was also waiting for rich nations to provide funding and technology to fight climate change.

"Once these prerequisites are realized, then I believe China will move aggressively," Xie said.

China has already launched a drive to improve energy efficiency. The Kyoto Protocol makes no demands of developing nations -- a sticking point that led Bush to shun the treaty.

Obama supports a so-called "cap-and-trade" system of the sort practiced by the European Union that restricts emissions and allows trading of credits, thereby creating an economic incentive for companies to go green.

But some lawmakers of the rival Republican Party equate it to a national sales tax and say it would hurt an economy already suffering a historic crisis.

Energy Secretary Stephen Chu has warned that the United States could slap duties on products from countries that do not curb carbon emissions, saying it would level the playing field for US industry.

Such a move would be sure to anger China and other emerging economies such as India.

Taking a different approach, Democratic Senator Maria Cantwell said she would introduce legislation calling on both the United States and China to eliminate tariffs on exports of green technology.

Such a "clean energy free-trade zone" would allow the world's two biggest polluters to cooperate and spur healthy competition, she told the forum with Xie.

"Rather than competing with China for ever-shrinking foreign energy reserves, we could combine our market opportunity and turbo-charge promising nascent clean energy technologies," she said.

Top climate negotiators meet later this month in Bonn, Germany to lay the groundwork for the Copenhagen conference, with differences mounting. 

In the developed world, the European Union has offered the most ambitious goals. It has committed to reducing emissions by 20 percent by 2020 from 1990 levels and promised to do more if other rich nations get on board. 

But the European Union has faced accusations of backtracking on promises of green technology to the developing world. 

Japan plans to unveil its mid-term goals in June. With Bush's departure, Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper has emerged as the rich world's most skeptical leader on climate action.
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AFP: $33 bln Libyan water scheme stirs debate

Wed Mar 18, 2:41 pm ET

Libya shed light on Wednesday on a 33-billion-dollar scheme, contested by some as mad or wasteful, to extract water from deep beneath the Sahara and pipe it across the desert to its coastal cities.

For the first time in a major international forum, Libyan officials gave a presentation of the "Great Man-Made River Project," a scheme that dwarfs all for ambition and cost, and defended it against charges of environmental vandalism and water theft.

The scheme, already some two-thirds complete, is economically viable and should not stoke any conflict with Libya's neighbours, said Fawzi al-Sharief Saeid, director of the project's technical centre for groundwater management.

He put the total bill at 33.69 billion dollars in capital investment and running costs over 50 years.

"Studies have shown that the Great Man-Made River Project is more economical than other alternatives," being some nine to 11 times better value for money compared with desalination plants or water imported from Europe, he said.

At predicted extraction rates, "recoverable reserves would last for 4,860 years" for all four countries -- Libya, Sudan, Chad and Egypt -- that can draw upon its source, he said.

Despite its name, the project is not a river with banks.

Instead, it entails a network of 4,000 kilometres (2,500 miles) of pipes, which take water, sucked out from an ancient desert aquifer, to the northern coastal strip, where most of the country's 5.76 million people live.

Driven by Libyan leader Moamer Kadhafi to promote food self-sufficiency, the Great Man-made River was hailed in leaflets at the World Water Forum in Istanbul as "The Eighth Wonder of the World."

Despite its mammoth size, the project has been going on for so long and so discreetly that it hardly registers on today's environmental radar screen, said Eugenia Ferragina, a senior researcher on water at Italy's National Research Council.

One reason is the tensions that persisted between Libya and the United States and have only recently eased.

The strategic nature of the scheme bred secrecy -- as well as conspiratorial rumours, aired in some western media in 1997, that the pipes were being used to store biological and chemical weapons.

"This is the first time at a World Water Forum that we hear (in detail) from our colleagues in Libya," said Andras Szollosi-Nagy, a senior official for water at UNESCO, who praised the transparency of their presentation.

"It's a huge engineering project... the biggest thing in town, whichever way you look at it."

But other experts shook their heads at the scheme's astronomical cost and questioned the wisdom of mining "fossil" water, deposited aeons ago, that will never be replenished by the Sahara's meagre rains.

Mark Smith, a water specialist with the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), told AFP: "The water is not going to be replaced. You can pump merrily away and do lots of things with it, but it's not sustainable.

"This is such an expensive option. Rather than go through all that expense, spend all that national treasure, you could buy the food from places where there is a sustainable source of water."

Ferragina said Kadhafi's scheme was "senseless from the economic point of view" and laden with potential for stoking friction with neighbours. 

"In many cases involving cross-border aquifers, if you start pumping on one side, it causes water to flow from the other side of the boundary to your side, because of gravity," she said. 

"It becomes a pumping race, a race to see who can extract the water first." 

"Kadhafi's reach seems to have exceeded his grasp," said British writer Fred Pearce in a book on water scarcity, "When the Rivers Run Dry." 

"The vast capital cost and the growing bills for pumping water from ever greater depths beneath the desert make wheat grown with the Saharan water among the most expensive on Earth."
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Reuters: Selfish use of rivers seen threatening political stability

Thu Mar 19, 2009 2:45am EDT

 Countries that selfishly use shared rivers threaten political stability at a time when water is scarce and demand is growing, a conservation group warned on Wednesday.

Disputes over shared rivers such as the Tigris and the Euphrates could be resolved if nations put borders aside and viewed the entire river basin as a unit instead, they added.

In the past some states have built dams or siphoned water from rivers for irrigation without consulting neighbors downstream -- stirring political tension.

"The question countries must face is are they interested only in holding all the water themselves and living in a destabilized region, or do they wish to share the water and cooperate?" said Mark Smith, head of the water program of the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), a body funded by states, and NGOs.

Rivers shared by more than one country provide about 60 percent of the world's fresh water. There are 260 international river basins in the world, covering half of the Earth's surface and home to 40 percent of the world's population.

Traditionally the focus in negotiations over shared rivers has been how to apportion water. Once the water is divided each country tries to optimize water use within its borders, rather than across the shared basin, the IUCN said.

By working jointly countries could reap better economic benefits from rivers and ease political tensions.

Turkey, hosting the triennial World Water Forum in Istanbul, is home to the sources of the Euphrates and Tigris, which form a river basin flowing through Syria and Iraq before draining into the Gulf from Iraq. Wrangling over the rivers is longstanding.

Upriver dams built by Turkey, Syria and Iran have caused Iraq water shortages, exacerbated by an infrastructure devastated by war.

"There is a real distinction between the upstream and downstream position. Those upstream hold a lot of power. In Turkey that power is accentuated because Syria and Iraq are very dry countries," said Smith.

Smith said some countries cooperate well, such as Guinea, Mali, Mauritania and Senegal which share the Senegal River, while the Volta river is shared by six West African states.

"The Rhine for example used to be a huge source of dispute between France, Germany and the Netherlands, particularly over pollution... institutions were set up and now the river is co-ordinated and is a clean river again."

In states were huge dams have been built to the detriment of other nations downstream, the flows of the dams could be altered to allow rivers to replicate their previous natural patterns, Smith said, which would help restore ecosystems. Turkey been heavily criticized by some environmental groups during the conference for pursuing large scale dam and hydro-electric power building projects.

Most controversial is the 1.2 billion euro Ilisu project, begun in 2006, which will construct a dam on the Tigris river, bury part of the ancient town of Hasankeyf and force the relocation of thousands of people.
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AFP: Warming to speed icesheet collapse

Wed Mar 18, 7:54 pm ET

Manmade climate change is set to hasten the disintegration of a massive ice sheet in Antarctica by 100,000 years, boosting sea levels some five metres (16 feet), according to a pair of studies published Thursday.

The research, which matches new ice core data with a simulation of past and future changes in the West Antarctica Ice Sheet (WAIS), reveals for the first time regular cycles of "catastrophic collapse" and reformation reaching back five million years.

Cycles lasted 40,000 years during the first three-fifths of this period, but have since more than doubled in length, explained David Pollard, a scientist at Pennsylvania State University and lead author of one of the studies.

"But with global warming we are cutting short a natural cycle," he told AFP by phone.

"The two studies combined show it is really likely that the WAIS will collapse in the next few thousand years. In the absence of human influence, it would probably happen only 100,000 years from now," he said.

Rising sea levels is arguably the most serious long-term threat from climate change.

The global ocean water mark is likely to go up by at least a metre before the end of the century, recent research has shown.

That is enough to wipe out several small island nations, and to disrupt or displace tens of millions of people living in heavily-populated and low-lying delta areas in East Asia, African and the Indian subcontinent.

Part of that rise will come from thermal expansion as ocean temperatures rise, a process scientists understand well and are able to forecast.

But the world's two great ice sheets sitting atop Greenland and Antarctica remain climate change wild cards, with great uncertainty as to whether -- or how quickly -- they might shed their mass.

A team of more than 50 scientists led by Tim Naish of Victoria University in Wellington, New Zealand extracted sediment samples reaching 600 metres below the surface of the WAIS.

The findings showed a geological metronome of massive change across five million years, and provided the first direct evidence of total collapse.

"Before there were hints of it collapsing like that, but we really didn't know until now," said Pollard, a co-author of the study, published in Nature.

The new data also confirmed that the cycles of ice destruction and formation are closely linked to shifts in the tilt of Earth's axis as it rotates around the Sun, a process called obliquity.

The period covered by the sediment samples -- the early Pliocene -- is of special interest to climate scientists because it so closely resembles the conditions forecast for Earth over the next 100 years.

With global temperatures set to rise about 3.0 degrees Celsius (5.4 degrees Fahrenheit) by 2100, "more significance is being placed on the early Pliocene as an analogue for understanding the future behaviour of the WAIS and its contribution to global sea levels," the study says.

The concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere -- some 400 parts per million (ppm) -- was also in line with projected 21st century levels, which have already hit 385 ppm and are still rising.

In the second study, Pollard and Robert DeConto of the University of Massachusetts in Amherst simulate Antarctic ice sheet variations in a mathematical model over the past five million years in order to track the "grounding line", the shifting border between land and sea ice. 

"We found that the dominant mechanism attacking the West Antarctic ice has been variations in ocean melting under its large floating ice shelves," rather than changes in temperature or surface melt, Pollard said. 

"One of the next steps is to determine if human activity will make it warm enough to start the collapse," said Pollard.
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AFP: Global warming leaving its mark on polar bears

Thursday, March 19

Potentially fatal to the polar bear, global warming has already left its mark on the species with smaller, less robust bears that are increasingly showing cannibalistic tendencies.

Top experts who gathered this week in Tromsoe in northern Norway to discuss ways of protecting the species sounded alarm bells over the dramatic consequences of the melting ice.

"We don't have hard evidence about climate change but we have evidence about the numerous symptoms of climate change on polar bears," Andrew Derocher, chair of the Polar Bear Specialist Group, an international network of researchers, said.

The primary observation is that as the sea ice shrinks away, so are the polar bears -- they're not growing as big as they used to.

In Canada's Hudson Bay, home to a large polar bear population, the ice season is now three weeks shorter than it was 30 years ago, chipping away at the bears' opportunity to hunt seals, their primary source of food and an essential source of fat needed for their long summer fast.

Females today weigh around 230 kilos (500 pounds), some 65 kilos less than in 1980, and measure about 185 centimetres (6.07 feet) on average, compared to around 220 centimetres a few decades ago.

The melting ice means not only shorter hunting seasons, but it also means the bears, who number some 20,000 to 25,000 worldwide, have to cross greater distances to reach their icy hunting grounds.

This has led to a deterioration of the bears' health, impacting their reproductive capacities and the cubs' chances of survival, experts warned.

"The chain of events starts with a drop in body condition that subsequently leads to a drop in reproduction which leads to a drop in survival," Derocher said.

Climate change also appears to have altered the bears' behavioural patterns.

Several recent incidents of cannibalism in Alaska have observers worried.

"We knew of polar bears killing and eating other polar bears," Steven Amstrup, a research wildlife biologist with the US Geological Survey, told AFP.

"But the difference was that this time the polar bears were clearly deliberately hunting other bears, attacking for example females in their denning area" in northern Alaska, he said.

"We assume that it was linked to nutritional stress."

Faced with the growing uncertainty concerning the ice, pregnant polar bears are increasingly denning on land, researchers have noticed.

In northern Alaska, two-thirds of bears now choose to den on land in order to give birth early in the year, an inverse proportion of what was observed a few years ago.

"They are refugees rather than immigrants. This is not a chosen exile, this is a forced exile," Derocher told AFP.

The shrinking sea ice is also sometimes forcing the bears to swim ever further afield, encountering more treacherous waters. 

Polar bears are accomplished swimmers -- their Latin name is ursus maritimus -- yet in late 2004, four polar bears were found dead after drowning in the Beaufort Sea north of Alaska, likely the victims of a heavy sea. 

According to scientists' estimates, some 25 polar bears may have died in that incident. 

"Any of these symptoms taken alone might not be so worrying but seen in their totality it shows a bleak picture of how climate change is impacting polar bears already now," said Geoff York, a polar bear expert at environmental group WWF. 

"And it's only forecast to get worse," he said.
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Reuters: Internet could become environmental watchdog

Thursday, March 19 

The Internet could provide an early warning system for environmental damage, imitating an online watchdog that gives alerts about outbreaks of disease, scientists said on Thursday.

An automated trawl of blogs, videos, online news and other sources could yield bits of information to fill in a bigger picture of problems such as global warming, pollution, deforestation or over-fishing, they said.

"We're facing huge environmental challenges ... But we don't have good monitoring systems," said Victor Galaz of Stockholm University who was lead author of the study with colleagues in Britain, the United States and Sweden.

"With the Internet there are pretty good ways to get that information. Nobody has exploited that really," he told Reuters. Better environmental information could help governments to act.

Online statistics about a surge in fish prices in an Asian port, for instance, might hint at wider problems of over-fishing. Or a blog about an insect pest outbreak in a Nordic forest might fit a pattern tied to global warming.

The study pointed to successes by the Canadian-developed Global Public Health Intelligence Network (GPHIN), which trawls news wires and web sites for information about diseases.

"GPHIN currently picks up the first hints of about 40 percent of the 200-250 outbreaks subsequently investigated and verified by the WHO (World Health Organization) each year," they wrote in the journal Frontiers in the Ecology and the Environment.

Some online environmental monitoring networks already exist, such as birdwatchers recording sightings. Many species are shifting their ranges in what may be a sign of climate change.

The aim of trawling the Internet would be to "enlist the services of observers who don't know they are observers," said Tim Daw of the University of East Anglia in England, who was among the authors.

Coral reefs, which may die if sea temperatures rise, could be an example where scattered observations in Australia, Hawaii or the Caribbean might help put together a bigger puzzle, he told Reuters.

"Scuba divers, either recreational or professional, often put reports in blogs or other communications," he said.

One problem would be to filter out unreliable sources to avoid an information junkyard. Compiling information might perhaps be done by a U.N. agency.
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AFP: Greenpeace claims Indonesia protesters beaten

Thursday, March 19

Greenpeace activists and security guards clashed outside the headquarters of Indonesia's biggest logging and palm oil company, the Sinar Mas Group, in Jakarta on Thursday, environmentalists said.

Activists said they were punched and kicked by Sinar Mas guards and police as they tried to peacefully demonstrate against the company's logging practices.

"The excessive violence today by Sinar Mas security is testament to the way this company does business," Greenpeace Southeast Asia Forest campaigner Bustar Maitar said in a statement.

"Sinar Mas may think they are above the law, but the right to peaceful protest is enshrined in the Indonesian constitution.

"We are facing the greatest threat to humanity -- climate chaos -- yet still companies like Sinar Mas continue to destroy forests and peatlands rather than protecting them for future generations."

A spokesman for the company refused to comment on the incident.

Greenpeace climbers unfurled a huge banner reading "Forest and Climate Criminal" on the building as part of the demonstration to demand a halt to the company's logging.

"Indonesia's President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono is saying internationally that he will reduce Indonesia's greenhouse gas emissions, yet Sinar Mas continue their forest destruction unabated," Maitar said.

"If he is serious about Indonesia being a global leader in solving the climate crisis, he must take immediate action to stop this company destroying Indonesia's greatest asset -- carbon rich forests and peatland."

Greenpeace has been lobbying the country's main logging companies and the government for an immediate moratorium to expansion of oil palm plantations blamed for the loss of vast areas of pristine forest.

Indonesia is widely seen as the third largest greenhouse gas emitter by virtue of the pace of its deforestation, which is a major contributor to global warming and climate change.
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AFP: Recycled sewage struggles with yuk factor

Thu, March 19

One day, when you read on a drink bottle "this water has been passed by the minister of health," the message may be open to interpretation in more ways than one.

To a corps of hydrologists, the only way that parched regions of the world can meet the surging demand for water is to recycle -- and use -- the stuff that has already been through the human body.

Rather than throwing away water that results from treating urine, faeces and bathwater, the valuable liquid can be harnessed once more, they say.

It could go not just for farm irrigation or industry -- as is already widely the case in many countries -- but also for drinking water.

Presentations at the World Water Forum, running in Istanbul until Sunday, have been pressing the argument that "used" water, also called rather more gracefully "grey" water, should comprise a percentage of what comes out of our taps.

But specialists also caution that overcoming human repugnance -- could it be called a gut response? -- is a far greater challenge than the engineering.

"People hate the idea of drinking something that could have been sewage," said Gerard Payen, a member of the UN's consultative committee on water and sanitation, which reports to Secretary General Ban Ki-moon.

"There's a major psychological block. But it will go away bit by bit."

Windhoek, the capital of the arid southern African country of Namibia, has been using a "toilets-to-taps" system with success for many years.

But it's a rare example of public acceptance to date.

In Australia, inhabitants of the Queensland town of Toowoomba voted out of introducing such a scheme in a referendum three years ago. In other parts of the drought-wracked country, the idea encounters a shake of the head, but is at least being taken seriously as an option.

"Technically, using modern recycling methods, we are able to turn out water that is perfectly drinkable," explained Antoine Frerot, managing director of Veolia Eau, a French water company that has high stakes in this sector.

"Used water is a resource that is close to cities and its availability rises at the same rate of consumption," he said. "Recycling it uses less energy than desalination and avoids pollution."

According to Frerot's figures, drinking water extracted from an aquifer costs around 10 euro cents (eight US cents) per cubic metre and 70 euro cents (56 US cents) when taken from sea water.

Somewhere in between is recycled used water, at 45 euro cents (36 US cents) a cubic metre.

Faced with public suspicions, water companies are looking at indirect ways of water conservation. They include separation of drinking water and toilet systems, so that sea water can be used to flush toilets.

Another widespread practice is "indirect" sewage recycling. In other words, the sewage, once cleaned by treatment, is poured out into the local river or reservoir, which is drawn up by a different intake pipe as the source for drinking water.

This has been the practice for many years on the River Thames, for instance, where local utilities upstream extract and return the water several times before it reaches London. 

Singapore, a groundbreaker in reuse, has a programme called NEWater, in which one percent of drinking water comes from recycled sewage effluent, which is added to the city-state's main reservoir. 

"Passing the water through a 'natural environment' is a way of partially overcoming the psychological barrier and also brings in the ecosystem as an additional filter," said Jacques Labre, a specialist with Suez Environnement, a French water services company. 

"The psychological barrier is still quite strong, but I think it will change in the future. It's a lot about trust in the technology," said Louise Korsgaard, an expert with Danish consultancy DHI and a researcher at Singapore's Nanyang Technical University.
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General Environment News
Africa: Do Australian Aborigines Hold Answers to Sahelian Deforestation?

IRIN: Dakar — For more than 20 years scientists have tried to introduce in Niger the acacia plant typically grown by aborigines living in dry zones of Australia. Despite the perennial's ability to withstand windstorms, heat and drought, Nigerien farmers have been slow to accept acacias or their protein-packed seeds. But with deforestation wiping out trees in Africa, agriculture experts told IRIN this aborigine import may fill a growing void.

Though Africa has only 16 percent of the world's global forest area, from 2000 to 2005 it lost about four million hectares a year, close to one-third of global deforestation, according to the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). Of 1,300 species of the acacia plant worldwide, more than 900 are native to Australia, according to the Australian government.

Agricultural trainer Peter Cunningham with the Australian non-profit Serving in Mission (SIM) told IRIN the acacia tree has proven itself a "hardy" plant in Niger over the last 20 years. "People are finally starting to see the benefits of this tree, which has a high survival rate."

Food: Almost two million people in Niger suffer from moderate malnutrition as of December 2008, according to the government. While a December study it conducted showed that the number of households nationwide suffering from severe malnutrition - seven percent - had fallen by half from the previous year, there are still agricultural production areas like Tchintabaraden, 800km north of the capital Niamey, where one-third of the population is severely malnourished.

The government is seeking donor support to provide seeds and fertilizer to 250,000 families. Cunningham said the acacia trees, which cost SIM about 5 US cents each and are made available at no cost to farmers, can help the country's often precarious food situation.

Soil: In a 2008 report for the non-profit World Vision on the viability of acacias to boost food security and crop yield, Cunningham wrote that decades of improper farming techniques in Niger have depleted soil nutrients. He told IRIN acacias have the potential to boost crop yield, but only if they are planted correctly. The report provided diagrams of how acacia trees should be spaced in rows 25 meters apart, planted five meters apart around the perimeter and combined with other crops like millet and sorghum.

Working in the semi-arid region of Maradi in southern Niger, Cunningham wrote that such an "agro-forestry farming system" could diversify income, lessen the risk any one crop would perish in inclement weather and better distribute income and labor year round.

"More than providing nutritious seeds that can be turned into protein-packed flour for pastas and breads," Cunningham told IRIN, "The trees are also windbreaks against sandstorms that dry out less resilient cash crops."

Agriculture fatalism: Since 2004 Cunningham has tried to revive farmers' interest in acacias. He told IRIN he is working with nearly 500 farmers in 33 villages in Niger's south. Cunningham said each farmer has about 100 acacia trees.

But the agricultural trainer said adoption has been slow. "Subsistence farmers have done the same type of traditional farming for a long time. Accepting trees has come incrementally." He said most farmers in Maradi's predominantly Muslim community are fatalistic about their barren land plots. "They reason that it is God's will. This mentality has been a barrier to the trees' widespread acceptance."

Cunningham told IRIN that interest in the tree waned as donor support ended in the 1990s. "The plant was part of [World Food Programme food-for-work] programmes, but after that ended [in Maradi] the trees did not survive long after." He said the trees' average lifespan is 10 years. He said things are changing and that research has shown how its root system helps acacia trees better withstand droughts and "untimely" rains. Floods in Niger in 2008 wiped out hundreds of agricultural fields, according to the UN. [This report does not necessarily reflect the views of the United Nation ]- http://allafrica.com/stories/200903180845.html
Uganda: Local Govt Urged On Water Funds

The New Vision: Kampala — THE water and environment minister, Maria Mutagamba, has urged local governments to be committed in the management of Government funds. She said coverage for rural water increased from 55% in 2002 to 63% this year.

Mutagamba said there was a task to cover the 37% unserved population. She was speaking at the annual district water officers meeting. She said efficiency in resource utilization would earn the water sector more funding. "In 2007/08, about 38% of the grant released was not spent due to delays in procurement and award of contracts. "This meant that a proportion of the rural population was denied access to safe water," Mutagamba said.

The officers said chief administrative officers diverted funds meant for water projects. The director for water development, Eng. Sottie Bomukama, said some districts had failed to adhere to the ministry guidelines and their reports were not accepted. http://allafrica.com/stories/200903180157.html
Nigeria: E-Waste - National Policy to Restrict Import Underway

This Day: Abuja — Following growing concern over the environmental problem posed by the indiscriminate dumping of electrical/electronic waste in the country, the Federal Government said yesterday that it was about to formulate a national policy on e-waste management.

The policy may restrict the importation of certain categories of second-hand electronic equipment into the country. Under the planned new import restriction regime, the Federal Government is considering a partial ban on the importation of certain electronic/electrical equipment that fall below specified age limits.

Speaking at an emergency meeting with stakeholders in Abuja, Director-General of the National Environmental Standards and Regulations Enforcement Agency (NESREA), Dr. (Mrs.) Ngeri Benebo, said government had initiated a number of actions to combat the scourge including the establishment of an inter-ministerial committee on electrical and electronic waste management to proffer lasting solutions to the problem.

The DG said as part of the process to develop a national policy framework for addressing the e-waste, a stakeholder sensitization workshop was convened last year. The workshop identified, among others that electronic waste had become the fastest growing waste stream in the world even as the general public remained unaware of its menace.

She said under the Basel Convention, for which Nigeria is a signatory, any country can define hazardous waste nationally in ways that suits its peculiar situation, beyond the definitions contained in the convention. She added that "all imports of Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment (WEE) that qualify as WEE under the convention including those identified by the national definitions in Nigeria could be prohibited. She added that "Nigeria can impose additional requirements regarding age and packaging in order to ensure that the material sent into the country as second hand electrical/electronic goods are not hazardous wastes."

Benebo said Nigeria may consider allowing the importation of fully functional used electrical equipment, if properly packaged. According to her, an investigation carried out by NESREA in the wake of the reported dumping of electronic waste at the Alaba International Market area of Lagos, traced the problem to the large influx of second hand electronic/electrical equipment into the country.

The D-G described e-waste as an emerging hazardous waste issue in Nigeria and Africa with absence of national infrastructure to recycle the materials as well as a legislation to regulate the sector. http://allafrica.com/stories/200903180540.html
South Africa: Table Mountain Fire under Control

BuaNews- Cape Town — The fires which broke out on Table Mountain in Cape Town have been brought under control by helicopters carrying water bombs. Head of the City of Cape Town's Disaster Risk Management Centre Greg Pillay told BuaNews four helicopters were being used to extinguish the fires which had spread around Devil's Peak.

"Four helicopters carrying water bombs are in the air. The fire is under control" said Mr. Pillay. Firefighters worked most of the night to get the fire, which started on Tuesday, under control. "Two of them sustained minor injuries such as a sprained ankle, while two members of the public, suspected to be vagrants, sustained third degree burns and were taken to a local hospital," said Mr. Pillay.

He said schools in the area had not been closed but added that "several roads on the fringes of the mountain" had been closed. http://allafrica.com/stories/200903180507.html
Nigeria: FG Awards Contract for Erosion Control in Edo

Vanguard: Benin — The people of Otuo in Owan-East local government area of Edo State would soon heave a sigh of relief as the Federal Government has awarded a contract for the control of erosion devastating the area.

Vanguard gathered that the contract which was said to have been awarded to a civil engineering company based in Port Harcourt, Messrs Adland Projects Nigeria Limited, is to provide a permanent solution to the flood and erosion devastating the area.

The erosion menace has rendered many people in the area homeless, while the few landlords who were able to provide remedial works to salvage their houses are still sleeping with one eye opened, especially when it rained.

The Managing Director of the construction firm, Mr. Nelson Ehimua said he would be able to carry out the job as a patriotic Nigerian and citizen of Edo State, Mr. Ehimua said his company has the capacity to ensure that the job was done according to specifications. The project is expected to be completed within the next six months. http://allafrica.com/stories/200903180104.html
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Few jobs replace carbon clouds

Keith Orchison | March 19, 2009

GREEN jobs are high on the political agenda this month. Premier Anna Bligh is spruiking her ability to create them as she campaigns for re-election in Queensland. Federal Climate Change Minister Penny Wong has been deriding Coalition criticism of the feared impact of emissions trading on jobs in the energy and manufacturing sectors, saying the Opposition "does not want to talk about the jobs that will be lost if we do not act on climate change; it does not want to talk about the jobs forgone".

Greens Senator Christine Milne has been talking up the Obama rhetoric about creating green jobs in the US and urging the Rudd Government to invest in training programs to transition workers from "polluting industries" to "clean industries". 

But a new US study claims that prospects for green jobs are being grossly overhyped. 

Undertaken at the Institute for Energy Research by a group including Andrew Morriss of the University of Illinois and Roger Meiners of the University of Texas-Arlington, the study argues that organisations such as the UN Environment Program, the US Conference of Mayors and the American Solar Energy Society have all "overhyped the potential to create good jobs" and overlooked the job losses in conventional industries. 

This has drawn a defensive reply from the pro-green Centre for American Progress, which claimed in the US presidential campaign that two million jobs could be created over just two years with $US100 billion in government funding. Bracken Hendricks, a senior fellow at the centre, responds it only set out to look at stimulus money, not the overall effects of an emissions trading scheme on the US economy. 

Hendricks argues that four times as many jobs are created by investment in renewable generation than in fossil-fuelled energy development - "renewables are more labour intensive" - but appears to completely miss the vital point that it is the impact of the much higher costs of carbon policy on mining and manufacturing industries that has the potential for big job losses. 

There is no standard definition of a green job but in the US it seems to include large numbers of clerical, bureaucratic and administrative positions that do not produce goods and services for consumption. The big flaw is the promotion of more American jobs instead of more productivity. 

The institute suggests that the real purpose of the green jobs initiative is not to create jobs but to remake society. To shift economies away from decentralised decision-making in favour of central planning. To determine the choices faced by consumers and workers and, I would add, investors. 

Says the study, "By wrapping these shifts in the green jobs mantle it is hoped to avoid a debate over the vast cost of the changes proposed." 

The problem is perfectly illustrated by a submission to the Australian Senate's fuel and energy committee by Hydro Aluminium Kurri Kurri, which operates a Hunter Valley smelter and provides 2500 direct and indirect jobs in the region. The company is evaluating a $4 billion investment in the smelter to achieve world-class efficiency, a large rise in production and carbon dioxide capture capability. If the project goes ahead, it will generate 3000 new long-term jobs and 15,000 construction jobs over three years. 

But the company points out: "The investment is contingent on the regulatory regime in Australia (including emissions trading and the renewable energy target) not materially eroding competitive advantages." 

If emissions trading and the renewable energy target do erode the company's competitive advantage, not only will the expansion be dumped but the future of the existing operation would have to come into question, with the potential loss of 2500 actual jobs as well as the 15,500 potential ones from the expansion. 

Most of the Australian green jobs talk seems to have its genesis in a mid-2008 CSIRO study - commissioned by the environmental movement - that predicted a tough emissions trading scheme would create a green-collar workforce over two decades, but added that more than three million workers would need to be retrained. 

The CSIRO report appeared well before the global economic tsunami hit these shores - and must have been researched even earlier when the boom was booming - but it made one observation that is still highly relevant. Thirty per cent of Australian workers, it noted, are employed in the industries that create up to 90 per cent of the carbon impacts, including: agriculture, food and drink production, mining, petroleum, manufacturing, aluminium production and road transport. 

Shifting them to green jobs seems highly improbable. 

However, the latest issue of Eureka Street magazine may offer the answer: The draconian action government must take to reduce carbon emissions may penalise particular sections of the economy, it says in a March editorial, but if the climate change problem is so serious, then the authorities should have recourse to wartime-style emergency powers and force industry to decarbonise. You have been warned. 

Keith Orchison is editorial director of Powering Australia yearbook and writes PowerLine blog.

http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/story/0,25197,25207567-7583,00.html 
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Five leading New Zealand minds for Eco-Minds

Thursday, 19 March 2009, 12:12 pm

Press Release: Bayer NZ  

Five leading New Zealand minds for Eco-Minds

Auckland, 19 March, 2009 Five leading university students have been selected to represent New Zealand at the prestigious Asia-Pacific regional Eco-Minds sustainable development forum, being hosted by The University of Auckland on May 25 – 29 in Auckland and Rotorua.

The five students are: Daniel Scott, Melissa Wong (Auckland University), Fiona Southall (Massey University), Elana Hawke (Canterbury University) and Rebecca Williamson (Waikato University). 

They will be joining 20 other top Eco-Minds students from eight countries throughout the Asia Pacific region.

Held every two years, Eco-Minds is a sustainable development forum that brings tertiary-level students together to learn more about sustainability and to work on a case study.

The forum is the result of a global partnership between Bayer and the United Nations Environment Programme. In New Zealand, Bayer has also formed a partnership with the New Zealand National Commission for UNESCO and The University of Auckland, which will deliver the academic programme.

The theme for Eco-Minds 2009 is Sustainable Energy Systems: Challenges and Opportunities.

Bayer New Zealand corporate communications manager William Malpass said he was thrilled with the quality of the five New Zealand students, who were selected through a national Bayer-sponsored competition.

“The passion for and understanding of environmental issues that these students have is exceptional and their desire to act as leaders for other young people gives me confidence in their ability to deal with the challenges that lie ahead.

 “We’re thrilled to be able to include them in such a dynamic forum as Eco-Minds where they can learn more from prominent sustainability experts and share their ideas with other students from the region.“

Over the course of the five-day forum, the student delegates will participate in group work, lectures from local energy experts and site visits to New Zealand power generation sites, including the Huntly power station,  Lake Karapiro hydro dam and the geothermal fields at Wairakei.

Students will also work on creating innovative and practical solutions to address the challenge of sustainable development and ensure sustainable energy supply.

http://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/SC0903/S00044.htm
…………………………………………….

Call for Royal Commission into oil spill off Qld

The cargo ship Pacific Adventurer lost 31 containers packed with ammonium nitrate in rough seas and leaked more than 200,000 litres of oil into Moreton Bay early last Wednesday.

Councillor Newman has accused the Queensland Government of incompetence over the disaster. 

Environment groups also want harsh action taken against the ship's owner. 

Australian Conservation Foundation spokesman Don Henry says a strong message needs to be sent. 

"It's not good enough to desecrate our beautiful and treasured places," he said.

Councillor Newman says the State Government should have done aerial spraying to break up the slick before it reached beaches.

He said the clean-up should have started sooner. 

"The clean-up is not finished - it is not finished by a long shot," he said.

"We need right now for a Royal Commission to get going so that evidence of negligence, evidence of absolute incompetence, can be preserved."

But the Mayor of the nearby Moreton Bay Regional Council, Allan Sutherland, says there is no need for a Royal Commission and he is happy with the response. 

"There's an election on Saturday and every other day we're listening to another crack from [Councillor] Campbell," he said.

"I think quite honestly - I'm an independent mayor, I have no politics - I'm neither Labor or Liberal - I've ran all my life as and independent in council and to bring this up on an eve of a state election quite honestly is disgusting."

RSPCA spokesman Michael Beatty says a team is being sent to Moreton Island this morning to examine the health of local wildlife.

"We're sending our senior ambulance officer and some members of our wildlife department and obviously our objective is that if there are animals in distress to try and help them," he said.

Container search

Meanwhile, a Navy minehunter will this morning start searching for the 31 lost containers lost off the ship.

There has been no sign of the containers since they fell off the Pacific Adventurer in rough seas last Wednesday. 

HMAS Yarra is equipped with sonar technology and will start its search today near the scene of the accident off the northern tip of Moreton Island. 

Maritime Safety Queensland believes the containers are under about 150 metres of water on the sea floor. 

But a Brisbane tide monitoring company says the current could have carried them hundreds of kilometres south. 

Greg Boller from ocean monitoring firm, Tide Tech, says they may be being carried by the powerful East Australian Current. 

"That would mean they could drift fairly quickly south," he said.

"The current is travelling at anywhere from seven to 11 kilometres an hour.

"The furthest scenario could be that they could be in excess of 700 kilometres away from the starting point and that is just pure basic mathematics using the drift rate.

"But that doesn't mean they would be there - they might not have even made it into the East Australian Current, they may still be sitting in the waters near North Stradbroke."

The State Government says finding the containers is a priority to ensure the future of the trawling industry. 

Transport Minister John Mickel says HMAS Yarra will stay as long as necessary.

"I don't think it's been deployed up here just to do a cursory glance and then sail all the way back," he said.

"If a couple of days are needed to do this, then that's what we'll request the Navy to do."

Sunshine Coast

Independent testing of samples of dark red patches of algae taken from the mouth of the Maroochy River on the Sunshine Coast has confirmed it is not related to the oil spill.

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) chief scientist Dave Rissik says testing has found it is iodine weed, which is a non-toxic red algae.

"EPA officers took samples yesterday from the algal mass along the northern banks of the mouth of the Maroochy River," he said.

"An algal bloom found near the mouth of the Maroochy River on the Sunshine Coast isn't toxic and isn't related to the recent oil spill."

The Sunshine Coast Council's environment manager Stephen Skull says the iodine weed is naturally occurring in the region.

Damage bill

A Brisbane maritime law expert says the final damage bill from the oil spill will be much less than has been reported.

It has emerged that the Swire Group, which owns the Pacific Adventurer, is on the United Nations' environment program honour roll for its commitment to environmental best practice.

Michael White, a maritime law professor at the University of Queensland, says the spill is small compared to similar incidents overseas and any legal damages will be relatively low. 

Professor White says he expects the final cost of the clean-up, plus damages, to be around $5 million.

Three separate investigations are underway into the incident.

He says the Government will not need to prove the ship's crew was negligent to claim damages and that the ship is covered by an international insurance agreement for cargo ships.

"The agreement worked out internationally with the insurance companies was that if there's an oil spill, you don't have to prove negligence, which would normally the case," he said.

"If you can prove that that ship spilled that oil in your waters and on your beaches they are liable for reasonable costs of clean-up and damages incurred." 

He says the oil spill off south-east Queensland is modest compared to similar accidents overseas.

"The biggest in the world was 330,000 in recent years; the ones of France and Spain were in the 100,000 tonne mark and the worst American one - the Exxon Valdez in Alaska was 30,000 tonne - so overall thankfully in work standards, it's a small spill," he said.

http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2009/03/18/2519095.htm?site=idx-qld 
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Europe, US to work together on global warming

By DINA CAPPIELLO

The Associated Press 
Tuesday, March 17, 2009; 4:30 PM 

WASHINGTON -- Top environmental officials from Europe say they are encouraged by the United States' new stance on climate change. 

After spending years encouraging the Bush administration to take action, three European environmental ministers said Tuesday that the U.S. appears ready to work with them on a new international agreement to curb the emissions blamed for global warming. 

The officials were in Washington to meet with members of the Obama administration and Congress in preparation for negotiations on a new global treaty, which are scheduled for Copenhagen, Denmark in December. The Europeans also offered to work closely with the U.S. on climate change matters. 

"We've been waiting for eight years," said Martin Bursik, the Czech Republic's environment minister at a briefing Tuesday. 

Andreas Carlgren, Sweden's environment minister, said Washington has definitely warmed to dealing with climate change. 

"To come to Washington in these days is to really experience climate change," Carlgren said. "There is a completely different mental climate here today." 

The last global accord, the Kyoto Protocol, is set to expire in 2012. The U.S. did not enter into that agreement, citing its impact on the economy and the lack of participation by developing countries such as India and China. 

Now, the U.S. is poised with a Democratic-controlled Congress and Democratic President to take action on global warming by passing legislation that would limit carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gases. The legislation would establish a market for carbon dioxide by selling credits to companies that emit greenhouse gases. The companies could then invest in technologies to reduce emissions to reach a certain target or buy credits from other companies that exceed emission reduction goals. 

The European Union has had such a cap-and-trade system in place since 2005. It is the world's largest carbon market. 

The ministers on Tuesday that said that while the U.S. did not have to adopt an identical system, a compatible program would allow the markets to be eventually linked and then expanded globally. 

They also said U.S. leadership is vital if developing countries are to participate in a new agreement. The U.S. is the world's second-largest emitter of greenhouse gases. 

"The more the United States can deliver before Copenhagen, the more credibility the United States will have," Carlgren said. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/03/17/AR2009031701985.html 

Making a Point (Allegedly) About Chopper Noise

By John Kelly
Wednesday, March 18, 2009; Page B03 

I'm not sure his lawyer would want me saying this, but Gary Wort is my hero. Why? For expressing his outrage at the noisy traffic helicopters that hover over our houses while we're trying to sleep. 

I should say for allegedly expressing his outrage, since the manner in which Wort (allegedly) made his displeasure known last month got the Silver Spring man arrested. 

According to a news release from the Montgomery County Police, early on the morning of Feb. 25, Wort flashed a laser pointer at a traffic helicopter whose blades were beating the air over his neighborhood. Wrote the police: Wort "walked to the rear of his house and shined the laser pointer beam at the pilot of the helicopter, obstructing his view for a period of time. The helicopter pilot notified the news station whose staff called police." 

When police showed up, Wort allegedly shined the laser pointer at them. He was hauled off to jail and charged with one count of disorderly conduct, three counts of reckless endangerment and two counts of prohibited use of a laser pointer. 

All right, Gary! Fight Big Brother and his annoyingly loud, all-seeing eye! 

Wort's attorney, David Martella, told me his client was surprised by the turn of events: "This gentleman is a mild fifty-something guy that takes care of his 81-year-old mother, and he was playing with his cat with this laser pointer designed to be a pet toy." 

A laser pointer for cats? Yes, apparently such things exist, providing hours of entertainment for easily distracted felines. 

Martella said Wort was annoyed by the helicopter over his house, went outside to look at it, then started "waving the laser pointer to kind of wave the helicopter off. . . . A few minutes later, the police are knocking at his door." 

As for aiming the device at a police officer, Martella said Wort was back to playing with his cat when he saw a person shining a flashlight into his house. "He apparently lifted the laser pointer up in way that the officer believed was pointing at him, but he wasn't intending to shine it in the faces of the police officers at all." 

Wort, Martella said, "has suffered great embarrassment and is very distraught that people in the Channel 7 helicopter may have been concerned. He was surprised they could even see the dot that clearly that far up." 

A trial is scheduled for this month. The laser pointer law was intended to deal with the issue of law enforcement officers being painted by a laser pointer and not knowing whether it's a cat toy or a gunsight. 

According to the FAA, helicopters may hover at low altitudes as long as they do it "safely." Noise doesn't seem to enter into the equation. There isn't a good way for people to complain about traffic helicopters, said Rob Krupicka (D), an Alexandria City Council member who serves on the aviation committee of the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments. "It's a big quality-of-life issue for folks who are on the flight paths," he said. (One place to start if you're plagued by copters is COG's Web site, http://www.mwcog.org. Fill out the helicopter survey in the airport noise abatement section of the "Environment" tab.) 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/03/17/AR2009031703002.html 
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Insurers Must Disclose Climate-Change Exposure 

· By JEFFREY BALL
Insurance companies must start disclosing how climate change is likely to affect their businesses, state insurance regulators decided Tuesday.

The National Association of Insurance Commissioners voted to require insurers to submit annual "climate-risk" reports, an unusually aggressive stance on the environmental issue from industry regulators.

The officials acted after concluding that climate change threatens insurers in two ways. It increases the risk of extreme weather events such as floods and wildfires, which would boost claims. And it is prompting governments to cap industrial carbon emissions that contribute to global warming -- a move threatens the profits of companies such as coal-fired utilities in which insurers commonly invest.

Climate change "will have a huge impact on the insurance industry," particularly on property and casualty insurers, said Joel Ario, Pennsylvania's insurance commissioner and the head of the association's global-warming task force.

Insurance commissioners also foresee climate change offering savvy insurers new ways to make money. One example: auto insurance with premiums based on the number of miles a person drives. Such policies would prod consumers to drive less, curbing their vehicles' carbon emissions.

The commissioners' decision shows how the politics of climate change are shifting. In the past, a handful of insurers have expressed concern that the phenomenon threatens their portfolios. Most of those companies have been based in Europe, which already has imposed carbon-emission limits. But momentum is moving in the U.S. toward some sort of emission constraint, as the Obama administration and Democratic lawmakers have said they intend to impose such a cap.

The insurance commissioners' decision came only after delicate negotiations over how tough to make the environmental requirements. Environmental activists wanted insurers to have to disclose specific information about how their businesses might be threatened by climate change, said Andrew Logan, director of the insurance program at Ceres, a Boston-based environmental group involved in the talks. The activists believe such disclosures will help them press their case in Washington for a tough federal cap on carbon emissions.

Many insurers resisted. In the end, the regulators stipulated that insurers need not provide information that is "quantitative," that is "forward-looking," or that insurers "in good faith believe is commercially sensitive or proprietary."

What information insurers choose to disclose will become public next year. Insurance companies with annual premiums totaling more than $500 million must submit their first annual climate-risk disclosure reports by May 1, 2010.

Some carriers aren't happy with the regulators' decision. David Kodama, director of policy analysis for the Property Casualty Insurers Association of America, which represents more than 1,000 insurance companies, said his group is concerned that insurers that provide climate-risk information could face lawsuits alleging that their information isn't detailed enough.

Write to Jeffrey Ball at jeffrey.ball@wsj.com
Obama Tries to Draw Up an Inclusive Energy Plan 

By JAD MOUAWAD
Published: March 17, 2009 

After gasoline prices rose above $4 a gallon last summer, Republican cries of “drill, baby, drill” forced candidate Barack Obama into a rare retreat. Under pressure, he said he would support some expansion of offshore oil drilling, while still emphasizing conservation and renewable energy. 

Now, as the Obama administration outlines its energy plans, it is caught between oil companies, who are reminding the president of his campaign pledge, and environmental groups, who are demanding a reinstatement of the drilling ban that Congress lifted in September. 

The renewed fight over offshore drilling comes amid efforts by the White House to map out an ambitious new energy policy for the country. For the first time since the Carter administration, an American president is putting energy at the center of his domestic agenda. 

Mr. Obama must decide what strategies are most likely to achieve his goals of diversifying the nation’s fuel supplies, developing alternative energy sources, reducing oil consumption, and curbing carbon emissions that contribute to global warming. 

Part of that equation is what role the administration sees for domestic supplies. Since taking office, it has scrapped rules issued in the final days of the Bush administration that would have opened up vast new areas for offshore drilling well into the next decade. 

At the same time, the administration is allowing the Interior Department to go ahead on Wednesday with a long-planned auction of leases in the Gulf of Mexico that includes 4.2 million acres that had been off limits since 1988.

For the moment, the offshore debate has been eclipsed by the economic crisis and the sharp fall of oil prices. Gasoline now sells for less than $2 a gallon on average, and oil has fallen about 70 percent from its summer peak. 

But the magnitude of the nation’s energy challenge is not growing smaller. While the United States is the world’s top oil consumer, its output has been falling since 1971. Oil imports now make up more than 60 percent of the nation’s daily consumption of 19 million barrels.

Yet for more than 30 years, drilling off most of the American coastline has been forestalled by opposition from coastal states and environmental groups. The skeptics insist that the nation cannot drill its way out of oil dependency and that expanded drilling poses an environmental threat to coastlines. About 85 percent of the nation’s coasts are now off limits, including most of the Pacific and Atlantic seaboards and the western coast of Florida.

Yet considerable untapped oil may lie offshore. Around the world, deepwater exploration has been the most dynamic source of petroleum growth in the last decade, in places like West Africa and Brazil. 

American waters in parts of the Gulf of Mexico where drilling is allowed have been the biggest source of growth in domestic oil production since the 1990s, because of deepwater discoveries and technological advances that have allowed drilling in ever-deeper waters. As a result, estimated reserves in the Gulf of Mexico have grown sevenfold in the last 30 years. 

The Interior Department estimates that undiscovered oil reserves total 86 billion barrels, four times the nation’s official proven reserves. The bulk of that potential oil, nearly 68 billion barrels, is in areas that are already accessible to drilling in the Gulf of Mexico and Alaska. 

Based on decades-old surveys, the Interior Department estimates that an additional 18 billion barrels may be found in the coastal zones that were off limits until recently. But the oil industry thinks that could be a serious underestimate given the lack of exploration.

Since Mr. Obama’s inauguration, petroleum executives have used every opportunity to press their case for more domestic production. With fewer places to drill around the world, the biggest oil companies, including Exxon Mobil, Chevron and Shell, argue that more domestic oil production is not incompatible with the administration’s goals of lowering imports and using energy more efficiently.

In hearings before Congress, at analyst meetings and petroleum conferences, and in television advertising, oil companies and their main trade group, the American Petroleum Institute, have highlighted the sector’s contribution to jobs and revenue for the government, and argued that oil and gas would be needed for decades, even with the development of alternative fuels. 

They also say that energy prices could rise sharply once the economy comes back to life, and that without more supplies, the world risks another energy shock.

“The need to make more oil and natural gas available for Americans is clear,” Tim Cejka, Exxon’s president of exploration, recently told the House Committee on Natural Resources. “The United States’ continued economic growth and prosperity depend on access to reliable and affordable supplies of energy.”

On the other end of the spectrum, environmental groups are pressing Congress to reinstate a moratorium on offshore drilling, which alarmed Democrats allowed to lapse when prices surged last year. For some of these groups, the oil industry’s position is wrongheaded at a time when the nation is embarking on a drive to reduce emissions from fossil fuels.

“We now have an opportunity to take a much more balanced approach to our energy system,” said Wesley Warren, the director of programs at the Natural Resources Defense Council. “But the oil industry is not saying anything new here, which is very disappointing.” 

The battle over offshore drilling is being renewed as relations between the new administration and the oil industry, which enjoyed a cozy relationship with the Bush administration, have soured. 

The president’s budget would increase taxes on oil companies and would raise the cost of fossil fuels in order to pay for alternative energy sources. The industry has also objected to being stripped of tax credits, which it claims will harm production in the long run. 

Charles T. Drevna, the president of the National Petrochemical and Refiners Association, said the new administration “looks at the oil and refining industry as a piggy bank to fund other energy programs.” 

Since taking office, the administration has rolled back many of President Bush’s energy policies, including “midnight rulings” that opened up oil and shale developments in Utah and Colorado, and greatly expanded leasing in the outer continental shelf, as offshore waters are known. 

The administration has made clear that it does not want to be rushed about offshore drilling. The Interior Department plans to hold a series of public meetings in April before drawing up a five-year plan for exploration within the next six months. 

In the meantime, it is seeking to increase renewable power sources. On Tuesday, the Interior Department resolved a two-year standoff with the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission on which department has authority to issue offshore wind permits. The disagreement had forestalled the development of alternative energy offshore. 

“The outer continental shelf will have its niche place in our energy policy,” Ken Salazar, the secretary of the interior, said in an interview. But he added that offshore oil supplies “should be looked at in the context of a comprehensive energy policy.” 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/18/business/energy-environment/18offshore.html 

Stimulus Money Puts Clean Coal Projects on a Faster Track 

By MATTHEW L. WALD
Published: March 16, 2009 

EDWARDSPORT, Ind. — Near the middle of a dusty construction site here stands a patch of land, about the size of two football fields, notable because it is empty. 

Work on Duke’s Edwardsport project is being closely watched by environmental interests. 

Duke Energy has high hopes for this two-acre plot: If all goes right, and there is a happy convergence of technology, money and federal energy policy, the construction project could become the first environment-friendly coal-fired power plant in the nation.

The company is studying a method for capturing the carbon dioxide produced by using coal and storing the gas underground, preventing it from entering the atmosphere. Machines to separate carbon dioxide from other elements in the coal may someday stand on the empty land.

For years, scientists have been experimenting with ways to “clean” coal, a carbon-heavy fuel that countries around the world increasingly rely on. But the technology for carbon capture and storage has been tried only on a small scale. Governments have not required companies to do what Duke is proposing here, in part because costs were so uncertain. 

The allocation of $3.4 billion in the federal stimulus bill for carbon capture and sequestration, as carbon storage is often called, however, has allowed Duke Energy and other companies to consider mounting full-scale projects. 

The federal money is the latest sign of a growing interest worldwide in clean coal technologies, which backers believe could prove one of the most significant ways to tackle global warming. The projects are being watched closely by environmentalists, engineers and energy officials.

The Duke effort, said John Thompson, a coal expert at an environmental group, the Clean Air Task Force, “may be the first commercial carbon sequestration site in the United States.”

If Duke is successful, the plant could be capturing about 18 percent of its carbon dioxide emissions within four or five years, and an additional 40 percent a few years after that. Carbon dioxide is the main heat-trapping gas linked to global warming.

Duke already received some money under the Energy Policy Act of 2005 to build a $2.35 billion coal-burning power plant, the largest new construction project in Indiana. The site here is already crawling with workmen and heavy machinery.

The new plant will differ from conventional coal plants in significant ways, cooking the coal into a fuel gas rather than burning it as a powder, and then thoroughly cleaning the gas and burning it in a jet engine, similar to that used to burn natural gas. Emissions of conventional pollutants, like sulfur, soot and smog-forming nitrogen, will be extremely low.

Two other such “gasification” plants already operate, in Florida and Indiana. Duke’s first addition would be to use a machine to strip the carbon dioxide out of the fuel gas. 

Duke is conducting a $17 million study of that idea, and has asked permission from its regulators to study a second step, to capture an additional 40 percent or so of the carbon dioxide produced at a later stage. The carbon would then be stored in a deep well on the site or sent by pipeline to an old oil field, where it would stimulate oil production. Part of the test is meant to demonstrate that carbon dioxide can safely stay put underground.

Other companies around the country also are exploring carbon capture and storage projects. According to a recent report by Emerging Energy Research, a consulting firm, Illinois has passed legislation that could require its utilities to buy electricity from plants that sequester their carbon. And six other states are considering legislation to help pay for carbon capture or ease the way for carbon storage.

There are several competing technologies for approaching the problem — more than the money in the stimulus bill can pay for. And experts say that before new methods can be commercialized, projects need three to five years of planning and construction, followed by eight to 10 years of actual pumping of carbon dioxide into the ground. 

“We need to get off the dime with this and build some full scale projects to demonstrate this technology at scale,” said Edward S. Rubin, a professor of environmental engineering at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, “but the price tag per project is $800 million to $1 billion.”

The Edwardsport venture might prove a little cheaper. The first step, capturing the carbon dioxide created when coal is turned into a fuel gas, would add 5 percent to 15 percent to the initial $2.35 billion cost, according to W. Michael Womack, vice president of Duke Energy in charge of the project. 

In the second stage, one of the components of the fuel gas, carbon monoxide, is mixed with water to make hydrogen, for fuel, and carbon dioxide, for sequestration. The cost of that is “a little fuzzier,” he said, and probably higher than the cost for the first step. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/17/business/energy-environment/17coal.html 

Start-ups are racing to get electric motorbikes to market

Following in the path of Vectrix, firms including Mission Motor, Zero and Brammo expect zooming growth for plug-ins on two wheels.

By Susan Carpenter 
March 17, 2009 

When it comes to electric vehicles, the Tesla Roadster and Chevrolet Volt get all the love. But there are other EVs rolling around, and they're balancing on two wheels.

Since 2007, when Vectrix of Middletown, R.I., first rode onto the scene with its battery-powered Maxi Scooter, a growing number of U.S. start-ups have entered the plug-in two-wheeler market. They've invested millions of dollars in vehicles, many of which are poised for production within a year.

 

Led by pioneers with impressive resumes, these firms predict growth in spite of the down economy, and they're laying claim to niche markets with such boasts as "first" and "fastest" as they stake out territory in what many believe is the future of transportation.

"It's amazing how inefficient the vehicles we're driving today really are," said Forrest North, founder and chief executive of Mission Motor Co., a San Francisco company that unveiled the prototype for its 150-mph, 150-mile-range electric motorcycle at the Technology, Entertainment, Design conference in Long Beach last month. "Electricity is just so many orders of magnitude more efficient that it's the only way to go," said North, a former mechanical designer for Tesla and leader of Stanford University's solar car team in the mid-1990s.

Like many EV entrepreneurs, North, 33, had looked into hydrogen and biodiesel as power sources but found them impractical. Hydrogen is abundant, but turning it into fuel and developing a distribution infrastructure are costly. Biodiesel can take more energy to produce than it generates.

With electricity, the infrastructure already exists: Electrical outlets are abundant. Battery technology is also improving about 8% each year, North said, allowing bikes to easily upgrade once the chemistry comes along. Already, electric two-wheelers get the equivalent of about 300 to 500 miles per gallon. As technologies improve, they'll be able to generate even more energy with less weight and cost.

Billed as "the world's fastest production electric sport bike," Mission's debut product is called the Mission One. It is scheduled to ship in early 2010, at an estimated retail price of $68,000 -- most of which is attributable to a large lithium-ion battery pack designed to compete with a gas-powered, performance-oriented sport bike.

It's the power-to-weight ratio of existing batteries that is, in part, driving development of electric two-wheelers. Weighing less than 25% of a typical passenger car, two-wheeled scooters and motorcycles require fewer expensive batteries to bring them to speed. They are also simpler machines; they require fewer components and safety features and aren't subject to the same stringent governmental requirements as passenger cars.

That makes two wheels a less complicated and less expensive entry point than cars for electric drivetrain entrepreneurs, which is why electric two-wheelers also are coming on the market much faster, and more affordably, than their four-wheeled brethren. Most currently available production electric two-wheelers cost less than $10,000.

Vectrix was the first company to manufacture a production electric two-wheeler. Since introducing its $11,000, 62-mph Maxi Scooter in August 2007, it has unveiled a second model and sold more than 1,500 vehicles globally. Though that isn't a lot compared with the millions of cars sold every year, it represents a 300% increase in annual sales from 2007 to 2008. This year the company says it's on track for 150% sales growth.

"Any time you bring a new technology to market, when you can horizontally grow that product, it validates to the consumer that it's a real technology," Vectrix CEO Mike Boyle said. This spring Vectrix will roll out a third scooter model, the $5,195, 30-mph VX-2.

Spring is also the target launch season for two other electric two-wheelers -- Zero Motorcycles' Zero S and Brammo Motorsports' Enertia. Like Vectrix, the S and Enertia are oriented toward the commuter market. Unlike Vectrix, they are motorcycles.

"The market is definitely getting excited for an electric motorcycle," said Neal Saiki, 42, founder of Zero Motorcycles in Santa Cruz. "It's going to grow really rapidly as people realize how practical and fun and fast these motorcycles are. They can be environmental and have fun."

Zero was the second manufacturer, after Vectrix, to make a production electric two-wheeler. Founded by Saiki, a former NASA engineer, and funded in part by former Sun Microsystems executive Gene Banman, who now serves as Zero's CEO, the company has sold 200 of its $7,500 Zero X models -- an off-road electric motorcycle with a 50-mph maximum speed and 40-mile range off a single charge. This year it expects to sell at least twice as many bikes as it expands its model offerings with an S model -- a supermoto-style, street-legal bike with a top speed of 70 mph and a maximum range of 60 miles per charge.

Hundreds of bikes isn't much of a return on the millions of dollars that have been invested so far in Zero, but Saiki sees a strong market. By 2011, he anticipates Zero will be in the black and doing $100 million in business.

Not to be outdone, Honda and Yamaha have said they'll be coming out with electric motorcycles in two years.

Though a rapidly deteriorating global economy and relatively low gasoline prices may not seem like ideal conditions for launching or ramping up a company in an unproven field, many of the two-wheeled-EV start-ups say they have benefited from it. Craig Bramscher of Brammo Motorsports in Ashland, Ore., says he raised $10 million in venture capital last year -- all of it after the financial system froze up in September.

And when the first of his planned 300 Enertia bikes rolls off the line in May, he's thinking his firm will be aided by the government's $787-billion economic stimulus package. The program includes a 10% tax credit on the purchase price of two- and three-wheeled electric vehicles with batteries generating at least 2.5 kilowatt-hours of power.

"It seems like the right place, right time," said Bramscher, 48, former owner of Santa Monica software technology firm Dream Media. "A lot of people haven't forgotten we've got an oil problem."

Brammo's Enertia claims a top speed of 50 mph, a 35- to 45-mile range on a single charge of its lithium-ion battery pack and a $8,995-to-$14,995 price tag. The cheapest version reflects a battery-lease program that reduces the bike's cost, bringing it more in line with similar, gas-propelled products.

"If you buy an electric vehicle, it's like buying three years' worth of gas because the batteries are the lion's share of the propulsion cost," said Bramscher, who's experimenting with distribution as well. In May he'll launch a pilot program at a handful of Best Buy stores, where the bike can be test ridden before purchase.

Although Bramscher is confident in his product and his business mode, he's hesitant to discuss sales projections.

"If the people expressing interest in test rides is any indication, it could be tremendous," he said. "I don't want to say numbers, because it almost seems insane."

susan.carpenter@latimes.com
http://www.latimes.com/business/la-fi-electric-bikes17-2009mar17,0,4786529.story 

Who owns Colorado's rainwater?

Environmentalists and others like to gather it in containers for use in drier times. But state law says it belongs to those who bought the rights to waterways.

By Nicholas Riccardi 
March 18, 2009 

Reporting from Denver -- Every time it rains here, Kris Holstrom knowingly breaks the law.

Holstrom's violation is the fancifully painted 55-gallon buckets underneath the gutters of her farmhouse on a mesa 15 miles from the resort town of Telluride. The barrels catch rain and snowmelt, which Holstrom uses to irrigate the small vegetable garden she and her husband maintain. 

But according to the state of Colorado, the rain that falls on Holstrom's property is not hers to keep. It should be allowed to fall to the ground and flow unimpeded into surrounding creeks and streams, the law states, to become the property of farmers, ranchers, developers and water agencies that have bought the rights to those waterways.

What Holstrom does is called rainwater harvesting. It's a practice that dates back to the dawn of civilization, and is increasingly in vogue among environmentalists and others who pursue sustainable lifestyles. They collect varying amounts of water, depending on the rainfall and the vessels they collect it in. The only risk involved is losing it to evaporation. Or running afoul of Western states' water laws.

Those laws, some of them more than a century old, have governed the development of the region since pioneer days.

"If you try to collect rainwater, well, that water really belongs to someone else," said Doug Kemper, executive director of the Colorado Water Congress. "We get into a very detailed accounting on every little drop."

Frank Jaeger of the Parker Water and Sanitation District, on the arid foothills south of Denver, sees water harvesting as an insidious attempt to take water from entities that have paid dearly for the resource. 

"Every drop of water that comes down keeps the ground wet and helps the flow of the river," Jaeger said. He scoffs at arguments that harvesters like Holstrom only take a few drops from rivers. "Everything always starts with one little bite at a time." 

Increasingly, however, states are trying to make the practice more welcome. Bills in Colorado and Utah, two states that have limited harvesting over the years, would adjust their laws to allow it in certain scenarios, over the protest of people like Jaeger.

Organic farmers and urban dreamers aren't the only people pushing to legalize water harvesting. Developer Harold Smethills wants to build more than 10,000 homes southwest of Denver that would be supplied by giant cisterns that capture the rain that falls on the 3,200-acre subdivision. He supports the change in Colorado law.

"We believe there is something to rainwater harvesting," Smethills said. "We believe it makes economic sense."

Collected rainwater is generally considered "gray water," or water that is not reliably pure enough to drink but can be used to water yards, flush toilets and power heaters. In some states, developers try to include a network of cisterns and catchment pools in every subdivision, but in others, those who catch the rain tend to do so covertly. 

In Colorado, rights to bodies of water are held by entities who get preference based on the dates of their claims. Like many other Western states, Colorado has more claims than available water, and even those who hold rights dating back to the late 19th century sometimes find they do not get all of the water they should.

"If I decide to [take rainwater] in 2009, somewhere, maybe 100 miles downstream, there's a water right that outdates me by 100 years" that's losing water, said Kevin Rein, assistant state engineer. 

State Sen. Chris Romer found out about this facet of state water policy when he built his ecological dream house in Denver, entirely powered by solar energy. He wanted to install a system to catch rainwater, but the state said it couldn't be permitted.

"It was stunning to me that this common-sense thing couldn't be done," said Romer, a Democrat. He sponsored a bill last year to allow water harvesting, but it did not pass.

"Welcome to water politics in Colorado," Romer said. "You don't touch my gun, you don't touch my whiskey, and you don't touch my water."

Romer and Republican state Rep. Marsha Looper introduced bills this year to allow harvesting in certain circumstances. Armed with a study that shows that 97% of rainwater that falls on the soil never makes it to streams, they propose to allow harvesting in 11 pilot projects in urban areas, and for rural users like Kris Holstrom whose wells are depleted by drought. 

In contrast to the high-stakes maneuvering in the capital, Holstrom looks upon the state's regulation of rainwater with exasperated amusement.

Holstrom, director of sustainability for Telluride, and her husband, John, have lived on their farm since 1988. During the severe drought at the start of this decade, their well began drying up. Placing rain barrels under the gutters was the natural thing to do, said Holstrom, 51.

"Rain out here comes occasionally, and can come really hard," she said. "To be able to store it for when you need it is really great."

Holstrom had a vague awareness of state regulations. She decided to test it last summer when she was teaching a class on water harvesting. She called the state water department, which told her it was technically illegal, though it was unlikely that she would be cited.

Holstrom is known in southwestern Colorado for a lifestyle and causes that many deem quixotic. The land she and her husband own holds a yurt and tepees to house "interns" who help on their organic farm in the summers. It boasts a greenhouse, which even on a recent snowy day held an oasis of rosemary, artichokes, salad greens and a fig tree.

She plucked a bit of greens from one plant and munched on it as goldfish swam in a small, algae-filled pond that helps heat the enclosure. "This has been my passion for a long time -- trying to live the best way I know how," she said.

nicholas.riccardi@latimes.com
http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-contested-rainwater18-2009mar18,0,5585599.story 

L.A. water rates revised to penalize heavy users

Changes probably won't raise rates for low-income users, but residents who don't cut usage by 15% would pay more than normal. The city still expects a water shortage this summer.

By Bettina Boxall 
9:04 PM PDT, March 17, 2009 

Warning that the city faces a water shortage this summer, Los Angeles officials approved new water rates Tuesday that will penalize residents if they don't cut their water use by 15%.

Many low-income water users should not see a rise in rates, while some homeowners with large lots who don't conserve can expect a jump of $11 a month, according to the Department of Water and Power, which unanimously adopted the pricing structure. The rates would go into effect June 1 unless the City Council blocks the move.

The DWP's commission approved the measure despite wet weather in February and early March that improved statewide water conditions.

"We have to be prudent; we have to be conservative," department General Manager H. David Nahai said after the vote.

Snowpack and reservoir levels "haven't improved nearly enough for any of us to feel complacent about the water picture we face," Nahai said.

Customers will have to use less water to stay within a base rate. If they already are well within that range -- as many low-income customers are -- their bills should not rise, officials said.

Charges in a second tier above that base level will jump 44% under the plan. Higher overall summer rates will remain in effect year-round.

Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa proposed the penalty rates a month ago, along with outdoor watering restrictions that would limit sprinkler use to two days a week. The outdoor curbs, which have to be adopted by the City Council, could take effect next month.

Water officials said the rate plans were spurred in part by environmentally driven cutbacks in water delivered through the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta.

"This is not just a weather-driven drought. It's also a regulatory drought," Nahai said. "It really doesn't matter how much snow there is above the delta, what matters is that water pumped to Southern California is going to be restricted because of environmental concerns."

Citywide water use has dropped 5% since officials stepped up conservation calls 18 months ago because of a statewide drought now in its third year. But department officials said that is not enough to counter the 12% shortage in city supplies they expect.

Precipitation in the Sierra Nevada has reached near normal levels for this time of year, according to state data. The statewide snowpack is 87% of the norm and reservoir storage is more than 70% of average. In the Eastern Sierra, which supplies the Los Angeles Aqueduct from the Owens Valley, snowpack is 78% of average.

The state, which had predicted that it would be able to deliver only 15% of full allocations, is upping that to 20%, according to city officials.

But that is not enough of an increase to head off more stringent conservation.

"Water supply conditions are still dismal," James McDaniel, senior assistant general manager, told commissioners.

bettina.boxall@latimes.com
http://www.latimes.com/news/local/la-me-water18-2009mar18,0,1076068.story 

Famed hotel moves quickly on green plans
Mar 18, 2009 04:30 AM 

Jason Miller 
STAFF REPORTER
In the countdown to Earth Hour, the Star is asking organizations and companies what they're doing for the environment. Today: Fairmont Royal York hotel.
Q: What are you doing for Earth Hour?
A: The landmark hotel is stepping up its efforts to be a major contributor to Earth Hour. Its iconic neon sign will sleep for that hour, and many of its 1,365 rooms will be dark as well.

Guests, meanwhile, will be treated to a romantic candlelight experience. Melanie Coates, a spokesperson for the hotel, said the pool area will be lit by floating candles. Diners will eat beneath flickering candelabras, which will also line the lobby. Guests will get a bookmark made of recyclable paper asking them to celebrate Earth Hour by extinguishing their room lights.

Q: What are you doing to decrease the hotel's carbon footprint? 
A: The hotel used last year's Earth Hour as a platform to launch several green programs. 

"People enjoyed the lights being turned out so much that every Saturday night since last year, the lights in Library Bar are out. People drink and dine by candlelight," Coates said. 

The Fairmont chain wants to be an industry leader in green travel and has cemented that commitment by offering a slew of green options. Under the "Eco-Meet" program, for example, companies who want to run a greener meeting or conference can, for example, ask to exclude products that aren't environmentally friendly, such as bottled water. 

Since the beginning of 2008, Fairmont has been monitoring its carbon footprint in hopes of achieving groundbreaking cutbacks in greenhouse gas emissions. Check-in computers run on wind power. Motion detectors have been installed in all 45 meeting rooms in the Royal York to minimize light use, and most of the 34,000 lights in guest rooms have been fitted with energy-efficient bulbs. 

The hotel has worked at reducing waste and is now managing to divert 68 per cent of it from landfill. It even sends leftover soap to Toronto shelters. The green wave has also hit the kitchen, from the rooftop herb garden to the dishwashers. 

Today, about 65 per cent of food products used are purchased from local sustainable growers, and the chefs prepare only sustainable varieties of seafood. Energy-efficient dish and pot washers have been installed, leading to a 10 per cent cut in the annual electricity bill. Five new washing machines, installed last year, will save 1.5 million gallons of water annually. 

Q: What does Earth Hour mean to the brand? 
A: Coates said Fairmont hopes, by being a good steward of the environment, to help get the wider community and other companies engaged as well. Green thinking has been woven into the hotel's fabric, she said. "It's very much part of our culture. It's something we began very early on with the goal that others will catch the spirit." 

As for Earth Hour, she said, "The reason behind participating in such a call to action is raising awareness. It really brings to the forefront the need to be mindful of how we use our lighting."

http://www.thestar.com/article/603976 

Early spring has its down side
Lack of snow will affect backyard ecosystem
Mar 18, 2009 04:30 AM 

Comments on this story [image: image1.png]
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Nick Aveling 
STAFF REPORTER


It begins with the insects and spreads to the birds. Then, before you know it, your backyard is filled with wilting grass and the stench of tiny rotting corpses.

Spring might be celebrated as a new beginning, but when it comes this early, it is the beginning of the end. At least for the wildlife.

"Whenever you have an extreme, it's outside of the evolutionary history," says Mart Gross, an urban wildlife specialist with the U of T's zoology department. 

This year's extreme, near record-low snowfall expected for the month of March, could smash nature's delicate pattern.

Typically, about 25 centimetres or 20 per cent of annual snowfall comes after March 1. But more than halfway through the month, less than half a per cent – just 0.6 centimetres – has fallen. 

Environment Canada meteorologist Peter Kimbell says there is nothing to suggest the trend won't continue. 

It could spell Armageddon for insects, the lifeblood of your backyard's ecosystem.

"It's going to be a problem for (any insect) that hatches, because the snow is important for insulation," said Darryl Gwynne, who studies insect behaviour at U of T. "It keeps them warm. It's possible that some of these insects will be knocked back in numbers."

Those that survive will likely do so by hatching early, only to find plants have not yet sprouted. Either way, the birds are in trouble.

Birds time their hatching periods to coincide with traditional peaks in the insect population, when the most food is available for their young. But this year they will be lucky to regurgitate a blade of grass.

"That's a critical period, because the nestlings won't last more than a few hours," said Gross.

Mice, which also subsist largely on insects, will die, too. So will herbivores such as rabbits, which face an early-season drought fed by a lack of melting snow. To say nothing of your grass. It is tempting to blame climate change, but this spring is 100 per cent natural.

"Weather patterns are inherently chaotic and variable," said Kimbell. "You can never look at a particular event or series of events and say that's attributable to climate change."

In fact, said U of T professor Bryan Karney, it is virtually impossible to witness climate change in real time.

"The variations in individual weather patterns are far greater than what we're predicting (with climate change). We're talking about global warming as being a warming of two or three degrees Celsius. We get variations within a day of 30 degrees," said Karney, who specializes in climate change.

There is one species, aside from Homo sapiens, expected to pull through as strong as ever. In a cruel twist of fate, it will benefit from the mayhem, feasting on short-lived mice who have less foliage in which to hide. That species, it comes as no surprise, is the raccoon.

Outside is a regular feature on weather in the GTA. Send suggestions to naveling@thestar.ca.
http://www.thestar.com/article/604009 

Water being used at 'alarming rate'

 

Study finds Canadians are H2O hogs

 

By Thomas Jolicoeur, Canwest News ServiceMarch 18, 2009
 

Most Canadians call water the country's most valuable natural resource, yet they use it at "alarming rates" and they're not cutting back, a study says.

Canadians currently use an average of 329 litres of water per person, per day -- second only to the United States in the developed world, and more than twice as much as Europeans.

A study shows water-consumption rates climbed marginally from 2008. For example, the average Canadian shower was 30 seconds shorter last year than it has been so far in 2009, according to survey results.

In 2008,Canadians showers lasted, on average, 7.6 minutes, while they stood under the shower head for 8.1 minutes in 2009.

The 2009 Canadian Water Attitudes Study found that, although 84 per cent of respondents were concerned about the availability and quality of water in the long term, consumption actually rose last year.

This occurred, despite the fact that 53 per cent of respondents ranked water as the country's most valuable natural resource.

"We're getting somewhere with respect to our changed consciousness, but where we're not getting anywhere is, despite the fact that we value this stuff, we're not doing anything about it," said Bob Sandford, a water expert involved in the survey.

"We're beginning to understand that our water resources are not unlimited. We've lived for generations with the myth of limitless water abundance and gradually, I think, that particular myth is being eroded."

Sandford, whochairstheCanadian Partnership Initiative of the UNWater for Life Decade, thinks that myth comes from misconceptions Canadians have about water.

While Canada holds 20 per cent of the world's fresh water supply, it holds only 6.5 per cent of the world's renewable fresh water, and much of it is up North, far away from big cities.

Randy Christensen, a spokesman for Ecojustice Canada, an environmental advocacy group, said the government needs to play a significant role in rectifying the situation.Public education, incentives for eco-friendly appliances, more rigorous industry regulations and fixing leaky city pipes are all ways the government can help.

"It is possible to use less water and not have it affect our quality of life," Christensen said.

Christensen noted that, although Canada is making some strides, they are in areas where water use has already peaked, and a strain on the environment has already occurred. " The environment suffers first, before humans," he said.

The study also noted that 32 per cent of respondents said they don't drink tap water at all, while 41 per cent of those polled said they drink the water without treating it.

Christensen believes that concern is justified, as a 2008 Canadian Medical Association study found there were roughly 1,700 boil-water alerts across Canada in March of that year. He said that number still applies today, though they're usually in smaller communities that don't have the resources required to ensure safe drinking water, and it isn't a problem in big cities.

The survey, conducted by Ipsos Reid from Feb. 5 to 12, sampled 2,165 adults across Canada, and is considered accurate within 2.2 percentage points, 19 times out of 20.

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald
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Connect with growers

 

 

By Shelley Boettcher, Calgary HeraldMarch 18, 2009
 

Wade Sirois is a man on a mission. The co-owner of Forage Farm to Fork Foods to Go is determined to change the way Calgarians eat, one mouthful at a time. Which includes encouraging us to get to know our neighbouring growers.

That's why he and his business partner, Jaclyn Labchuk, are organizing an upcoming food conference to help ordinary Calgarians -- not chefs, not experts -- meet and find out more about local food producers.

The event, Local 101: eating food you know from people you know, will be held March 28 at the Hillhurst Sunnyside Community Centre, and will feature an afternoon of regional producers and food writers sharing their passion for Alberta-grown vegetables, meat, beer, you name it.

"We're trying to hit little topics, really quickly, just to whet people's appetites," Sirois says. "You can't scare people into eating locally."

But by meeting local farmers and growers, Sirois hopes we will want to buy -- and, of course, eat -- their products. We will therefore support the economy through local agriculture, he says. Our food doesn't have to be trucked from great distances, so we'll do a good deed for the environment. And we'll likely eat better, because we'll eat fewer processed foods than people typically rely on these days.

"Food is at the centre of so many issues: social, environmental, health," he says.

"But if you just sit down to eat a locally grown meal, you can change the world."

The idea arose last year when Sirois was in Italy for Terra Madre, the annual international Slow Food gathering, for the second time. The first time was exciting, he says. "But the second time, it was almost frustrating. You get a grasp of how big the issues are, and how overwhelming they are."

Those issues -- where our food comes from, why we eat what we eat, the struggles of local small-scale producers -- are at the heart of Forage, a local food-to-go stop in southwest Calgary. Sirois, Labchuk and their staff rely heavily on local producers for their homestyle menus, and they have come to know many of the farmers and growers.

"But I don't know my customers as well as I know some of my farmers," he says. "And I think I should."

Nor do all his customers know his suppliers. And if their customers don't know them, many other Calgarians don't know them either.

"We all want to be connected or we wouldn't have cellphones strapped to our heads all the time," he says with a laugh. "But are we really connecting? Step in a farmer's field. Stare a bison in the eye. Pull some fresh carrots. Make a pie from fresh Saskatoon berries. That's a far better way to communicate. . . .

"Do we need to know how to preserve? Maybe not. But we do need to know how to cook, and we need to bring the importance of sitting down at the table and sharing a meal to the forefront . . . and we need to know where our food comes from."

Sirois hopes that Local 101 will become an annual event. And he hopes it will change how people think about their food.

"At the end of the day, we all want the same thing. We want to eat safe food and live in a cleaner environment," he says. "Education is at the core of the local food movement."

sboettcher@theherald.canwest.com---------

The Event - Local 101: eating food you know from people you know, will take place March 28 starting at 1 p. m. at the Hillhurst Sunnyside Community Centre (1320 5th Ave. N. W.). - Tickets are $15 in advance and can be purchased by phone or in person at Forage Farm to Fork Food to Go (3510 19th St. S. W.). They are also for sale at Sunnyside Grocery (802 2nd Ave. N. W.). - A limited number of tickets will be available at the door for $20 per ticket (regular), $10 for students. For more information, go to foragefoods.com or call 403-269-6551.

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald
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Coal gas project probes depths

 

Greener fuel sought with $30M test

 

By Gina Teel, Calgary HeraldMarch 18, 2009
 

Alberta will be the site of a $30-million demonstration project aimed at unlocking the clean energy potential of the province's vast coal reserves.

The province is contributing $8.83 million toward a $30-million underground coal gasification demonstration project that taps into coal seams that are too deep to be mined economically -- and would otherwise sit idle--to produce clean, synthesis gas for power generation.

The demonstration project, with Calgary's Swan Hills Synfuels LP, is the first of its kind in North America and, at roughly 1,400 metres below the surface, the deepest under-ground coal gasification ever conducted in the world.

"In gasification, your two best friends are pressure and temperature, so the deeper you go, the more pressure; the more pressure, the better gasification," said Martin Lambert, chief executive of privately held Swan Hills Synfuels.

The project also has the future potential of utilizing the coal seams for carbon capture and storage, the province said.

The project uses an in situ process that involves the injection of oxygen and salt water into coal seams to convert it into synthesis gas, which can be used as fuel for clean power generation.

Synfuels' goal is to develop a commercial operation, selling the syngas for clean power generation and the captured CO2 to oilfield players who can use it in enhanced oil recovery.

The full-scale demonstration project is located 17 kilometres southwest of Swan Hills, about 200 kilometres northeast of Edmonton, and will tap the Mannville coal formation, a seam that runs from Grande Prairie to Calgary.

Lambert said this higher quality coal has never before been considered to have any value, due in part to its being out of reach.

"If this project works the way we think it will work, and the demo project will prove it, then what you've done is created value in all of that coal for all Albertans," he said.

But the greatest benefits of underground gasification is likely environmental.

To begin with, there's no need to surface mine the coal, as is the case with other types of coal gasification. And as it occurs at depths of more than 1,000 metres, no fresh water is used in the operation.

"We're going very deep underground because then you do not worry about fresh water, because its saline water," said Eddy Isaacs, executive director of the Alberta Energy Research Institute, through which the province is providing the funds.

"The deeper you are the less likely that you would harm the environment," he added.

Isaacs said the demonstration project is a first step to test the technology. Though not new--underground coal gasification has been used commercially outside of North America for 40 years -- the technology has to be tweaked for coal types and refined for geological formations.

Doug Horner, Alberta's minister of advanced education and technology, said it's important to examine better ways to better use the province's coal supply.

"This is another project where our province is poised to open new markets and be a global leader in clean energy development," he said in a release.

Lambert, however, has no doubts the technology will work, and calls the demonstration project "more like fine-tuning the parameters."

Synfuels has already drilled a pair of production wells and will start producing gas in June, he said.

AERI, which has an interest in developing clean technologies, is also involved in a surface coal gasification project with Epcor for a 270-megawatt generating station at its Genesee site, west of Edmonton.

Currently in the front-end engineering stage, the integrated gasification combined cycle technology plant would turn sub-bituminous coal into synthesis gas and hydrogen.

The initiative is in conjunction with the Canadian Clean Power Coalition, which is chaired by Epcor senior vice-president David Lewin.

"In order to use these vast coal resources in the province, these are the kinds of things that need to be looked at in the early stages from a research and development point of view," he said of Synfuels' project.

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald
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Northern Alberta Anglican bishop defends oilsands

 

City dwellers 'don't have a clue' about the North

 

By Kelly Cryderman, Calgary HeraldMarch 18, 2009 7:18 AMBe the first to post a comment
 

Two months after a Roman Catholic bishop wrote a scathing letter against oilsands development, an Anglican bishop has spoken out on the other side -- railing against those who are "vilifying one of the most exciting and challenging projects in Canadian history."

John Clarke, bishop of Athabasca -- a diocese which covers all of northern Alberta -- said in a pastoral letter that some politicians and media reports focus on negative, "devastating" images of the oilsands such as the mining process, tailings ponds and dead water fowl.

"It is time for all (of) us across the Diocese of Athabasca and the Canadian Church to support the good work of the people of Fort McMurray and not allow the agenda to be driven by the sensationalism of the National Geographic approach," Clarke, 70, wrote in a letter published last week.

This month's National Geographic magazine profiled the oilsands and featured several graphic pictures of tailings ponds and mining sites. Alberta Environment Minister Rob Renner has said overall the article was "fair."

Clarke, who will retire next month, said his letter has nothing to do with contrary opinions expressed by Bishop Luc Bouchard of the Catholic Diocese of St. Paul earlier this year.

Bouchard's fiery January letter argued that future development in the oilsands "constitutes a serious moral problem" and goes against God's teachings. Bouchard called for a moratorium on further oilsands development until environmental and social concerns are addressed.

On Tuesday, Bouchard was not available for comment.

Even though Anglicans broke away from the Romebased Catholic Church in the 16th century, Clarke said religious differences have nothing to do with this debate.

Clarke said his views complement Bouchard's, as both letters call for balance. And Clarke said he is still concerned about the pace of oilsands development the Alberta government has allowed.

But he decided to speak out, in part, due to current world economic turmoil.

"Let's not kill the goose that lays the golden eggs," Clarke said in an interview.

"I have seen over my time, many, many instances where people from an urban centre -- sitting in their comfortable condominiums -- view issues that are happening in rural, northern Canada. They don't have a clue but yet they make these great pronouncements."

A number of Canadian and international environmental groups -- such as Greenpeace and ForestEthics -- have taken up the cause of the oilsands, labelling the development "dirty oil" for its scale, increasing carbon emissions, and high energy use.

First Nations groups in the Fort Chipewyan community downstream from the oilsands have also complained about the development, saying human health, water and wildlife have been affected.

But Clarke said companies such as Syncrude have employed many First Nations community members in the oilsands, which in turn has encouraged others.

"On this very point I have been asked to send letters of congratulations to the graduates of Grade 12 in Fort Chipewyan which I perceive as a sign of real hope for the future," he wrote in his letter.

kcryderman@theherald.canwest.com

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald
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Carbon capture technology takes centre stage in Sask.

 

But some wonder if research will pay off for environment

 

By Juliet O'Neill, Canwest News ServiceMarch 17, 2009Be the first to post a comment 

The Canadian and American governments have pledged about $7 billion to spur development of technology to capture carbon from coal-fired power plants and oilsands

Not long ago, a project that captures carbon-dioxide emissions from a coal-burning electric power plant in Saskatchewan -- then ships it more than 80 kilometres by pipeline to Montana and injects it underground for permanent burial -- would have sounded like a mad scientist's brainchild.

But such an international partnership is, in fact, at the heart of the "clean-energy dialogue" announced by Prime Minister Stephen Harper and U.S. President Barack Obama last month.

And Malcolm Wilson, the man at the heart of the carbon capture and storage project, is no mad scientist. Director of energy and environment at the University of Regina, Wilson's team will test different chemicals for capturing carbon at the plant.

"Coal-fired power plants are one of the mainstays of electrical production and, certainly, one of the big producers globally of carbon dioxide," Wilson said. "That's not going to change any time soon."

Is the development of carbon-capture and storage technology a wild idea and a waste of billions of dollars in public funds or a worthwhile investment in something that will reduce global greenhouse-gas emissions?

That debate is intensifying because of the light Harper and Obama have shone on the idea, followed by Environment Minister Jim Prentice's pledge to help co-ordinate $7 billion worth of projects in North America during the next few years. Prentice said the technology will be pursued both for coal and the Alberta oilsands.

Some critics say such funds would be far more wisely spent on energy-efficient transportation systems; the development of wind, solar and other renewable power sources; and massive energy conservation measures to reduce reliance on coal and oil from the oilsands.

Mike Hudema, an Edmonton-based Greenpeace campaigner against the oilsands, holds that view.

"We definitely don't think Canadians or Albertans should be paying to clean up industries' pollution," Hudema said. "If we're going to move in this direction and capture even a minor amount, it should be industry that's footing the bill for it, and not Canadian taxpayers, and not Albertan taxpayers."

David Keith, an energy expert at the University of Calgary, says Canadian governments have already spent far more on solar and wind power than on carbon-capture and storage technology, even if a $2-billion allocation by the Alberta government for development of carbon capture and storage is counted.

"We've never solved any major environmental problem by just waiting for things to get (commercially viable)," he said in an interview. "You need regulations or incentives."

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald
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Economic woes could stall cap and trade scheme

 Herald News ServicesMarch 17, 2009Be the first to post a comment
 

The U. S. Congress will not be able to pass legislation capping carbon emissions in 2009 if the economy continues its slide, a key Republican senator said Monday.

"If the economy is still where we are right now, I would suggest to you it's not happening this year," Republican Senator Lisa Murkowski told reporters at a Platts Energy Podium.

Murkowski, ranking member of the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee, said she did not think lawmakers would burden consumers with the higher energy costs.

Carbon Dioxide emissions and require companies to purchase permits to spew climate-warming greenhouse gases.

Senate majority leader Harry Reid, a Democrat, has said he would try to have a cap-and-trade bill approved by the Senate by mid-year.

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald
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Trophy hunting ban demanded

 

Aboriginal groups and animal rights advocates oppose bear hunts

 

By Larry Pynn, with files from Catherine Rolfsen, Vancouver SunMarch 18, 2009
 

Aboriginal groups stood in solidarity Tuesday with one of the world's biggest animal rights organizations in demanding the provincial government ban widely unpopular trophy hunting of bears on the B.C. coast.

Percy Starr, a Kitasoo hereditary chief and member of the Coastal First Nations coalition, told a Vancouver news conference the killing of bears for sport goes against both aboriginal culture and efforts to generate an alternative economy based on sustainable tourism.

He complained that "trophy hunters still have the privilege of slaughtering bears in front of our guests" and that his people "are determined that the bear trophy hunt must stop."

Bruce Passmore of Humane Society International/Canada promised to exert international pressure on Premier Gordon Campbell's Liberal government to end trophy hunting before the spring bear hunt begins April 1.

He urged people around the world to remember the plight of bears when considering a visit to the province, including during the 2010 Olympics, but did not call for a boycott.

"We're not at that point yet. I really think the government will make the right decision."

Environment Minister Barry Penner said a ban was not part of a conservancy plan worked out with native groups for the central and north coast.

"We're working hard to find an appropriate balance," he said.

But later Tuesday, his ministry announced it will establish three new "no hunting" areas for grizzly bears on the north and central coast and close specific areas to black bear hunting in the kermode bear range.

The grizzly restrictions cover 470,000 additional hectares effective in June; the black bear restrictions will take effect on 170,000 hectares in July.

Ministry spokeswoman Kate Thompson said about 16,000 grizzlies and 80,000 to 100,000 black bears live in B.C.

Scott Ellis, general manager of the Guide Outfitters Association of B.C., argued the bear hunt is conservative, scientifically justifiable, and a way to control populations. Trophy hunters killed 317 grizzlies in 2008 -- 218 by residents and 99 by non-residents -- down from 365 in 2007.

Another 3,476 black bears were shot in 2006, the most recent year for which statistics are available. Residents killed 2,005 and non-residents shot 1,471.

The 30,000-member B.C. Wildlife Federation also believes bear hunting is sustainable.

Ellis noted trophy hunters kill older males that would otherwise kill cubs, and often pass on smaller bears. He said hunting fees contribute to conservation programs and to rural economies, with a guided grizzly hunt fetching as much as $15,000 to $20,000 US, and $6,500 US for a black bear.

Pacific Wild's Ian McAllister said there is no fair chase because hunters are allowed to pull into estuaries, raise the motors of their boats, and legally shoot foraging bears.

McAllister complained that one prominent bear guide, Robert Milligan, continues to operate despite convictions on 23 hunting violations in 1998.

Arnie Bellis, vice-president of the Council of the Haida Nation, said the term trophy hunt is "too noble" for what actually takes place. "These are very dark days for B.C. The citizens of B.C. are not condoning it."

A recent Ipsos Reid poll showed 78 per cent of B.C. residents oppose trophy hunting of bears. The Wildlife Act requires hunters to remove black bear meat from the bush, but not grizzly meat.

Art Sterritt of Coastal First Nations said he has seen no evidence of trophy hunters killing bears for food. "Our elders have seen carcasses of bears floating down rivers denuded of their hides and heads and paws."

lpynn@vancouversun.com
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Environmentalist agenda needs a booming economy

 

 

By Dan Gardner, Canwest News ServiceMarch 17, 2009
 

Since 1985, Gallup's polling has included a question that reveals a fundamental fact about the relationship between the economy and the environment.

Do you agree, Gallup asks, that "protection of the environment should be given priority, even at the risk of curbing economic growth"? Or should economic growth "be given priority, even if the environment suffers to some extent?" Or are they "equally important?"

Way back in the Reagan era, 61 per cent of Americans said the environment should get top priority, while 28 per cent put the economy first. Eleven per cent said the environment and the economy are equally important.

In 1991, support for making the environment the top priority hit 71 per cent. But the next year it plummeted to 58 per cent.

Through the rest of the 1990s, support for the environment crept back up, reaching a peak of 70 per cent in January, 2000.

But then it plummeted again, to 57 per cent, a year later. It then slipped further, falling to 47 per cent at the beginning of 2003.

But once again it started inching up, reaching a peak of 55 per cent in 2007.

Then another slide started. In the most recent poll, conducted March, 2008, it's down to 49 per cent.

What makes these results fascinating is how tightly they track the American economy.

As the economy surges, stock markets rise, and unemployment falls, support for making the environment the top priority rises.

When the recessions hit, stocks tank, and unemployment rises, concern for the environment drops.

The big drop from 1991 to 1992? Recession.

The drop after January, 2000? The bursting of the tech bubble and, later, another recession.

Across the years, the correlation is almost eerily precise. Given the current economic crisis, I'd bet my house that support has fallen to a record low.

And no, this isn't a mirage of polling.

In the United Kingdom, organic food sales grew by an average 16 per cent a year between 2003 and 2008, as shoppers happily paid more for goods they believed were better for them and the environment. But "in the coming years," research group Mintel warns, "sales are forecast to dramatically slow and growth is unlikely to hit previous levels any time soon." In the United States, the stock price of organic giant Whole Foods reads like a chart of the economy at large: rising from 2001 to 2006, a flat year in 2007, a collapse in 2008.

Of course, it's not news to anyone who follows the issue that environmental concern rises and falls in tandem with the economy. Among pollsters, political advisers and environmental activists, it's almost a truism. What this means for environmentalism is also pretty obvious. Green policies require popular support. Popular support requires a thriving economy. Ergo, green policies require a thriving economy.

It's not complicated, is it? And yet, environmentalists often show little interest in the health of the economy. Some go further and flatly oppose policies that support economic growth in the belief that growth in almost any form is bad for the environment.

Whatever its merits in theory, the anti-growth philosophy ignores the practical realities of getting things done in a modern democracy. You want clean energy technologies? You want green transportation, high-yield sustainable agriculture, and a dozen other sweeping innovations? They all take money and popular support. How do you generate money and popular support? Economic growth. There is no other way.

The steady-state economy may be an interesting topic of research. It may be a worthy goal in the future. But it is not relevant today.

To see how badly environmentalists hurt themselves by failing to look at problems through an economic lens, consider an issue that is central to environmentalism: population growth.

For decades, greens have been warning about over-population. And with good reason. If populations outstrip resources and technological innovation, there will be hell to pay.

But in the developed world, fertility rates fell below replacement level -- 2.1 babies per woman -- more than 30 years ago. In Canada, fertility is around 1.6 babies. It is even lower in Japan, Italy, Russia and other countries where population decline has begun.

Wonderful, say most environmentalists. Fewer people means less consumption and pollution. These nations are lucky. Soon, they will be cleaner and greener. But this ignores the economic effects of rapidly shrinking populations. They are disastrous. The best that can be hoped for is stagnation. At worst, economies will shrink as fast as populations. And that, inevitably, will lead to plummeting concern for the environment.

Still, a hard-nosed green might think there's a good tradeoff to be had here: People may care less about the environment, but the population decline will be so beneficial that the overall environmental effect will be positive.

Think again. Population size is only one factor in environmental damage. Far more important is behaviour. A small population that lays waste to forests, burns coal with abandon, and merrily dumps all its waste in the nearest river can do far more environmental damage than a large population that finds this barbaric.

This isn't theory. The populations of every industrialized country were far smaller 75 and 100 years ago than they are today and yet, in all these countries, most environmental indicators were far worse 75 and 100 years ago than they are today. What changed was economic growth: Growing wealth supported greater environmental concern and we changed how we live.

There's every reason to think this process can work in reverse. Which is why smart environmentalists put the economy first.
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UN scheme provides $18 million to five countries to slash emissions, create jobs

Five pilot countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America are set to receive $18 million in funding from a United Nations programme aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions from forests while boosting local livelihoods.

The UN Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (UN-REDD) was launched last September by Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon as a way of combating climate change through creating incentives to reverse the trend of deforestation.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) estimates that the cutting down of forests is now contributing close to 20 per cent of the overall greenhouse gases entering the atmosphere.

The programme’s Policy Board, at its recent inaugural meeting in Panama, approved $18 million in funding – roughly a third of the sum currently available – for the Democratic Republic of Congo, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Tanzania and Viet Nam.

“This is a very significant first step for the UN-REDD Programme,” said Angela Cropper, Deputy Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), who chaired the meeting.

“I am heartened to see such a dedicated group of countries, indigenous peoples, civil society, donors and the United Nations come together to reach consensus on this important programme. I am confident that the programme will have a substantial input to the continuing REDD debate.”

Along with the countries currently engaged in the programme implementation, the Policy Board includes members of indigenous peoples groups and civil society, as well as donors and many other interested parties such as the World Bank and the Global Environment Facility secretariat.

In addition to the five countries that are set to receive the new funds, Bolivia, Panama, Paraguay and Zambia have also already expressed interest in receiving assistance through UN-REDD – a collaboration between UNEP, the UN Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and the UN Development Programme (UNDP).
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U.N. PROGRAMME TO REDUCE GREENHOUSE EMISSIONS FROM FORESTS SUPPORTS FIVE PILOT COUNTRIES: 
UN-REDD, the United Nations programme aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions from forests and boosting livelihoods in tropical nations has approved $18 million in support of five pilot countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America. The funds will help the Democratic Republic of Congo, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Tanzania and Viet Nam prepare their national plans for the inclusion of Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in a new climate deal. UN-REDD was launched in September of last year by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon and the Prime Minister of Norway Jens Stoltenberg.
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