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Canberra Times (Australia): UN to tackle mercury menace

3/03/2009

Fear sparked by global recession, strains on banks and volatile paper currencies has brought the glitter back to gold. Its value has been rising rapidly in recent months, as investors seek a safe-haven from the economic and financial storm. 

But gold's resurgence has strengthened demand for its ugly long-time associate, mercury, a toxic heavy metal widely used in Asia, Africa and Latin America by millions of small-scale gold miners. 

The United Nations Environment Program estimates that about 6000 tonnes of mercury are released each year into the air, land, rivers, lakes and seas, creating a global pollution danger. The liquid metal damages the human nervous system, and impairs the functioning of the liver and thyroid glands. It also causes memory loss and disturbed vision. 

Of the 6000 tonnes, about one-third comes from burning coal to generate electricity, power industries and heat homes. Increased coal use in Asia means that mercury emissions are rising in the region. Gold mining is the second biggest source of mercury releases. 

When the poison is belched into the air from power plants, smelters and incinerators, it returns to earth via rain, with bacteria and other natural processes converting it to organic methylmercury in lakes, rivers and oceans. 

Released into river systems that flow into the sea, the poison is widely dispersed through the world's oceans. Scientists say that as global warming melts the Arctic, mercury trapped in ice and sediments is being re-released back into the oceans where it builds up through the food chain as bigger creatures consume smaller ones. 

To tackle the mercury scourge, more than 140 nations meeting at UNEP headquarters in Nairobi, agreed last month to negotiate a binding global treaty to tighten controls on its use. The accord, backed by China, India and many Asian countries, came after the Obama administration announced it had reversed the US stance on the issue and was now in favour of a ban on mercury. The European Union has called for the ban to start by 2011. 

However, reaching agreement on the details of the treaty and then implementing it effectively will be difficult and take years. It will involve finding cost-effective substitutes for mercury in products like thermometers, high-intensity lamps and liquid crystal displays, and in processes such as paper-making and plastics production. 

It will also involve tighter controls on mining, storage, export and import of mercury. Most mercury mines are now closed and China only supplies its own market. So mercury comes from the leftover stockpiles of shuttered mines or the dozens of companies in Europe and the US that recycle the metal from old light bulbs, batteries or industrial waste, according to the UN and the Zero Mercury Working Group, a coalition of 40 organisations that campaigns to reduce mercury use. 

International trade in mercury, which is easy to transport, is poorly regulated. Mercury supplied for legal purposes is often diverted to gold mining, where it fetches a much higher price. In Indonesia, for example, use of mercury in gold mining is illegal. However, the price of gold has more than tripled since 2001 and mercury is the easiest way to separate gold from ore. 

Tens of thousands of remote mining sites have mushroomed, mostly in Asia, Latin America and Africa as poor people try to make money from the gold boom. Small-scale gold mining uses as much as 1000 tonnes of mercury each year. UNEP estimates that 10 million miners and their families in countries such as Indonesia, India, Papua-New Guinea, Brazil and Zimbabwe may be suffering from mercury poisoning or exposure. It says that on Mindanao, the main island in the southern Philippines, 70 per cent of gold miners may have chronic mercury intoxication. 

Transitioning to a low-mercury world is a laudable and essential goal. But it will take a high degree of international cooperation and government action to achieve. 

While the terms of a new mercury treaty are negotiated, steps will be taken to raise awareness of the risks in using the poison in small-scale mining. 

The UN has already spent $US7 million in six developing countries, including Indonesia, to educate miners and local suppliers about mercury. 

However, the miners like the liquid metal because it is relatively cheap, works fast, and leaves the gold cleaner than traditional panning. The only readily available alternative is cyanide also a poison that can ravage human and health and the environment.
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Japan Times (Japan): Tackling the dangers of mercury

March 3, 2009
SINGAPORE — Fear sparked by global recession, strains on banks and volatile paper currencies has brought the glitter back to gold. Its value has been rising rapidly in recent months, as investors seek a safe haven from the economic and financial storm. 

But gold's resurgence has strengthened demand for its ugly longtime associate, mercury, a toxic heavy metal widely used in Asia, Africa and Latin America by millions of small-scale gold miners. 

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) estimates that about 6,000 tons of mercury are released each year into the air, land, rivers, lakes and seas, creating a global pollution problem. The liquid metal damages the human nervous system and impairs the functioning of the liver and thyroid glands. It also causes memory loss and disturbed vision.

Japan is a strong supporter of moves to curb mercury use. The terrible long-term effects on the population around Minamata Bay from mercury poisoning helped alert the world to the danger. In 1956, researchers identified the condition caused by eating contaminated fish and shellfish. It was characterized by trouble with walking, difficulty speaking and convulsions. A generation later, in the 1970s, the effects persisted, as mothers poisoned in their youth gave birth to children with severe afflictions, including gnarled limbs, mental retardation, deafness and blindness. 

Of the 6,000 tons of annual mercury releases worldwide, approximately one-third comes from burning coal to generate electricity, power industries and heat homes. Increased coal use in Asia, especially in populous China, India and Indonesia, means that mercury emissions are rising in the region. Gold mining is the second-biggest source of mercury releases.

When mercury is belched into the air from power plants, smelters and incinerators, it returns to Earth via rain, then bacteria and other natural processes convert it to methylmercury in lakes, rivers and oceans. Released into river systems that flow into the sea, the poison is dispersed through the world's oceans.

Scientists say that as global warming melts the Arctic, mercury trapped in ice and sediments is being re-released back into the oceans. It builds up in the food chain as bigger creatures consume smaller ones. Flesh of the biggest fish, among them tuna, swordfish, mackerel and sharks, contain the highest mercury concentrations.

In the United States, just under 5 million women, or one in 12 of the female population, have mercury in their bodies above the level considered safe by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. The U.S. and other governments have advised pregnant women, children and other groups considered vulnerable to mercury poisoning to limit fish consumption.

The global spread of mercury even to "clean and green" countries is illustrated in Sweden. Around 50,000 of the country's famed lakes have pike fish with mercury levels exceeding international health limits. Most mercury in Sweden is thought to have come from elsewhere. Swedish women of childbearing age are advised not to eat pike, perch, turbot and eel at all; the rest of the population, only once a week. 

To tackle the mercury scourge, more than 140 nations meeting at UNEP headquarters in Nairobi agreed Feb. 20 to negotiate a binding global treaty to tighten controls on its use. The accord, backed by China, India and many Asian countries, came after the Obama administration announced it had reversed the U.S. stance and was now favored a ban on mercury. The European Union has called for the ban to start by 2011.

However, reaching agreement on the details of the treaty and then implementing it effectively will be difficult and take years. It will involve finding cost-effective substitutes for mercury in products like thermometers, high-intensity lamps and liquid crystal displays, and in processes such as paper-making and plastics production. 

It will also involve tighter controls on mining, storage, export and import of mercury. Most mercury mines are now closed, and China only supplies its own market. So mercury comes from the leftover stockpiles of shuttered mines or the dozens of companies in Europe and the U.S. that recycle the metal from old light bulbs, batteries or industrial waste, according to the U.N. and the Zero Mercury Working Group, a coalition of 40 organizations that campaigns to reduce mercury use.

International trade in mercury, which is easy to transport, is poorly regulated. Mercury supplied for legal purposes is often diverted to gold mining, where it fetches a much higher price. In Indonesia, for example, use of mercury in gold mining is illegal. However, the price of gold has more than tripled since 2001 and mercury is the easiest way to separate gold from ore.

Tens of thousands of remote mining sites have mushroomed, mostly in Asia, Latin America and Africa as poor people try to make money from the gold boom. Small-scale gold mining uses as much as 1,000 tons of mercury each year. 

UNEP estimates that 10 million miners and their families in countries such as Indonesia, India, Papua New Guinea, Brazil and Zimbabwe may suffer from mercury poisoning or exposure. It says that on Mindanao, in the southern Philippines, 70 percent of gold miners may have chronic mercury intoxication. 

Transitioning to a low-mercury world is a laudable and essential goal. But it will take much international cooperation and government action to achieve.

While the terms of a new mercury treaty are negotiated, steps will be taken to raise awareness of the risks in using the poison in small-scale mining. The U.N. has already spent $7 million in six developing countries, including Indonesia, to educate miners and local suppliers about mercury.

Miners like the liquid metal because it is relatively cheap, works fast, and leaves the gold cleaner than traditional panning. The only readily available alternative is cyanide — also a poison that can ravage human and health and the environment.
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Korea Herald (South Korea): A champion of green growth

2009.03.03

A green fever is sweeping Korea. 

The government is pushing its most ambitious plans ever for promoting eco-friendly development. Companies from energy to finance to telecoms promise investment that would help reduce dependence on fossil fuels and slow global warming. Local authorities are laying new bicycle paths and creating more green space at city centers. 

At the vanguard of the so-called "Green New Deal" is Kim Hyung-kook, chairman of the Presidential Committee on Green Growth. 

The environmental urban planning professor at Seoul National University was picked in January to head the new committee, aimed to formulate and coordinate polices for the "low carbon, green growth" initiative championed by President Lee Myung-bak. 

For Kim, green growth is not merely a developmental strategy, nor is it a set of environmental protection policies. 

"This is part of a grand transformation in human civilization. We are in the midst of an ecological modernization," he said in an interview. 

In August, Lee laid out the green strategy as a vision for the nation's advancement during the next 60 years. The government fleshed out the concept with a set of programs dubbed Green New Deal in January. 

The initiative is based on a new prospect of modernization, in which industrialization no more conflicts with the cause of environmental protection and eco-friendly efforts create new economic value, Kim said. 

"What we are doing is setting a new landmark in this important transition of the history of modernization," Kim said. 

The committee recently drafted a law to provide the legal framework for a diverse policy agenda on green growth. 

"The goals and concept of green growth are still evolving rather than established," he said, adding that the vision remains open to new ideas, goals and requirements, he added. 

The soft-spoken 65-year-old scholar last year served as chairman of the Presidential Committee on Sustainable Development, which has been incorporated into the current panel. 

Green growth replaced sustainable development as a concept to harmonize development and environmental protection. 

"Sustainable development was more of a moral declaration and lacked concrete policies to realize what it envisioned," he noted. "In comparison, green growth is based on a tangible policy vision." 

The green growth vision started from a new way of looking at the problems of a carbon-based economy, brought home last year by sky-rocketing oil prices. 

"Unlike the sustainable development concept, it is based on a clear causal relation among energy, the environment and the economy," he said. 

Boosting energy efficiency helps stabilize and develop the economy and improve the environment, and efforts to preserve our environment and reduce greenhouse gas emissions create new economic values, he explained. 

Equipped with energy-saving LED (light-emitting diode) devices, his office in downtown Seoul exemplifies one component of the green agenda. 

The government plans to replace all conventional incandescent light bulbs at public facilities with LED lamps within the year. 

Cheong Wa Dae and other government buildings both large and small began retrofitting facilities to save energy and reduce the emissions of carbon and other pollutants. 

"The committee will demonstrate how small steps that can be practiced in daily life at home and in the office can help cope with the enormous challenge the world is faced with," he said. 

The committee leads the campaign for what can be called a green lifestyle revolution, such as the increased use of bicycles and introduction of a daylight saving time scheme. 

The government plans to spend 1.2 trillion won ($827 million) in the next decade to build a nationwide network of bicycle paths. 

"Bicycles will not only help alleviate traffic congestion and reduce pollution, but will greatly help change people's mindset," he said. 

It is also considering the introduction of the summertime system, which it expects to help reduce the usage electricity by 0.3 percent. 

Korea is one of only three countries in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development yet to adopt it. Labor unions opposite, concerned that it could be abused to lengthen work time. 

"The daylight saving time is a way of optimizing the use of space by changing the timetable and using resources more effectively," he said. 

"There is no need for workers to worry. For salaries are paid for the length of time they worked." 

The term Green New Deal was first proposed in July by a group of experts sponsored by the New Economics Foundation of the United Kingdom. 

To fight the "triple crunch" of a financial crisis, climate change and soaring energy prices, the group proposed a program that combines stabilization in the short term with the longer-term restructuring of financial, taxation and energy systems. 

In October, the U.N. Environment Program launched the Green Economy Initiative to refocus the global economy toward investments in green technology, energy and infrastructure. 

The chairman is one of the main architects of the Korean version of Green New Deal. 

In early January, the Korean government unveiled a comprehensive program to fight climate change, spur growth and create new jobs. 

The plans include developing renewable energy resources, supporting research into fuel-cell cars, cleaning up the nation's four major rivers, building green transportation networks and providing energy-saving homes, offices and schools. 

The government will also promote financial instruments and funds to draw more investment in green industries. 

A nationwide campaign and education programs are being prepared to raise public awareness and draw more civilian participation in the initiative. 

The project aims to create some 960,000 new jobs by injecting 50 trillion won, including 7 trillion won from the private sector, in eco-friendly projects over the next four years. 

The committee said that Korea should be among the world's top 10 greenest nations in terms of technology, energy consumption and other measures by 2030. 

Supporters hailed the project both as visionary and practical as it both prepares for future and tackles the current economic crisis. 

Critics, however, point to the fact that the plans largely involved construction projects, most notably the river refurbishing plan. 

New jobs they create are largely manual, construction work that pay less and will disappear at the end of the projects, they said. 

But the chairman said the projects are to build the infrastructure on which growth industries will prosper and generate new values. 

He said environmentally-friendly industries will also create brand new middle-skill jobs such as managing an eco-friendly river system, remodeling houses and laying solar panels. 

"A well-managed marshy land in Suncheon Bay (in South Jeolla Province) drew nearly 2 million tourists in 2008, compared to 100,000 in 2002. The work created 620,000 jobs a year and added huge economic value to the local economy," he said. 

The government is also studying a new carbon tax and a cap-and-trade program designed to curtail greenhouse gas. It has yet to decide on the regulation, which is opposed by industries. 

To encourage corporations to join in the initiative, the government plans to provide financial support, plus tax and other administrative incentives. 

More than anything, he said, a new consciousness is needed for both companies and consumers to tackle new environmental challenges. 

"We all should become green consumers," which will prompt companies to find out a more eco-friendly way of producing goods, he said. He also said companies should be reminded of their "moral duty" to reduce pollution and the long-term challenge of complying with stricter international standards on gas emissions. 

From the United States to South Africa, governments and businesses around the world are embracing Green New Deal, inspired by Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal vision during the Great Depression of the 1930s. 

According to a study by Deutsche Bank, governments around the world have committed more than $200 billion in more than 250 policies to support alternative energy development and climate-change mitigation. 

U.S. President Barack Obama pledged to create 5 million "green-collar" jobs as part of a $787 billion stimulus package, of which nearly 14 percent have been assigned for green energy including tax breaks, loan guarantees and incentives. 

Similar initiatives have been taken in the United Kingdom, France, Japan, Germany and even China, the world's heaviest polluter. 

Concerns have been voiced that the global financial crisis will impact investments in those industries of tomorrow that promise relatively low short-term profit. 

The transition to a green economy faces a mountain of obstacles, from subsidies for industries based on fossil fuels, to the still lower level of reliability and efficiency of low-carbon energy, plus a lack of institutional framework and societal consensus in many parts of the world. 

Proponents, however, say the world should act now for a green transition, not simply to save the environment, but also to pull the world out of recession early. 

Global economic growth over the past five decades has been accompanied by accelerated environmental decline. 

From 1981-2005, global gross domestic product more than doubled, in contrast to the 60 percent of the world's ecosystems which were being degraded or used in an unsustainable manner, according to a study by the UNEP. 

Annual global spending on the environment is estimated at $10 billion per year, in contrast to the $60-90 billion needed for environmental investments that contribute directly to poverty reduction alone, the UNEP said. 

As one of leaders in the green strategy, Korea will actively participate in the global initiative and promote international and regional cooperative efforts, the chairman said. 

He said the government is discussing cooperation with the UNEP to help reforest poverty-stricken North Korea. 

The Seoul government is also pushing East Asian body to tackle climate change and seeking a greater role in preventing poor countries from damaging the environment for development. 
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IPS (South Africa): The Colour of 2010 Is Green

March 3rd 2009

Take to the roads in South Africa, and chances are you'll be confronted with an obstacle course that includes mind-numbing congestion, close shaves with speeding drivers, and the fog of exhaust fumes.

You may also find yourself wondering what will become of this beleaguered transport network when visitors arrive in the country en masse for the 2010 Fédération Internationale de Football World Cup. 

If all goes as intended, however, choking on fumes will be the least of the fans' problems. 

Authorities are joining forces with the Global Environment Facility (GEF) with the aim of making the network more environmentally sound ahead of 2010, in part through improving mass transport in a nation where many are reliant on cars. 

This builds on government's existing plans to improve the transport sector at a cost of over 500 million dollars. 

The hope is that the proposed GEF investment will also be of lasting benefit to South Africans, many of whom face great difficulties as a result of the country's inadequate public transportation. 

"Well designed, well run, and sensibly planned public transport can play a key role in cutting climate change emissions. It can also help to improve local air quality and bridge social and economic divides," said Monique Barbut, chief executive officer of the GEF - a partnership of the World Bank, United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and United Nations Development Programme. 

The Washington-based facility, established in 1991, is now said to be the biggest source of grants for environmental projects in developing countries. The GEF funds initiatives in six main areas, including climate change and ozone layer depletion. 

News of the facility's planned involvement in South Africa's transport sector came during the Third GEF Assembly, a two-day meeting that wrapped up Wednesday in the coastal city of Cape Town. 

New funding for the body was announced at the assembly. Over three billion dollars have been provided by donors to replenish the GEF, with some 11 million tentatively earmarked for the South African transport project. 

Proposals will have to be made by government departments in the nine cities hosting World Cup matches which hope to take advantage of this opportunity. These need to be submitted by December. 

"I'm sitting in my office with proposals for tram systems, mass volume transport systems…They can carry more people, meaning that you'll (get) a number of private vehicles off the road…in favour of safer public transport that will carry large volumes, and emit less fuel emissions," Mathabatha Mokonyama, acting deputy director general in the Department of Transport, told IPS. 

UNDP-funded consultants have reportedly been meeting officials in the nine cities, to decide where GEF investments could best be made. 

"You could easily establish a bus rapid transport system by determining, for example, that one lane - which already has been tried selectively - is available for buses…People will switch to bus transport," Achim Steiner, UNEP executive director and under-secretary general, told IPS at the GEF gathering, in reference to measures that could be taken in Cape Town to ease pressure on a main road into the city. 

"You can speed up the comparative advantage of changing to public transport from individual private transport simply by making a policy decision. But it has to be supported by the users." 

Cape Town is one of the venues for the World Cup. 

Pedestrian and cycle paths that complement bus routes could also be considered, notably in some of the smaller cities where matches will be played. 

Efforts to make South African transport environmentally-friendly have been endorsed by renowned footballers Ronaldo Luiz Nazario de Lima of Brazil, and France's Zinédine Zidane. 

"Sub-standard public transport perpetuates poverty, generates health-threatening polluted air and contributes to climate chance, which affects everyone, everywhere," the two noted in an Aug. 28 statement. 

"We both have personal experience of this as we were both brought up in communities where poor quality public transport was all too sadly the norm." 

The plan comes on the heels of a similar initiative in Germany during the 2006 World Cup, titled 'Green Goal'. 

"Preliminary results indicate that the Green Goal in Germany, in which UNEP was involved, led to some 70 percent of fans taking public transport or using alternative modes such as cycling or walking to get to and from matches," said Steiner in a statement. 

"There were also significant achievements in areas such as energy savings, rainwater harvesting and waste minimization at stadia." 

The GEF is also funding transport-related projects elsewhere, including one in Mexico City. 

The introduction of measures such as bus rapid transport and cycle paths in this city have led to a reduction in smog, says a World Bank report issued this month: 'Promoting Global Environmental Priorities in the Urban Transport Sector: Experience from GEF Projects Implemented by the World Bank Group.
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FAO (Italy): World fisheries must prepare for climate change
2 March 2009
FAO releases new "State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture" report. Fishing-reliant communities in the developing world are extremely vulnerable to climate change.

The fishing industry and national fisheries authorities must do more to understand and prepare for the impacts that climate change will have on world fisheries, says a new FAO report published today.

According to the latest edition of the UN agency's The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture (SOFIA), existing responsible fishing practices need to be more widely implemented and current management plans should be expanded to include strategies for coping with climate change. 

"Best practices that are already on the books but not always implemented offer clear, established tools towards making fisheries more resilient to climate change," said Kevern Cochrane, one of SOFIA's authors. "So the message to fishers and fisheries authorities is clear: get in line with current best practices, like those contained in FAO's Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, and you've already taken important strides towards mitigating the effects of climate change."

Vulnerable food systems and communities

Climate change is already modifying the distribution of both marine and freshwater species. Warmer-water species are being pushed towards the poles and experiencing changes in habitat size and productivity.

And climate change is affecting the seasonality of biological processes, altering marine and freshwater food webs, with unpredictable consequences for fish production.

For communities who heavily rely on fisheries, any decreases in the local availability of fish or increases in the instability in their livelihoods will pose serious problems.

“Many fisheries are being exploited at the top range of their productive capacity. When you look at the impacts that climate change might have on ocean ecosystems, that raises concerns as to how they'll hold up," said Cochrane.

Urgent efforts are needed to help fishery and aquaculture dependent communities to strengthen their resilience to climate change, especially those most vulnerable, he added.

Fishing's carbon footprint

Fisheries and aquaculture make a minor but significant contribution to greenhouse gas emissions during fishing operations and transport, processing and storage of fish, according to today's report.

The average ratio of fuel to carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions for capture fisheries is estimated at about 3 teragrams of CO2 per million tonnes of fuel used. "That could be improved. Good fisheries management can substantially improve fuel efficiency for the sector," Cochrane said. "Overcapacity and excess fishing capacity mean fewer fish caught per vessel—that is, lower fuel efficiency—while competition for limited resources means fishers are always looking to increase engine power, which also lowers efficiency."

Compared to actual fishing operations, emissions per kilogram of post-harvest aquatic products transported by air are quite high, SOFIA adds. Intercontinental airfreight emits 8.5 kg of CO2 per kilogram of fish transported. This is about 3.5 times that for sea freight and more than 90 times that from local transportation of fish where it is consumed within 400 kilometres of catch.

New production figures

Total world fisheries production reached a new high of 143.6 million tonnes in 2006 (92 million tonnes capture fisheries, 51.7 million tonnes aquaculture). Of that, 110.4 million tonnes was used for human consumption, with the remainder going to non-food uses (livestock feed, fishmeal for aquaculture).

The production increases came from the aquaculture sector, which now accounts for 47 percent of all fish consumed by humans as food. Production in capture fisheries has levelled off and is not likely to increase beyond current levels.

Status of wild stocks

Nineteen percent of the major commercial marine fish stocks monitored by FAO are overexploited, 8 percent are depleted, and 1 percent is ranked as recovering from depletion, today's report indicates.

Around half (52%) rank as fully exploited and are producing catches that are at or close to their maximum sustainable limits.

Twenty percent of stocks fall into the moderately exploited or underexploited category.

Areas with the highest proportions of fully-exploited stocks are the Northeast Atlantic, the Western Indian Ocean and the Northwest Pacific.

SOFIA identifies overcapacity—a combination of too many boats and highly effective fishing technologies— as a key problem affecting fisheries today.

Progress in tackling this issue has been slow, it says, and "there has been only limited progress in mainstreaming precautionary and ecosystem approaches to fisheries, eliminating bycatch and discards, regulating bottom-trawl fisheries, managing shark fisheries and dealing with illegal fishing."

Other findings

SOFIA paints a clear picture of the importance of fishing and aquaculture in the developing world. 

An estimated 43.5 million people are directly involved, either full or part time, in capture fisheries and aquaculture. Most (86%) live in Asia. An additional 4 million are engaged in the sector on an occasional basis. Factoring in employment in fish processing, marketing and service industries and including the families of all people employed directly or indirectly from fisheries and aquaculture, over half a billion people depend on the sector.

Fish provides more than 2.9 billion people with at least 15 percent of their average per capita animal protein intake. It contributes at least 50 percent of total animal protein intake in many small island developing states as well as in Bangladesh, Cambodia, Equatorial Guinea, French Guiana, the Gambia, Ghana, Indonesia and Sierra Leone. 

Both direct employment and jobs in related industries are likewise important for developing countries, while their revenues from fisheries exports earn have reached $24.6 billion annually.

The world's motorized fishing fleet totals around 2.1 million vessels. The vast majority (90%) measure under 12 meters in length. Some 23 000 are large-tonnage "industrialized" vessels. The nationality of several thousand of these is unknown—this “unknown” category has expanded in recent years in spite of global efforts to eliminate illegal fishing.

SOFIA also includes chapters on the occupational safety of fishers, seafood certification schemes, marine genetic resources, shrimp fishing, and the use of wild fish as seed and feed in aquaculture.

Discussions at FAO

Starting today, representatives of over 80 countries are gathering at FAO's Rome headquarters for the 28th session of the UN agency's Committee on Fisheries (COFI), where they will discuss the issues raised in SOFIA and the program of work for FAO's Fisheries and Aquaculture Department.
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AFP: UN report warns fishing industry on climate change

Top of Form

Mon Mar 2, 4:26 am ET

The fishing industry must do more to confront the effects of climate change as well as get a grip on the perennial problem of overfishing, said a UN report to be published Monday.

The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture (SOFIA) report said responsible fishing practices must be more widely implemented and called for new strategies to cope with climate change.

"Climate change is already modifying the distribution of both marine and freshwater species. Warmer-water species are being pushed towards the poles and experiencing changes in habitat size and productivity.

"And climate change is affecting the seasonality of biological processes, altering marine and freshwater food webs, with unpredictable consequences for fish production," the study said.

Urgent efforts are needed to help fishing communities strengthen their resilience to climate change, especially those who are most vulnerable, said Kevern Cochrane, one of its authors.

The report, compiled by the UN's Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), said the key problem was still overfishing and warned that communities relying heavily on fishing could face serious problems if stocks continue to dwindle.

Overfishing, which affects 19 percent of major commercial fish stocks monitored by the FAO, was being facilitated by a higher number of trawlers in operation and increasingly effective technology, it said.

Areas with the highest levels of fully-exploited stocks are the northeast Atlantic, the western Indian Ocean and the northwest Pacific, the FAO said.

It also criticised paltry efforts to regulate bottom-trawl fishing, manage shark fisheries and tackle illegal fishing, saying there had only been "limited progress".
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AP: Thousands rally for legislation on climate change

Mon Mar 2, 6:14 pm ET

Several thousand demonstrators on Monday urged Congress to pass legislation to reduce greenhouse gases, and they targeted the government's own Capitol power plant as a symbol of the problem.

An enthusiastic crowd of mostly young people marched from a park near the Capitol to the small power plant several blocks away, chanting "We don't want the world to boil, no coal, no oil!"

Some demonstrators peacefully stood in front of the power plant's gated entrances while police stood by. There were no arrests, said Sgt. Kimberly Schneider, a Capitol Police spokeswoman.

Despite attempts by lawmakers to clean up the power plant in southeast Washington, it still burns coal and accounts for a third of the legislative branch's greenhouse gas emissions.

"We need to move rapidly for a clean energy future," said Charlie Garlow, of Silver Spring, Md., who was dressed as a smokestack. Asked about what he hoped the rally would accomplish, he replied, "We want to make sure a good bill gets passed, not a watered down one."

Ahjani Yepa-Sprague, an American Indian who lives in Michigan, said coal is destroying her community's way of life.

"Every inland lake in Michigan is contaminated with mercury," she said. "This is the first generation in the history of our people that our children cannot eat fish given to us by the creator."

The group met about a dozen counter-demonstrators who held signs reading: "Our economy runs on coal." The counter-demonstrators argued that coal is affordable and that renewable alternatives to coal-fired power plants won't meet a growing demand for electricity.

The Capitol power plant hasn't generated electricity since 1952, but it does provide steam for heating and chilled water for cooling buildings within the Capitol complex.

Del. Eleanor Holmes Norton, the city's nonvoting member of Congress, said she's been fighting against the power plant since taking office nearly two decades ago.

"It has poisoned untold numbers of people who live in the District of Columbia," she said.

Norton and others at the rally said they were encouraged by House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid who last week called for converting the plant entirely to natural gas in a letter to the Architect of the Capitol, which oversees the maintenance and operation of the Capitol Complex.

The protest on energy and climate came as Washington began digging out from its largest snowfall of the season. Organizers noted that climate change causes more extreme weather, and they said the issue is important enough that people were willing to brave the cold.

"God has a sense of humor," said protester Rhody Streeter, of Louisville, Ky., referring to the weather.
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AFP: EU confident Obama will follow its lead on climate change

Mon Mar 2, 5:24 pm ET

The EU presidency is confident that the United States under President Barack Obama "will follow the leadership of the European Union", by setting ambitious mid-term goals for cutting greenhouse gases.

The 27 EU nations in December committed to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 20 percent by 2020 but have also agreed to increase the cut if the rest of the developed world gets on board with the plan.

"We know that the US wants to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 80 percent by 2050, we don't know what their mid-term target is," Czech Environment Minister Martin Bursik told reporters after a meeting with his EU counterparts.

"We understand that the United States will follow the leadership of the European Union," said Bursik, whose country holds the rotating EU presidency.

The ministers see the arrival of Obama as a great boost for the chances of agreeing a far-reaching global deal for climate change at talks in Copenhagen in December.

Obama's predecessor George W. Bush refused to ratify the Kyoto protocol which the Copenhagen meeting will seek to replace.

EU Environment Commissioner Stavros Dimas echoed the Czech optimism.

If Obama is promising such sweeping greenhouse gas cuts by 2050 "that means they have to put on the table a mid-term target also. They can't do it all in the last year."

Bursik and Dimas announced that they would visit Washington on March 14-15 to sound out the intentions of the US administration.

And "climate change will be one of the first things we will discuss with President Obama when he visits Prague on April 5," said Bursik.

Obama is to meet with European leaders at an EU-US summit in the Czech capital, Czech Prime Minister Mirek Topolanek announced Sunday.

The EU leaders hailed Obama's plan for a landmark carbon gas cap-and-trade system to both fight climate change and pump billions into the Treasury purse to fund renewable energy programs.

The innovative program -- similar to one already in place in Europe -- would rev up US efforts against global warming by reducing the output of carbon dioxide and other polluting gases, while raising direly-needed revenue.

The administration's proposed programme was part of a 3.55-trillion-dollar budget unveiled by the president last month, which outlines a cap-and-trade system which would limit emissions of greenhouse gases by manufacturers, and permit companies to trade the right to pollute to other manufacturers.

Dimas stressed that the 30 percent emissions reduction target would be an average for developed nations and "the United States could do more or less".

The objectives will be achieved he assured, asserting that "leadership without an ambitious mid-term target" is useless.
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AFP: EU fails to pledge climate aid to poor nations

Mon Mar 2, 6:23 pm ET

EU environment ministers on Monday failed to agree on how to support poorer nations to fund the fight against climate change, and kicked the problem upstairs to the heads of state and government.

"We were not quite able to reach consensus on the financing mechanism. This is an issue where the (EU) council (of nations) will need more discussion time," EU Environment Commissioner Stavros Dimas, said after an elongated meeting of EU environment ministers in Brussels.

Czech deputy environment minister Jan Dursik said that "one nation wanted to keep all the options open", without naming it.

It emerged that the dissenting nation was Poland, which continued talks with the EU presidency long after some other delegations had already left the talks.

The unresolved matter will now go to EU finance ministers at their March 10 meeting before ending up in the laps of the 27 heads of state and government at the next European Union summit on March 19-20.

The EU ministers agreed that it would take 175 billion euros per year in 2020.

EU Environment Commissioner Stavros Dimas said half of that amount would need to be found for developing nations.

Greenpeace slammed the EU's failure to help out.

"Environment ministers have ducked and passed the climate funding hot potato to finance ministers," said Greenpeace EU climate and energy policy director Joris den Blanken.

"While billions of taxpayers' money is being used to prop up failed banks and carmakers, not one euro cent is being pledged to help the developing world tackle a problem that Europeans helped create," he added.

Greenpeace and other NGOs have said the European Union should be contributing around 35 billion euros.
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AFP: Carbon pollution: Gordon Brown is bottom of the class

Mon Mar 2, 11:54 am ET

British Prime Minister Gordon Brown causes more greenhouse-gas emissions than three other major European leaders, according to a report on Monday in Terra Eco, a French environmental monthly.

Last year Brown emitted more than 8,400 tonnes of carbon dioxide (CO2) or its equivalent on official trips, it said.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel was second, with 7,400 tonnes, followed by French President Nicolas Sarkozy, 7,100 tonnes and Spanish Prime Minister Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero, with 6,700 tonnes.

Sarkozy flew 324,000 kilometres (202,500 miles), compared with 175,000 kms (109,000 miles) each for Zapatero and Merkel and 158,000 kms (98,750 miles) for Brown.

Brown, though, caused more carbon pollution because he flies in larger or less fuel-efficient jets, according to Terra Eco's calculations.

Sarkozy flies in an Airbus A 319, Merkel in an A 310 and Zapatero in an A 310 and Super Puma.

Downing Street declined to say what type of aircraft is used by Brown, citing security reasons, Terra Eco said.

Based on information from other journalists and aviation experts, the monthly made its calculations in the belief that he uses a mix of Boeing 747, 757 and 777.

By way of comparison, a large saloon car of average fuel efficiency emits around five tonnes of CO2 per year, based on a distance of 20,000 kms (12,000 miles).
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Reuters: France's Sarkozy greener globe-trotter than UK's Brown: report

Mon Mar 2, 2009 2:28pm EST

French President Nicolas Sarkozy chalked up almost as many miles as Britain's Gordon Brown and Germany's Angela Merkel put together in 2008 but produced less greenhouse gas than either, a magazine reported on Monday.

The distance Sarkozy traveled last year was the equivalent of flying round the world eight times, Terra Eco magazine said, basing its emissions calculations on his itinerary and the type of aircraft used.

Sarkozy flew 324,595 kilometers (201,600 miles) and produced 7,100 metric tons in CO2 emissions, using a more fuel-efficient plane than the two other heads of government, the magazine said.

Britain's prime minister produced the most carbon dioxide of the three, traveling 157,962 kilometers by plane and train and generating 8,429 metric tons of CO2 emissions, it said.

Chancellor Merkel, who made more than half her official trips within Germany last year, traveled 174,440 kilometers and emitted 7,395 metric tons of CO2, the magazine said.

Brown traveled mainly by Boeing 347, 357 and 777 and took the Eurostar train for visits to Paris and Brussels, while Sarkozy used an Airbus A319 and Merkel an Airbus A310, Terra Eco said.

Aviation and shipping make up 5 percent of mankind's carbon dioxide emissions, as cheap flights and rising incomes have led to a boom in air travel, and the increasing globalization of manufacturing means more goods crisscross the world's oceans.
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Reuters: Papua New Guinea creates first conservation area

Tue Mar 3, 2009 1:31am EST

Papua New Guinea has created its first conservation area to save an area of pristine rainforest larger than Singapore and to protect rare animals such as a bear-like tree kangaroo, conservationists said on Tuesday.

Saving the horse-shoe shaped area on the remote eastern Huon Peninsula will also lock away 13 million tons of carbon and the project might eventually yield tradeable carbon offsets to help fund local communities.

"It's the most pristine forest. It's spectacular and what's also amazing is these are forests that even the local land owners in some places they've never gone into themselves," said Lisa Dabek of Seattle's Woodland Park Zoo, told Reuters from Seattle.

The YUS Conservation Area covers 76,000 ha (187,000 acres) from the coast up to peaks of nearby 4,000 meters (13,000 feet).

Dabek, who runs the zoo's tree kangaroo conservation program with support from U.S.-based Conservation International and National Geographic, has worked with villagers in the area over the past 12 years to develop a community program to protect the forests.

"The YUS Conservation Area doesn't have any really commercially interesting forest. It's very rugged, montane," said Bruce Beehler of Conservation International who's been going to Papua New Guinea since 1975.

He said under a new law passed by the government, ministries need to sign off on any area deemed to be of conservation value and the YUS had no timber or minerals of great importance, said Beehler.

Under the conservation plan, 35 villages representing 10,000 people have pledged to create a safe zone for forests and wildlife, particularly for the endangered Matschie's tree kangaroo.

The community will also set the rules governing the conservation area and in return will receive aid for education, health and alternative livelihoods.

"They have bought into this model. A lot of it has to do with the fact the PNG government at the national level doesn't offer them a lot of alternatives for development," said Beehler.

He added many villagers backed the plan because they had heard about or seen other areas stripped by miners or loggers, destroying livelihoods and cultures.

"Everyone knows somebody who's been hurt through that pillaging process," he told Reuters.

Beehler said there were another six or seven groups in the country seeking to create conservation zones under the new law.
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Report on safety of lightbulbs out soon 

By DAVID WILLIAMS - The Press | Monday, 02 March 2009

A report on a Government investigation into the effects of mercury found in energy-efficient lightbulbs is due in May.

Controversy about the impact of mercury from energy-efficient lightbulbs on people, particularly when bulbs break, has prompted the Ministry for the Environment inquiry.

The ministry's manager of hazardous substances and new organisms, Neil Cooper, of Wellington, said the investigation would follow the life cycle of the bulbs, from production to their use and disposal, examining any effects on people or the environment.

Results should be known by the end of May.

The ministry was also conducting a sweeping study an "inventory and flow analysis" into pollution from the highly toxic heavy metal in New Zealand, which would identify sources and any potential problems, Cooper said.

There had been no official Government position on mercury, but there had been discussions during the past four years about the need for New Zealand data, particularly because of a mooted global mercury treaty, Cooper said.

This month, at a meeting of the United Nations Environment Programme's (UNEP) governing council in Nairobi, Kenya, 140 countries agreed to negotiate towards an international mercury treaty by 2013.

"Most of the naturally occurring mercury in New Zealand comes from geothermal activity, but the amount that puts into the atmosphere would be pretty low," Cooper said.

Mercury is also released by coal burning, but it was thought to be less polluting than geothermal activity.

"In New Zealand it has not been seen as a problem, and certainly other countries have a far greater issue with it," Cooper said.

Results from the environmental study of mercury are due at the end of April.

http://www.stuff.co.nz/marlboroughexpress/4864645a6422.html 
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Global fisheries must brace for climate change, warns UN report

Fishing-reliant communities in the developing world are extremely vulnerable to climate change

2 March 2009 – The fishing industry and government authorities must plan ahead to deal with the impact of climate change on fisheries worldwide, according to a new United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) report.

Responsible practices must be put into place more widely and management plans should include strategies for dealing with global warming, according to the FAO publication, entitled “The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture” (SOFIA).

Communities that rely heavily on fishing for their income will face serious challenges if fewer fish are available, with developing countries earning almost $25 billion annually in fish exports. The report estimated that more than 500 million people worldwide depend on the fishing sector.

The distribution of marine and freshwater species is already being affected by climate change, with warmer-water species being pushed towards the poles and changing in habitat size and productivity.

Biological processes are also being impacted, which has consequences for fish production, warned the report. 

Kevern Cochrane, one of the report’s authors, said that the message to fishers and authorities is clear: “Get in line with current best practices, like those contained in FAO’s Code for Responsible Fisheries, and you’ve already taken important strides towards mitigating the effects of climate change.”

He cautioned that many fisheries are already being exploited at maximum productive capacity. 

“When you look at the impacts that climate change might have on ocean ecosystems, that raises concerns as to how they’ll hold up,” said Mr. Cochrane.

The issues covered by SOFIA will be discussed by representatives from over 80 countries who are gathering today at FAO Headquarters in Rome for the 28th session of the Committee on Fisheries (COFI).

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=30062&Cr=fao&Cr1=fish 
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UN to tackle mercury menace

MICHAEL RICHARDSON, 3/03/2009

Fear sparked by global recession, strains on banks and volatile paper currencies has brought the glitter back to gold. Its value has been rising rapidly in recent months, as investors seek a safe-haven from the economic and financial storm.

But gold's resurgence has strengthened demand for its ugly long-time associate, mercury, a toxic heavy metal widely used in Asia, Africa and Latin America by millions of small-scale gold miners.

The United Nations Environment Program estimates that about 6000 tonnes of mercury are released each year into the air, land, rivers, lakes and seas, creating a global pollution danger. The liquid metal damages the human nervous system, and impairs the functioning of the liver and thyroid glands. It also causes memory loss and disturbed vision.

Of the 6000 tonnes, about one-third comes from burning coal to generate electricity, power industries and heat homes. Increased coal use in Asia means that mercury emissions are rising in the region. Gold mining is the second biggest source of mercury releases.

When the poison is belched into the air from power plants, smelters and incinerators, it returns to earth via rain, with bacteria and other natural processes converting it to organic methylmercury in lakes, rivers and oceans.

Released into river systems that flow into the sea, the poison is widely dispersed through the world's oceans. Scientists say that as global warming melts the Arctic, mercury trapped in ice and sediments is being re-released back into the oceans where it builds up through the food chain as bigger creatures consume smaller ones.

To tackle the mercury scourge, more than 140 nations meeting at UNEP headquarters in Nairobi, agreed last month to negotiate a binding global treaty to tighten controls on its use. The accord, backed by China, India and many Asian countries, came after the Obama administration announced it had reversed the US stance on the issue and was now in favour of a ban on mercury. The European Union has called for the ban to start by 2011.

However, reaching agreement on the details of the treaty and then implementing it effectively will be difficult and take years. It will involve finding cost-effective substitutes for mercury in products like thermometers, high-intensity lamps and liquid crystal displays, and in processes such as paper-making and plastics production.

It will also involve tighter controls on mining, storage, export and import of mercury. Most mercury mines are now closed and China only supplies its own market. So mercury comes from the leftover stockpiles of shuttered mines or the dozens of companies in Europe and the US that recycle the metal from old light bulbs, batteries or industrial waste, according to the UN and the Zero Mercury Working Group, a coalition of 40 organisations that campaigns to reduce mercury use.

International trade in mercury, which is easy to transport, is poorly regulated. Mercury supplied for legal purposes is often diverted to gold mining, where it fetches a much higher price. In Indonesia, for example, use of mercury in gold mining is illegal. However, the price of gold has more than tripled since 2001 and mercury is the easiest way to separate gold from ore.

Tens of thousands of remote mining sites have mushroomed, mostly in Asia, Latin America and Africa as poor people try to make money from the gold boom. Small-scale gold mining uses as much as 1000 tonnes of mercury each year. UNEP estimates that 10 million miners and their families in countries such as Indonesia, India, Papua-New Guinea, Brazil and Zimbabwe may be suffering from mercury poisoning or exposure. It says that on Mindanao, the main island in the southern Philippines, 70 per cent of gold miners may have chronic mercury intoxication.

Transitioning to a low-mercury world is a laudable and essential goal. But it will take a high degree of international cooperation and government action to achieve.

While the terms of a new mercury treaty are negotiated, steps will be taken to raise awareness of the risks in using the poison in small-scale mining.

The UN has already spent $US7 million in six developing countries, including Indonesia, to educate miners and local suppliers about mercury.

However, the miners like the liquid metal because it is relatively cheap, works fast, and leaves the gold cleaner than traditional panning. The only readily available alternative is cyanide also a poison that can ravage human and health and the environment.

http://www.canberratimes.com.au/news/opinion/editorial/general/un-to-tackle-mercury-menace/1448557.aspx?storypage=0 
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Tackling the dangers of mercury

By MICHAEL RICHARDSON

SINGAPORE — Fear sparked by global recession, strains on banks and volatile paper currencies has brought the glitter back to gold. Its value has been rising rapidly in recent months, as investors seek a safe haven from the economic and financial storm. 

But gold's resurgence has strengthened demand for its ugly longtime associate, mercury, a toxic heavy metal widely used in Asia, Africa and Latin America by millions of small-scale gold miners. 

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) estimates that about 6,000 tons of mercury are released each year into the air, land, rivers, lakes and seas, creating a global pollution problem. The liquid metal damages the human nervous system and impairs the functioning of the liver and thyroid glands. It also causes memory loss and disturbed vision.

Japan is a strong supporter of moves to curb mercury use. The terrible long-term effects on the population around Minamata Bay from mercury poisoning helped alert the world to the danger. In 1956, researchers identified the condition caused by eating contaminated fish and shellfish. It was characterized by trouble with walking, difficulty speaking and convulsions. A generation later, in the 1970s, the effects persisted, as mothers poisoned in their youth gave birth to children with severe afflictions, including gnarled limbs, mental retardation, deafness and blindness. 

Of the 6,000 tons of annual mercury releases worldwide, approximately one-third comes from burning coal to generate electricity, power industries and heat homes. Increased coal use in Asia, especially in populous China, India and Indonesia, means that mercury emissions are rising in the region. Gold mining is the second-biggest source of mercury releases.

When mercury is belched into the air from power plants, smelters and incinerators, it returns to Earth via rain, then bacteria and other natural processes convert it to methylmercury in lakes, rivers and oceans. Released into river systems that flow into the sea, the poison is dispersed through the world's oceans.

Scientists say that as global warming melts the Arctic, mercury trapped in ice and sediments is being re-released back into the oceans. It builds up in the food chain as bigger creatures consume smaller ones. Flesh of the biggest fish, among them tuna, swordfish, mackerel and sharks, contain the highest mercury concentrations.

In the United States, just under 5 million women, or one in 12 of the female population, have mercury in their bodies above the level considered safe by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. The U.S. and other governments have advised pregnant women, children and other groups considered vulnerable to mercury poisoning to limit fish consumption.

The global spread of mercury even to "clean and green" countries is illustrated in Sweden. Around 50,000 of the country's famed lakes have pike fish with mercury levels exceeding international health limits. Most mercury in Sweden is thought to have come from elsewhere. Swedish women of childbearing age are advised not to eat pike, perch, turbot and eel at all; the rest of the population, only once a week. 

To tackle the mercury scourge, more than 140 nations meeting at UNEP headquarters in Nairobi agreed Feb. 20 to negotiate a binding global treaty to tighten controls on its use. The accord, backed by China, India and many Asian countries, came after the Obama administration announced it had reversed the U.S. stance and was now favored a ban on mercury. The European Union has called for the ban to start by 2011.

However, reaching agreement on the details of the treaty and then implementing it effectively will be difficult and take years. It will involve finding cost-effective substitutes for mercury in products like thermometers, high-intensity lamps and liquid crystal displays, and in processes such as paper-making and plastics production. 

It will also involve tighter controls on mining, storage, export and import of mercury. Most mercury mines are now closed, and China only supplies its own market. So mercury comes from the leftover stockpiles of shuttered mines or the dozens of companies in Europe and the U.S. that recycle the metal from old light bulbs, batteries or industrial waste, according to the U.N. and the Zero Mercury Working Group, a coalition of 40 organizations that campaigns to reduce mercury use.

International trade in mercury, which is easy to transport, is poorly regulated. Mercury supplied for legal purposes is often diverted to gold mining, where it fetches a much higher price. In Indonesia, for example, use of mercury in gold mining is illegal. However, the price of gold has more than tripled since 2001 and mercury is the easiest way to separate gold from ore.

Tens of thousands of remote mining sites have mushroomed, mostly in Asia, Latin America and Africa as poor people try to make money from the gold boom. Small-scale gold mining uses as much as 1,000 tons of mercury each year. 

UNEP estimates that 10 million miners and their families in countries such as Indonesia, India, Papua New Guinea, Brazil and Zimbabwe may suffer from mercury poisoning or exposure. It says that on Mindanao, in the southern Philippines, 70 percent of gold miners may have chronic mercury intoxication. 

Transitioning to a low-mercury world is a laudable and essential goal. But it will take much international cooperation and government action to achieve.

While the terms of a new mercury treaty are negotiated, steps will be taken to raise awareness of the risks in using the poison in small-scale mining. The U.N. has already spent $7 million in six developing countries, including Indonesia, to educate miners and local suppliers about mercury.

Miners like the liquid metal because it is relatively cheap, works fast, and leaves the gold cleaner than traditional panning. The only readily available alternative is cyanide — also a poison that can ravage human and health and the environment.

Michael Richardson is a visiting senior research fellow at the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore. 
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[HERALD INTERVIEW]A champion of green growth  

A green fever is sweeping Korea. 

The government is pushing its most ambitious plans ever for promoting eco-friendly development. Companies from energy to finance to telecoms promise investment that would help reduce dependence on fossil fuels and slow global warming. Local authorities are laying new bicycle paths and creating more green space at city centers. 

At the vanguard of the so-called "Green New Deal" is Kim Hyung-kook, chairman of the Presidential Committee on Green Growth. 

The environmental urban planning professor at Seoul National University was picked in January to head the new committee, aimed to formulate and coordinate polices for the "low carbon, green growth" initiative championed by President Lee Myung-bak. 

For Kim, green growth is not merely a developmental strategy, nor is it a set of environmental protection policies. 

"This is part of a grand transformation in human civilization. We are in the midst of an ecological modernization," he said in an interview. 

In August, Lee laid out the green strategy as a vision for the nation's advancement during the next 60 years. The government fleshed out the concept with a set of programs dubbed Green New Deal in January. 

The initiative is based on a new prospect of modernization, in which industrialization no more conflicts with the cause of environmental protection and eco-friendly efforts create new economic value, Kim said. 

"What we are doing is setting a new landmark in this important transition of the history of modernization," Kim said. 

The committee recently drafted a law to provide the legal framework for a diverse policy agenda on green growth. 

"The goals and concept of green growth are still evolving rather than established," he said, adding that the vision remains open to new ideas, goals and requirements, he added. 

The soft-spoken 65-year-old scholar last year served as chairman of the Presidential Committee on Sustainable Development, which has been incorporated into the current panel. 

Green growth replaced sustainable development as a concept to harmonize development and environmental protection. 

"Sustainable development was more of a moral declaration and lacked concrete policies to realize what it envisioned," he noted. "In comparison, green growth is based on a tangible policy vision." 

The green growth vision started from a new way of looking at the problems of a carbon-based economy, brought home last year by sky-rocketing oil prices. 

"Unlike the sustainable development concept, it is based on a clear causal relation among energy, the environment and the economy," he said. 

Boosting energy efficiency helps stabilize and develop the economy and improve the environment, and efforts to preserve our environment and reduce greenhouse gas emissions create new economic values, he explained. 

Equipped with energy-saving LED (light-emitting diode) devices, his office in downtown Seoul exemplifies one component of the green agenda. 

The government plans to replace all conventional incandescent light bulbs at public facilities with LED lamps within the year. 

Cheong Wa Dae and other government buildings both large and small began retrofitting facilities to save energy and reduce the emissions of carbon and other pollutants. 

"The committee will demonstrate how small steps that can be practiced in daily life at home and in the office can help cope with the enormous challenge the world is faced with," he said. 

The committee leads the campaign for what can be called a green lifestyle revolution, such as the increased use of bicycles and introduction of a daylight saving time scheme. 

The government plans to spend 1.2 trillion won ($827 million) in the next decade to build a nationwide network of bicycle paths. 

"Bicycles will not only help alleviate traffic congestion and reduce pollution, but will greatly help change people's mindset," he said. 

It is also considering the introduction of the summertime system, which it expects to help reduce the usage electricity by 0.3 percent. 

Korea is one of only three countries in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development yet to adopt it. Labor unions oppose it, concerned that it could be abused to lengthen work time. 

"The daylight saving time is a way of optimizing the use of space by changing the timetable and using resources more effectively," he said. 

"There is no need for workers to worry. For salaries are paid for the length of time they worked." 

The term Green New Deal was first proposed in July by a group of experts sponsored by the New Economics Foundation of the United Kingdom. 

To fight the "triple crunch" of a financial crisis, climate change and soaring energy prices, the group proposed a program that combines stabilization in the short term with the longer-term restructuring of financial, taxation and energy systems. 

In October, the U.N. Environment Program launched the Green Economy Initiative to refocus the global economy toward investments in green technology, energy and infrastructure. 

The chairman is one of the main architects of the Korean version of Green New Deal. 

In early January, the Korean government unveiled a comprehensive program to fight climate change, spur growth and create new jobs. 

The plans include developing renewable energy resources, supporting research into fuel-cell cars, cleaning up the nation's four major rivers, building green transportation networks and providing energy-saving homes, offices and schools. 

The government will also promote financial instruments and funds to draw more investment in green industries. 

A nationwide campaign and education programs are being prepared to raise public awareness and draw more civilian participation in the initiative. 

The project aims to create some 960,000 new jobs by injecting 50 trillion won, including 7 trillion won from the private sector, in eco-friendly projects over the next four years. 

The committee said that Korea should be among the world's top 10 greenest nations in terms of technology, energy consumption and other measures by 2030. 

Supporters hailed the project both as visionary and practical as it both prepares for future and tackles the current economic crisis. 

Critics, however, point to the fact that the plans largely involved construction projects, most notably the river refurbishing plan. 

New jobs they create are largely manual, construction work that pay less and will disappear at the end of the projects, they said. 

But the chairman said the projects are to build the infrastructure on which growth industries will prosper and generate new values. 

He said environmentally-friendly industries will also create brand new middle-skill jobs such as managing an eco-friendly river system, remodeling houses and laying solar panels. 

"A well-managed marshy land in Suncheon Bay (in South Jeolla Province) drew nearly 2 million tourists in 2008, compared to 100,000 in 2002. The work created 620,000 jobs a year and added huge economic value to the local economy," he said. 

The government is also studying a new carbon tax and a cap-and-trade program designed to curtail greenhouse gas. It has yet to decide on the regulation, which is opposed by industries. 

To encourage corporations to join in the initiative, the government plans to provide financial support, plus tax and other administrative incentives. 

More than anything, he said, a new consciousness is needed for both companies and consumers to tackle new environmental challenges. 

"We all should become green consumers," which will prompt companies to find out a more eco-friendly way of producing goods, he said. 

He also said companies should be reminded of their "moral duty" to reduce pollution and the long-term challenge of complying with stricter international standards on gas emissions. 

From the United States to South Africa, governments and businesses around the world are embracing Green New Deal, inspired by Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal vision during the Great Depression of the 1930s. 

According to a study by Deutsche Bank, governments around the world have committed more than $200 billion in more than 250 policies to support alternative energy development and climate-change mitigation. 

U.S. President Barack Obama pledged to create 5 million "green-collar" jobs as part of a $787 billion stimulus package, of which nearly 14 percent has been assigned for green energy including tax breaks, loan guarantees and incentives. 

Similar initiatives have been taken in the United Kingdom, France, Japan, Germany and even China, the world's heaviest polluter. 

Concerns have been voiced that the global financial crisis will impact investments in those industries of tomorrow that promise relatively low short-term profit. 

The transition to a green economy faces a mountain of obstacles, from subsidies for industries based on fossil fuels, to the still lower level of reliability and efficiency of low-carbon energy, plus a lack of institutional framework and societal consensus in many parts of the world. 

Proponents, however, say the world should act now for a green transition, not simply to save the environment, but also to pull the world out of recession early. 

Global economic growth over the past five decades has been accompanied by accelerated environmental decline. 

From 1981-2005, global gross domestic product more than doubled, in contrast to the 60 percent of the world's ecosystems which were being degraded or used in an unsustainable manner, according to a study by the U.N. Environment Program. 

Annual global spending on the environment is estimated at $10 billion per year, in contrast to the $60-90 billion needed for environmental investments that contribute directly to poverty reduction alone, the UNEP said. 

As one of leaders in the green strategy, Korea will actively participate in the global initiative and promote international and regional cooperative efforts, the chairman said. 

He said the government is discussing cooperation with the UNEP to help reforest poverty-stricken North Korea. 

The Seoul government is also pushing East Asian body to tackle climate change and seeking a greater role in preventing poor countries from damaging environment for development, he said. 

http://www.koreaherald.co.kr/NEWKHSITE/data/html_dir/2009/03/03/200903030023.asp 
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Key food industry participants on quest for sustainability

March 2, 2009, Isobel Drake 

Major stakeholders in the European food and drink supply chain have set up a roundtable to promote environmental sustainability. 

The Roundtable will constitute a major food sector-wide contribution to the EU’s ambitions in the field of Sustainable Consumption and Production, bringing together farmers and their suppliers, agricultural traders, food and drink producers, packaging suppliers, recovery organisations and civil society representatives, and will be supported by the UN Environment Programme and the European Environment Agency.

The first priority of the “European Food SCP Roundtable” will be to facilitate agreement on uniform and scientifically reliable environmental assessment methodologies for food products. “European consumers increasingly want to be sure that the food they buy and consume is not only safe, healthy, nutritious and affordable, but that it also meets the highest levels of environmental sustainability,” Jean Martin, President of CIAA (Confederation of the Food and Drink Industries of the EU), noted.

“We want to put an end to consumers seeing inconsistent environmental information on products. Our new cooperation will bring together existing initiatives from across the food chain, promote their foundation on sound scientific evidence and translate into real progress in moving towards a coherent approach across the EU,” stressed, Pekka Pesonen, Secretary-General of Copa-Cogeca, which represents European farmers.

In addition to the major food chain organisations , the Roundtable looks to cooperate closely with all relevant European Commission services. It will be supported by the European Environment Agency and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), ensuring alignment with the European and global sustainable consumption and production agenda. Also, consumer organisations and retailers have been invited to participate.

“In gathering the expertise of the entire food value chain, the Roundtable will constitute a major sector-specific reference point also for the upcoming Retail Forum,” Senator Feargal Quinn, President of EuroCommerce, added. Exchange of information between the two initiatives will pool expertise, favour consistency and avoid duplication.

Parallel to environmental assessment methods, the Roundtable will examine key sustainability challenges along the food value chain (e.g. climate change, water conservation, resource efficiency and waste reduction) and develop adequate strategies to address them.

The Food SCP Roundtable will be formally launched in April 2009.

http://www.ausfoodnews.com.au/2009/03/02/key-food-industry-participants-on-quest-for-sustainability.html 
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· All 25 districts in Ubon Ratchathani declared drought disaster zone – The Nation
All 25 districts in Ubon Ratchathani declared drought disaster zone

Ubon Ratchathani - The provincial administration here declared all of 25 districts in the province as the drought disaster zone.

Bophit Phanpinij, chief of the Ubon Ratchathani Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Office, said the drought affected 679,333 people of 165,609 families in 1,804 villages of the province.

The disaster zone announcement permitted the mitigation office to speed up assistance to the people.

http://www.nationmultimedia.com/breakingnews/30096972/All-25-districts-in-Ubon-Ratchathani-declared-drou 
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Obama’s Backing Raises Hopes for Climate Pact 

March 1, 2009

New York Times

By ELISABETH ROSENTHAL

Until recently, the idea that the world’s most powerful nations might come together to tackle global warming seemed an environmentalist’s pipe dream.

The Kyoto Protocol, signed in 1997, was widely viewed as badly flawed. Many countries that signed the accord lagged far behind their targets in curbing carbon dioxide emissions. The United States refused even to ratify it. And the treaty gave a pass to major emitters in the developing world like China and India.

But within weeks of taking office, President Obama has radically shifted the global equation, placing the United States at the forefront of the international climate effort and raising hopes that an effective international accord might be possible. Mr. Obama’s chief climate negotiator, Todd Stern, said last week that the United States would be involved in the negotiation of a new treaty — to be signed in Copenhagen in December — “in a robust way.”

That treaty, officials and climate experts involved in the negotiations say, will significantly differ from the agreement of a decade ago, reaching beyond reducing greenhouse gas emissions and including financial mechanisms and making good on longstanding promises to provide money and technical assistance to help developing countries cope with climate change.

The perception that the United States is now serious has set off a flurry of diplomacy around the globe. “The lesson of Kyoto is that if the U.S. isn’t taking it seriously there is no reason for anyone else to,” said Bill McKibben, who runs the environmental organization www.350.org. 

This week the United Nation’s top climate official, Yvo de Boer, will make the rounds in Washington to discuss climate issues. The United Nations secretary general, Ban Ki-moon, is organizing a high-level meeting on climate and energy. Teams from Britain and Denmark have visited the White House to discuss climate issues. In China, Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton made climate a central focus of her visit and proposed a partnership between the United States and China. And a special envoy from China is coming soon.

But a global treaty still faces serious challenges in Washington and abroad, and the negotiations will be a test of how far the United States and other nations are prepared to go to address climate change at a moment when economies around the world are unspooling. The global recession itself is expected to result in a reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, as manufacturing and other polluting industries shrink, lessening the pressure on countries to take action. 

“The No. 1 thing will be for everyone to see that the U.S. is on an urgent and transformational path to a low carbon economy — that would have a galvanizing effect,” said John Ashton, the British foreign secretary’s special representative for climate change.

The Obama administration has said that it will push through federal legislation this year to curb carbon dioxide emissions in the United States — a promise that Mr. Obama reiterated Tuesday in his speech to Congress.

The Kyoto Protocol has been a touchstone of the environmental movement. Thirty-seven developed countries, including Japan, Australia and nations in the European Union, ratified the accord, agreeing to reduce or limit the growth of carbon dioxide emissions by specified amounts. President George W. Bush, pressed by the Senate, rejected the accord, because countries like China were not also subject to mandatory emission levels. China, as well as India, were not bound by the protocol.

At the tail end of his administration, Mr. Bush made tentative overtures toward China and other countries on climate matters. In 2007, he convened a meeting of countries that were major emitters of greenhouse gases. Later, in bilateral economic talks, China and the United States agreed that they would cooperate on clean technology development and some other climate issues.

But Kyoto was shaped largely by climate scientists and environment ministers, not the higher-level officials now laying the groundwork. And even many who participated in the earlier accord now say they see it as weak and naïve about political and economic realities. Of the countries that signed, more than half are not on track to meet their targets according to 2008 United Nations data, including Germany, Ireland and Canada.

“In Kyoto we made a lot of promises to each other, but we hadn’t done the domestic politics,” Mr. Ashton said, “and that is why Kyoto — though a valuable step forward — has ultimately been so fragile.”

The talks on the new treaty, said Rajendra K. Pachauri, chairman of the United Nation’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, “provides an opportunity to fill this gap that we’ve seen, and this time perform up to expectations.” 

The 1997 protocol was a narrow accord about the emissions of carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gasses linked to global warming. The new agreement will need to address how those reductions can be achieved in a way that takes account of their effects on energy supplies and economies — especially at a time of global recession. 

Negotiating the treaty when countries are under extreme economic stress presents challenges, Mr. de Boer acknowledged. Politicians in Italy and Canada have complained that it will be difficult to clean up industries to meet their Kyoto goals because of the economic downturn. But others say a global industrial recession, in which emissions tend to drop anyway and countries are poised to spend billions to stimulate economies, is the time to craft a global effort to combat global warming. 

With developing countries like China and India emerging as major carbon dioxide emitters in the past few years, experts said that if the new treaty was to be effective, every nation would have to accept emissions limits. “If one part of the world acts and the other does not, that doesn’t really generate a climate benefit,” said Mr. de Boer, who is responsible for organizing the December meetings.

Developed countries would most likely get binding numerical targets, as some did in Kyoto. Developing countries, which were exempt under Kyoto, would probably be given less stringent goals, though it is not clear if these will be longer-term numerical targets or some other mechanism that ties allowable emissions to economic growth. 

Mr. Obama has said the United States will lead the effort, but over the next months, he will have to show what exactly that means. A good first step, environmentalists say, would be to commit to trying to limit warming to two degrees centigrade above pre-industrial temperatures, an ambitious goal that the European Union has adopted but that the Bush administration steadfastly avoided. It could also pledge to reduce emissions by 50 or 80 percent by 2050.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has said that humans could largely adapt to two degrees of warming, but that a greater temperature increase could cause far more serious consequences, from a dangerous rise in sea levels to mass extinctions.

Climate experts added that the United States did not need to have in place national legislation to limit greenhouse gasses, a process that could take months, to negotiate in Copenhagen. “It’s not just about analyzing a piece of legislation,” Mr. Ashton said. “It’s about the feeling you get if you’re a leader sitting in Beijing. It’s like love; you know it when you feel it.”

A more complex issue is whether negotiators will retain the system of trading carbon credits that is central to the Kyoto Protocol, a kind of global commodities market for carbon.

That system allows developed countries that produce more than their allotted share of emissions to balance their emissions budget by investing in projects that curtail emissions elsewhere. Such projects might include the cleaning up of a coal power plant in China, planting trees in Africa or converting pig manure to electricity in the Netherlands. The same cap and trade concept is now used in Europe’s emissions. 

But as the European Union and the countries that signed the Kyoto Protocol have tried such projects over the past few years, problems have emerged. Most notably, it is hard to determine the emissions-reducing value of carbon credit projects, making it easy to game the system. The new treaty, experts say, will also have to broaden Kyoto’s focus beyond industrial emissions to activities like airline travel, one of the fastest-growing sources of carbon emissions. In the end, it will also have to include financial mechanisms and technical assistance to help developing countries cope with climate change. 

“This is not just about emissions but about creating a massive investment in a new global energy economy” that includes forests, oceans and the transfer of technology, said Angela Anderson, director of the Pew Environment Group’s Global Warming Campaign.

American negotiators were limited in Kyoto by a Senate resolution saying that the United States would not accept numerical caps unless China did as well. But Senator John Kerry, Democrat of Massachusetts, said, “There has been a sea change in the Senate,” and he added that he believed that there were enough votes — Democratic and Republican — to ratify a strong treaty.

What is unclear is whether politicians will be willing to commit to large enough changes to have a significant effect on global warming. “The Bush administration set the bar very low,” Mr. McKibben said. 

Contributing reporting were Mark Landler from Beijing and Andrew C. Revkin.
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The Return of Captain Planet 

Mother Nature Network hopes nostalgia will help revive the eco-friendly superhero cartoon

By JOHN JURGENSEN

Wall Street Journal

February 26, 2009

In 1990, Ted Turner added an unlikely asset to his media empire: a superhero with blue skin, green hair and a vendetta against pollution. The cartoon series "Captain Planet and the Planeteers" delivered environmental messages and featured a diverse roster of heroes, including Gi, a dolphin lover from Asia, and Kwame, an African with earth-moving powers.

Voiced by stars including Martin Sheen, Meg Ryan and Sting, the cartoon, which ran to 1996, tackled issues such as AIDS and global warming, which were considered somewhat taboo topics at the time. It drew plenty of detractors, including a People magazine critic who called it "politically correct claptrap," but fans hailed it as a bold step in educational programming.

Now, with such issues considered mainstream conversation, Captain Planet's next mission is to harness nostalgia. Mother Nature Network, a new environmental news and commentary Web site whose founders include a rock musician and a former marketing executive, has licensed more than 20 original installments of the defunct series in hopes of luring viewers -- especially children of the early '90s who might fondly recall the eco-hero's catchphrase, "The Power Is Yours!" Full 22-minute episodes began streaming online today at MNN.com.

The nostalgia factor has been a powerful driver of online video. Fans of classic TV have populated YouTube with pirated clips from the past, while studios have tried to capitalize on their dusty holdings. Sony Pictures Television repackaged episodes of "Diff'rent Strokes" and "T.J. Hooker" for its online Minisode Network. But the Web resurrection of "Captain Planet" also has a social component: The mullet-haired superhero played a role in the environmental movement's transition into the mainstream.

"He's a forgotten hero and it's time to bring him back out," says Chuck Leavell, co-founder of Mother Nature Network, who also has served as a keyboardist for the Rolling Stones since 1979. Though dated looking and sometimes heavy handed with its message, the retro cartoon fits into MNN's mission of making environmental news relevant, even to the uninitiated, Mr. Leavell says. He believes the cartoon could tap the "Captain Planet" following that already exists, including the more than 180,000 Facebook members who have signed up as "fans" of the show.

Mother Nature Network, which launched in January, is based in Atlanta, as are many of Mr. Turner's current operations, including Ted's Montana Grill and the Captain Planet Foundation. The foundation helped MNN president and chief executive Joel Babbit broker the licensing deal for "Captain Planet" with Turner Broadcasting System, which owns the rights to the cartoon. Independent investors supplied $10 million in initial funding for the site, which also runs on sponsorship from Dell, AT&T and other companies. The site hosts blogs, news bulletins and video interviews with entertainers such as rapper Ludacris talking about their conservation views.

While it's possible to book an entertainer in a Captain Planet costume for parties and special events, the series itself was never released on DVD. "I've been trying to get 'Captain Planet' off the shelf since it went off the air," says Barbara Pyle, the cartoon's executive producer.

At its peak, the show was syndicated to more than 200 stations around the country and there was a script in development for a feature film, Ms. Pyle says. But the show was canceled in 1996 as a victim of corporate shuffles. Ms. Pyle and her colleagues mourned the loss with a New Orleans style jazz funeral. "We were grief-stricken," she says.

Ms. Pyle has tracked the show's cult following over the years, trolling through the thousands of unauthorized excerpts and satire videos on YouTube. Now a member of MNN's advisory board, she helped select which episodes to stream online, including her favorite, "12 Angry Animals," in which the Planeteers are tried for crimes against the animal kingdom before a jury of extinct species.

Write to John Jurgensen at john.jurgensen@wsj.com 

Is the Press Misreporting the Environment Story?

By Bryan Walsh

Sunday, Mar. 01, 2009

Time Magazine

When I tell other journalists that I cover the environment, I usually get the same reaction: you're really lucky. (I'm assuming they don't just mean because I still have a job.) After years on the back pages and the back burner, the environment has emerged as one of the major issues facing the globe today, with the attendant media attention to match. But what keeps it perpetually fresh as a subject is its scope — climate change touches on science, Washington, business, society, geopolitics, even religion, and the reporting does as well. The sheer complexity means there's always something to write, blog or podcast about — as my editor likes to remind me. Frequently. (See the top 10 green ideas of 2008.) 

But that complexity poses a unique challenge for the media, one that in its increasingly decimated state it may be ill-equipped to meet, as Eric Pooley — the former editor of Fortune and a Time contributor — argues in a recent paper for Harvard University's Joan Shorenstein Center. It was difficult enough for reporters, even scientifically literate ones, to dig through dense studies and accurately gauge the state of climatology. Now the big questions facing environmental reporters are not so much scientific as economic, as the country comes to grip with the true cost of fighting climate change. And national politics enter the equation as well — the difference between what science demands and what electoral politics might allow can be vast. It's not an easy beat to cover by any means, and the media may be falling down on the job. "This is the great political test, and the great story, of our time," writes Pooley. "But news organizations have not been treating it that way." (Listen to Pooley talk about reporting and climate change on this week's Greencast.) 

In his paper, Pooley examines coverage of last June's Senate debate over the Warner-Lieberman Climate Security Act, the first carbon cap-and-trade bill to get a real hearing in Congress. The main question posed by the bill was economic: how much would capping and bringing down carbon emissions cost the U.S., and could we afford it? (As Pooley writes, these days "the economics of climate policy — not the science of climate change — is at the heart of [the] story.") In the months leading up to the debate, both sides — those in favor of strong action on climate change, and those against — released economic studies that attempted to predict the cost of Warner-Lieberman, with the skeptics emphasizing far higher costs than the greens. (See the top 10 scientific discoveries of 2008.) 

Rather than try to unpack the dueling economic models and figure out which side had a better claim to truth, Pooley argues that reporters fell into what he calls the stenography model of journalism, simply reporting both sides with equal weight. The problem is, the two sides weren't equal. The skeptics' models tended to assume, quietly, that the pace of technological advance for renewable energy would be sluggish — significantly raising the costs of trying to cap carbon emissions. The models from the green side — led by the Environmental Defense Fund — tended to be fairer, projecting a range of possible economic impacts from cap-and-trade. Increasingly, mainstream economists are arguing that the costs of doing nothing about climate change will outweigh the costs of action. But too often journalists — many of whom lack a sophisticated understanding of economic modeling — resorted to "he said, she said" reporting that reinforced the idea that the two sides were equal. Not coincidentally, the Warner-Lieberman bill eventually went down in an embarrassing defeat in the Senate. 

Rather than a stenographer, Pooley would prefer to see the media adopt the position of an "honest referee — keeping score, throwing flags when a team plays fast and loose with the facts, explaining to the audience what's happening on the field and why." In an issue as complex as climate change, the country badly needs smart, fair umpires, and the media can play that role. But the wave of cutbacks and closings that have hit the American media could make that all but impossible. Referees need to know the game cold, and climate change demands day-in, day-out experience from dedicated reporters. But a dwindling few media outlets are willing to pay for that kind of coverage at a time when the economy is crashing — Time's corporate cousin CNN has eliminated its entire full-time science section. 

Admittedly, I may be just a bit self-interested here, but such cutbacks couldn't come at worse time, with the climate battle truly ready to heat up. (In his address on Feb. 24, President Barack Obama called for Congress to send him cap-and-trade legislation.) It won't be easy, but as Pooley argues, climate change is too important to be treated like a "disposable beat," even as the media itself seems increasingly disposable. Until that changes — until reporters embrace their roles as honest referees and their bosses give them the space and resources to do their job — "the press will continue to underreport the story of the century: the race to save the planet from the meteor known as humankind." 

Obama’s Greenhouse Gas Gamble 

By JOHN M. BRODER

News Analysis

New York Times

February 28, 2009

WASHINGTON — In proposing mandatory caps on the greenhouse gases linked to global warming and a system for auctioning permits to companies that emit them, President Obama is taking on a huge political and economic challenge. 

Business lobbies and many Republicans raised loud objections to the cap-and-trade program Mr. Obama proposed as part of his budget this week, saying the plan amounted to a gigantic and permanent tax on oil, electricity and manufactured goods, a shock they said the country could not handle during economic distress.

Green groups and supportive members of Congress applauded, saying the proposal was long overdue after eight years of inaction on climate change under President George W. Bush. The costs, they said, would not begin to bite until at least 2012.

But the full costs and benefits of controlling greenhouse gas emissions remain unknown, and perhaps unknowable. While there is rough consensus on the science of global warming — with some notable and vocal objectors — there is less agreement on the economics of the problem and very little on the policy prescriptions to address it. And while a cap-and-trade approach bears substantial cost, it also brings a benefit whose value is incalculable — a steady decrease in emissions that scientists say will over time reduce the risk of climate catastrophe.

Mr. Obama’s budget estimates $645 billion in cap-and-trade revenue over the next 10 years that will largely be paid by oil, electric power and heavy industries that produce the majority of carbon dioxide and other gases blamed for the warming of the planet. Many of these costs are expected to be passed on to consumers.

But Mr. Obama offered a sweetener in the form of tax relief for lower- and middle-income families and billions of dollars in new spending for renewable sources of power to cut emissions and ultimately, it is hoped, bring down the cost of energy. He also plans to spend billions to weatherize homes to bring down heating costs for the poor.

Congress has debated versions of a cap-and-trade regime for years but never enacted one, in part because it would become so complex. The House is working on such legislation now; Senate leaders promise action later this year. Mr. Obama laid out only broad principles and targets, and his aides admit that revenue estimates are only a rough guess and will depend on whatever emerges from Congress. The White House projects the program to be in place starting in 2012.

Mr. Obama and his allies have a steep hill to climb. The recession-scarred public rates global warming low on its list of priorities. Lobbyists for business interests are lined up to weaken or kill any carbon regulation effort. The president’s own party is divided over costs, and many Republicans hate the whole idea.

“Let’s just be honest and call it a carbon tax that will increase taxes on all Americans who drive a car, who have a job, who turn on a light switch, pure and simple,” said John A. Boehner of Ohio, the House Republican leader. “And if you look at this whole budget plan, they use this carbon tax as a way to fund all of their big government ideas.”

One utility executive, Thomas Williams of Duke Energy, predicted that electricity rates would jump as much as 40 percent in states that are reliant on coal for much of their power, like Indiana and Kentucky.

“It’s a coal state stickup,” he said. He based his figures on a first-year price of $20 per ton of carbon dioxide emissions, a higher price than used by others who have studied the Obama proposal.

Some economists support Mr. Obama’s approach to curbing emissions because they say the other main alternative, a tax on polluting fuels, is politically unpopular.

But others warn that a cap-and-trade bill could produce great volatility in permit prices and drive up energy costs. 

“It’s much easier for me to think of scenarios where cap-and-trade goes crazy, prices fluctuate like mad, and people get turned off,” said Martin Weitzman, a Harvard economist. “That could end up discrediting the system for a decade or a generation.”

Supporters of the plan acknowledge that there will be price increases and an uneven distribution of costs. But the White House allocates tens of billions of dollars in tax relief and promises to return any excess revenues directly to the public. Over time, officials contend, new technologies, like hybrid-electric cars and more efficient power plants, will lower energy costs and greenhouse gas emissions at the same time.

“We’re in a different world,” said Nathaniel Keohane, director of economic policy at the Environmental Defense Fund, a supporter of strong and immediate action on climate change. “The president understands, and the world is coming to understand, that the costs of doing nothing are high to catastrophic.” 

Dr. Keohane said numerous independent studies, as well as the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Control, estimate the cost of a carbon-reduction program like that advocated by the president would be around 1 percent of gross domestic product per year by 2030, which he considers a reasonable trade-off. Industry-financed studies, not surprisingly, found a higher cost.

Veronique Bugnion, managing director for research at Point Carbon, a consulting firm on emissions trading, said the Obama plan would lead to gasoline price increases of about 6 percent, or 12 cents a gallon at current American prices, starting in 2012 and rising gradually until 2020. Average utility rates would rise about 7 percent nationwide, she predicted, although with significant regional variations.

Mr. Obama’s plan dedicates $15 billion a year of revenue from the sale of emissions permits to develop new sources of clean energy. But that leaves a large pool of potential government income — by some estimates, as much as $200 billion a year by 2020. How that money would be spent is expected to lead to a huge battle in Congress.

Paul Bledsoe, a spokesman at the National Commission on Energy Policy, a bipartisan research organization, said policy makers should not forget that the purpose of a cap-and-trade plan is to reduce carbon emissions and global warming, not to finance pet projects or balance the federal budget.

“A cap-and-trade system is absolutely essential to spur private sector innovation, but must be combined with clean energy technology funding to meet the president’s ambitious emissions goals,” he said. “This funding should be a top priority when dealing with revenue generated by the program.”

Andrew C. Revkin and Jad Mouawad contributed reporting.

Car Crashes to Please Mother Nature 

By LESLIE KAUFMAN

New York Times

March 2, 2009

When a dark-colored S.U.V. raced through the streets of Washington, flipped over and burst into flames on Fox’s fast-paced action show “24” last week, viewers probably were not calculating how much carbon dioxide the explosion produced.

But executives at Fox have been paying close attention.

On Monday the network will announce that “24” is going green, becoming the first “carbon neutral” television series. 

Among other things, Fox says, it has hired consultants to measure the carbon-dioxide output from the production, started using 20 percent biodiesel fuel in trucks and generators, installed motion monitors in bathrooms and kitchens to make the lights more efficient and paid the higher fees that help California utilities buy wind and solar power. 

Car crashes posed a bigger problem; even hybrid vehicles emit carbon dioxide when blown up. To achieve true carbon neutrality the scripts would have to avoid shooting on location and staging chase scenes, something likely to disappoint even the greenest viewers.

So the producers decided to settle for buying carbon offsets, which in theory make up for emissions of carbon dioxide, the main heat-trapping gas linked to global warming, by paying other people to generate enough clean energy to compensate — in this case wind-power plants in India. The producers said they bought enough credits to offset 1,291 tons of carbon dioxide, just over a half-season’s worth of emissions.

“If we’ve needed a car chase, we’ve had a car chase,” said Howard Gordon, executive producer of “24.” “Our obligation is first and foremost to the fans. If we have budget cuts and need to save money, then we’ll have fewer car crashes.” 

Rupert Murdoch, spurred by a presentation by former Vice President Al Gore, said last year that he intended to make News Corporation, Fox’s parent, carbon neutral by 2010, and the network’s campaign, the producers say, is part of that effort. Still, the green fervor is an interesting turn for a show known more for playing out terrorist themes pioneered by the Bush administration and for graphic portrayals of torture in prime time.

Mr. Gordon said that he knew more skeptical viewers might see the effort as a way to rehabilitate the show’s reputation among liberals, but he insisted that there was no connection. 

“People continue to ascribe political agendas to the show, so they may see this cynically, but, no, absolutely, one has nothing to do with the other,” he said.

Fox is not the first network to tout its devotion to the planet. In November NBC Universal committed to “greening” three shows, including the “Nightly News With Brian Williams” and “Saturday Night Live,” by using alternative fuels and increasing recycling and composting. Warner Brothers and Disney also have environmental divisions.

Still, Fox executives said that they were the first to make a series carbon neutral and that they hoped “24” would be a model for other shows and inspire a higher level of environmental consciousness in viewers. On Monday the network will begin broadcasting announcements in which the stars of “24” — including Kiefer Sutherland, who plays Agent Jack Bauer — encourage viewers to take steps themselves.

“No one is kidding themselves that viewers want to see Jack Bauer stop in the middle of an action scene and deliver some line about the environment,” said Dana Walden, a chairwoman of 20th Century Fox Television, who was the force behind the carbon-neutral scheme. But, she added, Fox hoped that the result would be “a more gratifying viewing experience, even if it is at a more subconscious level.”

Figuring out how to reduce carbon-dioxide emissions on a show that often shoots on location and is known for explosion-enhanced action was not easy.

The first step was to evaluate how much of the greenhouse gas was produced, examining everything from the cars used to ferry scripts across the Los Angeles area to flights taken by actors and executives. Two categories accounted for 95 percent of emissions: fuel for on-site generators, transportation and special effects; and the electricity used for sets and offices. 

The cast, crew and contractors all made substantial adjustments. They shared scripts electronically and drove around in hybrid vehicles, eliminating the use of 1,300 gallons of gasoline, according to the network. 

Joel Makower, executive editor of GreenBiz.com, which advises businesses and evaluates the effectiveness of environmental measures, said he was impressed with the show’s efforts. 

“These are not just feel-good measures,” Mr. Makower said. “They did their homework.” 

Still, by the show’s own accounting, the realities of production often limited what could be done. Although 1,300 gallons of gas represents about 10 cross-country car trips, Fox said, it is not much for a show that goes through at least 1,000 gallons a week. (For other series Fox said it was experimenting with hybrid five-ton semi trucks.) 

The effect of carbon offsets is hard to evaluate. It can be difficult to track whether the clean energy that is supposed to make up the debt is actually produced. And although it is possible to replace the hot, energy-consuming floodlights that studios use with lights using compact-fluorescent technology, the quality of the light “is not yet up to exacting production standards,” said Mike Posey, Fox’s associate director in charge of the green initiative. 

Mr. Gordon said there was still reason to try. “We are arguably the worst possible offender, which is why, in a way, it made sense to start with us,” he said. “If we can do it, anyone can.” 

Cheap oil, but at what cost?

Canada's sands bounty holds promise for U.S., but the environmental toll could be extreme

By Howard Witt

Tribune correspondent

February 28, 2009

FT. MCMURRAY, Canada—From here in the far north of Canada through a web of transcontinental pipelines down to a network of refineries ringing the Chicago area, a new supply of precious oil has begun flowing into the gas tanks of more Americans, tapped from a source so vast it could one day furnish close to half of U.S. oil needs for 50 years or more.

This Canadian oil is stable and reliable. It promises to substantially reduce America's future dependence on volatile Middle Eastern sources of oil. And much of it is profitable to produce even with oil prices hovering around $50 per barrel, which explains why some of the world's largest oil conglomerates have invested tens of billions of dollars here despite wild short-term swings in international oil prices.

But what few American consumers know as they routinely fill up their tanks is that this new petroleum bonanza, drawn from dense, tarry deposits known as oil sands, ranks as what environmentalists call the dirtiest oil on the planet. Extracting it causes widespread ecological damage--and could accelerate global warming.

In Canada, where pitched debate over expanded oil sands development is well under way, critics assert that this abundant source of oil is not worth the environmental costs of extracting it. Oil company officials, joined by Canadian government leaders, counter that they are investing in new technologies to reduce the ecological risks.

Already, about 9 percent of all the oil the U.S. imports is coming from Canada's oil sands. Now, as new pipelines are being planned to carry even more of this heavy crude oil to Midwestern refineries, such as BP's expanding facility in Whiting, Ind., the oil sands debate is coming to the United States.

"The rush to develop these oil sands flies in the face of the international image of Canada as a steward of the environment," said Gary Stewart, senior adviser to the Seattle-based International Boreal Conservation Campaign. "Yes, the world can use this oil, but at what cost? I don't think Americans would want it if they knew how dirty it is."

The controversies arise because this oil does not gush freely when tapped with a traditional well. Instead, it's bound up in subterranean sand, as black and dense as a hockey puck and less viscous than peanut butter. It must either be clawed out of surface mines or steamed from deep underground.

To access these lucrative oil sand deposits from strip mines requires churning up huge tracts of ancient boreal forest and polluting so much clean water with poisonous chemicals that the resulting waste ponds can be seen from outer space. So toxic are those waste ponds that last spring, a flock of 500 migratory ducks perished after landing in one of them.

Getting at the deeper underground deposits, in a process known as "in situ" mining, necessitates the generation of massive amounts of steam to liquefy the oil so it can be pumped to the surface. Producing the steam requires burning through enough natural gas each day to heat 3 million North American homes.

That intensive burning of natural gas is particularly alarming to climatologists, because it sends three times more climate-changing greenhouse gases into the atmosphere than drilling conventional oil.

And then there are the suspicious cancers. In one native Canadian village downriver from the oil sands mines, local doctors say they have noticed an alarming cluster of a rare form of bile duct cancer that's occurring at more than 400 times its usual frequency in the general population.

Alberta provincial health officials say their studies do not substantiate any increased cancer risk, but they have initiated a comprehensive new scientific review to make sure.

Their official response has not reassured local residents.

"When you see the fish sick, you know there's something wrong with the water," said John Rigney, a spokesman for the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation, a community of about 1,200 people who draw their water and much of their food from the Athabasca River. "More than a quarter of the fish have lesions and some white fish are completely red. We have always eaten those fish. And now cancer has become very common here."

The first experimental development of Canada's oil sands started in the 1960s, but it's only been since 2000, with the development of new extraction technologies, that production has really taken off. By last year, oil from the oil sands accounted for 45 percent of Canada's total petroleum production.

By any measure, the oil sands deposits are massive. Some 173 billion barrels of oil lie beneath the province of Alberta across an area roughly the size of New York state, comprising the second-largest proven oil reserve in the world behind Saudi Arabia. And even though falling world oil prices are causing oil companies to postpone some planned oil sands developments, most experts predict that is only a temporary delay given predictions that prices will rise again once the current global economic recession ends.

"It's difficult to come up with new sources of supply, and the oil sands represent a politically stable and massive resource that could help meet North America's demand for many decades to come," said Matt Fox, senior vice president for oil sands at ConocoPhillips Canada. "This is a major part of the future."

Federal and provincial officials in Canada, eager to reap royalties and tens of thousands of new jobs, are aggressively promoting the oil sands boom.

Fort McMurray, the frontier town of 80,000 that is the gateway to the oil sands fields, has seen such wild growth--and resulting housing shortages--that the average single-family home here now sells for nearly $600,000. Workers are so scarce that oil companies build airstrips next to new oil sands mines so they can fly them in on chartered 737s.

"A carbon-based economy is still going to be a very good business for a very long time," said Alberta Deputy Premier Ron Stevens.

Only about two percent of the oil sands--referred to as "tar sands" by environmental critics--lie close enough to the surface to be strip-mined. That's the process that so visibly blights the landscape and so alarms environmentalists because it clears large swaths of forest and leaves behind the toxic wastewater ponds.

Much more of the oil is being extracted by the less invasive in situ process, involving the drilling of deep horizontal wells into which huge quantities of steam are pumped. Yet that process concerns environmentalists as well, because of the potential fragmentation of forest habitats as well as the elevated greenhouse gas emissions

Officials from government and the oil industry counter they are working hard to mitigate the environmental impacts of oil sands development.

They note, for example, that new regulations require all industries in Alberta to immediately reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 12 percent. And they say that the oil-sands strip mines and wastewater ponds are required to be cleaned up and reclaimed, although Stevens acknowledged that because the mines are active for up to 50 years, "it does take a long time and it's a work in progress as we speak."

Industry officials also emphasize that, while the extraction of oil from the oil sands produces three times more carbon dioxide than conventional oil, other types of heavy crude result in greater carbon dioxide emissions further down the production cycle, in the refining or transportation process.

By the time it winds up in a consumer's gas tank, they contend, oil sands oil has produced only about 15 percent more greenhouse gas emissions compared to other sources.

Democrats in the U.S. Congress are not convinced, however. Late last year, they tucked an obscure provision into a massive energy bill that aims to block the federal government from purchasing any foreign oil that results in higher greenhouse gas emissions than conventional oil--a definition squarely aimed at Canada's oil sands.

The rule is currently under dispute by the oil industry. But environmentalists hope it foreshadows even broader restrictions in the future.

"It's a warning shot," said Susan Casey-Lefkowitz, director of the Canada program at the Natural Resources Defense Council. "This is a sign that the U.S. is starting to move toward caring about not spending taxpayer dollars on fuels that exacerbate global warming."

hwitt@tribune.com
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Coen brothers' TV ad ridicules 'clean coal'

By Marla Dickerson

Los Angeles Times

March 1, 2009

Academy Award winners Joel and Ethan Coen, known for their grimly comic portrayals of human nature, are poking fun at a new target: the coal industry.

The filmmaking brothers have directed a TV spot for an environmental coalition that's trying to demolish the notion that there's anything clean about so-called clean coal.

Launched Thursday, the ad follows a grinning, lacquer-haired pitchman whose can of "clean coal" air freshener sends a suburban family into coughing spasms when they spray a grimy cloud of it inside their spotless home.

The ad ends with a tag line: "In reality, there's no such thing as clean coal."

The spot is the latest salvo in the media battle between the coal industry and environmentalists over the role that carbon fuels should play in the United States' energy future.

The Obama administration has signaled its intention to move the nation toward clean, homegrown energy sources in an effort to boost energy security and fight global warming.

The nation's coal industry has gone on the offensive to persuade Americans that coal is part of the solution, not part of the problem. It has formed a trade group known as the American Coalition for Clean Coal Electricity, spending $18 million so far on television spots touting coal's abundance and the efforts being made to clean up this fuel, a major emitter of the greenhouse gases that are changing the Earth's climate.

"Meeting America's growing energy demand . . . is going to require the use of all energy technologies," said Joe Lucas, spokesman for the coalition. "Technology has made coal a cleaner energy option."

Lucas said the industry had spent more than $50 billion since the 1970s installing pollution-control equipment and designing plants that are more efficient. The industry is working on the next wave of innovation, he said, including carbon sequestration to capture carbon dioxide emissions and prevent their release.

The trouble, environmentalists say, is that the coal industry's marketing campaign has left Americans with the impression that such "clean coal" technology already exists. Such a breakthrough has yet to be developed and may never be at a cost that makes economic sense, said Bruce Nilles, national coal campaign director for the Sierra Club.

His nonprofit and four others -- the Alliance for Climate Protection, the League of Conservation Voters, the Natural Resources Defense Council and the National Wildlife Federation -- formed their own group last year to counter the coal industry's message. Known as the Reality Coalition, it has launched three TV spots since December mocking the notion of "clean coal."

Coalition spokesman Brian Hardwick said the sardonic script proposed by the group's advertising agency hooked the Coen brothers, who won 2007 Oscars for producing, directing and adapting "No Country for Old Men" and a 1996 Oscar for writing "Fargo."

"They thought it was their style," he said.

In a statement, the Coens said: "We were excited to be part of this important project and tell another side of the 'clean' coal story."

The spot is running on CNN, MSNBC, Comedy Central and can be viewed at www.thisisreality.org.

The ad is humorous, but the stakes are serious.

Coal is the bedrock of U.S. electricity generation. About half of the nation's power is supplied by 600 coal-burning plants. The fuel is reliable, cheap and plentiful. The U.S. possesses about one-quarter of the planet's coal reserves.

But some scientists say that weaning the world off coal is crucial to slowing the devastating effects of climate change.
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Wind-power industry seeks trained workforce

Interest in green-collar jobs is surging among workers from struggling industries. 

By Marla Dickerson
LA Times
March 1, 2009

Reporting from California City, Calif. — One man in the classroom earned more than $100,000 framing tract homes during the building heyday. Another installed pools and piloted a backhoe. Behind him sat a young father who made a good living swinging a hammer in southern Utah.

But that was before construction jobs vanished like a fast-moving dust storm in this blustery high desert. Hard times have brought them to a classroom in rural Kern County to learn a different trade. Tonight's lesson: how to avoid death and dismemberment.

This is Wind Technology Boot Camp at Cerro Coso Community College, where eight weeks of study and $1,000 in tuition might lead to a job repairing mammoth wind turbines like the ones sprouting up across this region.

The work requires smarts and stamina. It is potentially dangerous. Candidates need good knees, a cool head -- and a stomach for heights.

"I've seen guys just freeze halfway up the tower," said instructor Merritt Mays, a baby-faced former Marine, who at 29 is already a grizzled veteran in this young industry.

For those who can hack it, starting pay ranges from $15 to $20 an hour. Crack technicians can make six figures a year. Wind farms are hiring and probably will be for years to come. That's luring hard hats like 49-year-old Chuck Patterson back to school, despite the inherent risks of working 300 feet in the air.

"This is where the money's going to be," said the Ridgecrest, Calif., contractor, who likes the idea of a steady paycheck after years of construction boom and bust.

As in previous recessions, this economic downturn is boosting enrollment at community colleges and vocational schools. Classrooms are swelling with workers from hard-hit industries who are looking to change careers.

Educators say the difference this time is the surging interest in so-called green-collar jobs. President Obama wants to create 5 million of them over the next decade. What isn't clear is how the U.S. is going to prepare this workforce.

Technical education for renewable-energy workers is scarce, particularly for the fast-growing wind industry. Only a handful of wind programs operate in community colleges. Cerro Coso filled the 15 slots in its boot camp within hours. The next course is already full.

The U.S. last year surpassed Germany as the world's No. 1 wind-powered nation, with more than 25,000 megawatts in place. Wind could supply 20% of America's electricity needs by 2030, up from less than 1% now, according to a recent Energy Department report.

California is the No. 3 wind state, behind Texas and Iowa. A slew of developments are in the pipeline, including in Kern County, where hundreds of turbines already dot the wind-swept ridges of the Tehachapi mountain range.

"This is going to be ground zero for alternative energy" in California, said Jim Fay, vice president of academic affairs at Cerro Coso Community College, which has five campuses in Kern County. "We have to prepare our students."

The economic crisis has dampened growth in the renewable sector. But the U.S. wind industry is clamoring for skilled technicians to maintain the 30,000 wind turbines already in the ground. The best workers combine the knowledge of a top-flight mechanic with the endurance of an alpine mountaineer.

"It's like [working on] a school bus on top of a really long pole," said Bob Ward, a marketing manager for sensing and inspection technologies for General Electric Co., one of the world's top turbine makers. "It's complex. This isn't some Jiffy Lube job."

A typical 1.5-megawatt GE unit costs $2.5 million installed. It sits about 30 stories above the ground at the hub, where its three 100-foot-long blades connect to the tower.

Just behind the hub is the housing for the gearbox, drive train and other components. Think of this as the wind technician's office. Except there's no elevator. Reaching it means climbing rung by rung on a narrow steel ladder attached to the inside of the tower. An agile worker can do it in less than 10 minutes, several times a day.

"You earn every dollar you make in this industry. It's plain hard work," said Dan Templeton, program chairman for wind energy at Texas State Technical College West Texas.

Advice to hopefuls: Quit smoking. Lose that gut. And don't try this with a hangover.

Technicians must be hyper-vigilant in an occupation that combines dizzying heights, tight spaces, high-voltage electricity and spinning metal.

Fatalities are rare but unspeakably gruesome.

Workers have plunged to their deaths, been electrocuted and been ground to a pulp by rotating machinery.

Teaching students to respect these beasts is the job of wind instructors such as Mays, who grew up on a ranch in nearby Tehachapi.

His employer, Airstreams, is a private wind-training firm working with Cerro Coso to put on the eight-week boot camp. On a recent evening, Mays lectured students on the importance of daily inspection of the safety harness, the lifeline that every wind technician straps on before climbing.

"This is what's going to save your life, so you'd better be sure it's working," Mays said. "I don't want to be the one to have to look your wife in the eye and tell her that you're gone."

The potential danger doesn't appear to faze 18-year-old Shelby Young of California City, a dirt-bike rider and the only woman in the class.

"I like the adrenaline rush," she said.

Josh Gates' biggest worry is supporting his family. The unemployed builder, 27, left his pregnant wife and young son in Greenville, Utah, to attend the class. He bunks in a friend's motor home, making the long drive home every few weeks.

"It's going to pay off in the end," he said.

The near certainty of landing a job that pays well has students scampering for available training spots.

Mesalands Community College in Tucumcari, N.M., launched its wind program last fall with 32 students. GE offered to hire every qualified graduate for three years, leading to a nationally televised news story. The school has since been flooded with hundreds of inquiries from across the country, spokesman John Yearout said. He's scrambling to find another instructor.

It's much the same at Iowa Lakes Community College, where wind students have "two to three job offers each" by the time they complete the two-year program, spokeswoman Angie DeJong said.

The school will admit 102 students this fall, up from the 72 it had planned to take, because of surging demand, she said. Inquiries come in daily from the jobless. On a recent morning it was an unemployed Nebraska engineer, then a Michigan autoworker.

"We're seeing a lot of nontraditional students with families who have gotten laid off," she said.

California's community colleges are trying to get wind technicians into the workforce faster with the accelerated boot camp system. Cerro Coso and Shasta College in Redding are the first institutions out of the gate. More are on the way.

The goal is to have 50 schools around the state offering wind training within a few years, said Peter Davis, director of the community college system's Advanced Transportation Technologies and Energy initiative.

That could prove a tall order considering California's budget woes.

Students are jumping at the few seats available now. Laid-off house framer Shane Culleton of Rosamond, Calif., borrowed $1,000 from his mother-in-law to enroll in the Cerro Coso boot camp. The 29-year-old father of three is so confident that he'll find a job that he vowed to sell his beloved motorcycle if he fails.

"It's going to be a while before construction comes back," he said. "I've got to do something."

marla.dickerson@latimes.com 

Greens more united than ever, May tells convention

MELANIE PATTEN 

The Canadian Press

March 1, 2009 at 9:15 PM EST

PICTOU, N.S — The Green party emerged from its policy convention Sunday united behind Leader Elizabeth May, though some delegates conceded disappointment at failing to make a House of Commons breakthrough in last year's election.

Ms. May thanked more than 200 Greens gathered at a waterfront convention centre in Pictou, N.S., for their approval and their endorsement.

“I can honestly tell you I didn't expect that strong and unanimous sense of support and appreciation and even forgiveness for mistakes,” an emotional Ms. May said in her closing remarks, earning cheers and whistles from the crowd.

“That's something that I will carry forward and which makes me feel so much stronger to carry forward your message and win the next election.”

Canada's Green Party is hoping to parlay U.S. President Barack Obama's popularity among Canadians into its own success as it pushes for economic change and tougher environmental practices

Ms. May, who lost the rural riding of Central Nova to Defence Minister Peter MacKay in the Oct. 14 vote, said the party came out of its three-day convention more united than ever.

“I have the most unified party of any of the other parties,” she said in an interview. “There are always splits and divisions in political parties, and I'm enormously gratified by the resounding level of support for my leadership.”

Delegate Michael McFadden of Dartmouth, N.S., said he believes support for Ms. May among party ranks has grown since the last election.

“Everybody's talked about how we could do things better and everything like that, but it's always been a question of improving with Elizabeth May there,” said Mr. McFadden, who's been a Green for about five years.

Will Munsey, a former Progressive Conservative from Alberta who went Green a couple of years ago, said Ms. May is in good shape to continue leading the party.

“Some people have been dissatisfied with some of the things that have happened in leadership, but that's a given. You work through those things,” he said.

“This party does well being led by Elizabeth May.”

Delegates said the party's growth was hard to deny during the convention, which attracted members from across the country. Many said the process of getting business done went more smoothly than in past conventions.

The Greens' national campaign chair said the seat-starved party would handle the next election campaign “on a much more professional planning basis.”

“(The party) can win seats. It's not going to be a huge number of seats, but it can win seats if we're concentrated in our efforts,” said Greg Morrow.

“You have to be able to target particular places and put the resources into that well in advance of the election and that's what we're working towards now.”

As far as Ms. May is concerned, she said she plans to run again in Central Nova in Nova Scotia, but she adds she will consider another riding if the party demands she move.

“I will run in a byelection somewhere else if one should arise before the next general election, and I am open to the idea of running somewhere else if the party really forces me,” she said.

“But they would have to force me because I don't want to be anywhere but here.”

Wherever Ms. May runs, she'll face extra competition.

In last fall's election, Ms. May and former Liberal leader Stéphane Dion struck a pact not to run a candidate in each other's riding.

However, newly minted Opposition Leader Michael Ignatieff has said that deal won't be on the table the next time around — something Ms. May said doesn't surprise her.

Ms. May also raised concerns about Mr. Ignatieff, saying that while she likes the Liberal Leader personally, she's worried about some of his environmental policies.

“I am concerned that in an effort — which I think is misguided — to win votes in Alberta, he will overly compromise the Liberal party towards supporting the tar sands, and I think that's a mistake,” she said.

Last week, Mr. Ignatieff said supporting the oil sands was a question of national unity, but warned projects must become greener.

Ms. May said it seems as though Mr. Ignatieff is reducing the Liberals' focus on their climate policy and stepping further away from the Green Shift — a move she called “unfortunate.”

The proposed carbon tax was the centrepiece of the Liberals' last election platform under Mr. Dion, but the plan failed to connect with many Canadians.

Despite the differences among them, Ms. May said the Greens are willing to work with all parties.

EU ban on seal products a step closer

Only native-hunted goods would be allowed under bill, which must clear parliament and member governments before it's law 

BRUSSELS 

Canadian Press

March 2, 2009

A European Parliament committee has backed a proposal for a partial ban on the import of seal products from Canada and other sealing countries.

The legislators, meeting in Brussels, rejected an initial bill that recommended tough labelling rules instead of a ban.

The amended bill calls for a ban but includes an exemption for Canada's and Greenland's Inuit communities.

It still faces scrutiny by the entire European Parliament and European Union governments before it becomes law.

Supporters of the ban hope to have the parliament and governments pass the bill by April.

Nordic EU countries, including Denmark, Sweden and Finland, have all voiced opposition to a ban on seal hunting and EU experts say a ban could pose a legal headache under world trade rules.

Canada and Greenland have both warned the EU it could take a ban to the World Trade Organization.

Canadians won't quit on the environment

JOE FRIESEN

Globe and Mail

February 27, 2009 

Even in the worst of economic times, as job losses mount and gloomy headlines dominate, Canadians have not abandoned their concern for the environment, which was their top policy priority before the financial crisis took hold last autumn.

A new poll conducted for the Dominion Institute by Ipsos Reid shows Canadians are split on whether the need to stimulate the economy trumps environmental concerns.

Just under half of Canadians say serious action on climate change must wait until after the recession, while 57 per cent say Canada should take action on climate change right now, even if it means higher deficits.

“With the economic recession, it's expected that concern for the environment versus the economy would drop off. Canadians are saying, ‘No, it's still important, the government should still be focusing on the environment even though it has to stabilize the economy,'” said Sean Simpson, research manager at Ipsos Reid.

The poll is the basis for the third policy discussion at globeandmail.com's public policy wiki, where readers can propose solutions, comment on other suggestions and vote on their preferred course of action. It is available at http://policywiki.theglobeandmail.com.

Across the country, support for environmental policies tends to increase the further one gets from Alberta. The oil-rich province, which has been hurt by the recent fall in commodity prices, is about 10 per cent out of step with the rest of the country on every environmental question, Mr. Simpson said.

Overall, 64 per cent of Canadians say development of Alberta's oil sands should be halted until a clean method can be found, as do 47 per cent of Albertans.

Three-quarters of Canadians say we should only adopt stimulus measures that are environmentally sustainable, while 71 per cent say it's more important for the government to focus on jobs than climate change.

“They're saying maybe we can have the best of both worlds,” Mr. Simpson said. “Maybe instead of creating jobs in the tar sands we can create them in the environmental sector.”

Prentice hits Washington, with cap (and trade) in hand

SHAWN MCCARTHY

Globe and Mail

March 2, 2009 

OTTAWA — GLOBAL ENERGY REPORTER

The Harper government is facing growing threats of environment-based protectionism from the U.S. as President Barack Obama moves forward aggressively with a climate-change plan that conservative critics are already blasting as a de facto, economy-wide carbon tax.

Canadian federal Environment Minister Jim Prentice lands in Washington today to pursue the Canada-U.S. co-operation on energy and the environment that was promised when the new President visited Ottawa two weeks ago.

In meetings with top administration officials, Mr. Prentice will push Canada's proposal for a continental system of emission caps and market-based permit trading that would align Canada's regulatory system with that of our largest trading partner.

But Mr. Obama's budget, released last week, makes it clear he is planning far more sweeping emissions rules than Ottawa's plan to impose regulations on the largest industrial emitters. And the President gave no indication during his trip to Canada that he was enthusiastic about Prime Minister Stephen Harper's idea for a bilateral agreement on climate change.

Mr. Prentice lands in a politically charged U.S. capital as the administration turns up the heat in the debate over environmental regulations.

He knows full well that the outcome of that debate will have far-reaching impacts on Canada - from oil sands producers worried about an environmental backlash to provincial utilities looking to export emissions-free power and individual Canadians whose economic wellbeing is inextricably tied to the health of the American economy.

There is a growing concern that Canadian exporters could face duties and other trade measures if the U.S. imposes tough rules on its businesses and views Canada as a laggard.

"It's very, very significant," said Lisa DeMarco, a Toronto-based lawyer at MacLeod Dixon and leading climate-change practitioner.

"What we see is a whole new way for them to use [environment exemptions in trade agreements] as a shield to allow for trade protectionism in goods of higher or different emissions intensity."

She said the threat goes far beyond Alberta's oil sands to include the chemical industry, steel, electricity exports and energy-intensive manufactured goods.

Mr. Obama's budget reflects his ambitious plan to cap greenhouse gas emissions by 2012, and to require fossil-fuel users to purchase permits to emit any carbon dioxide that results from the combustion of coal, oil or natural gas. The budget projected the emission allowances would raise $645-billion (U.S.) over seven years.

Republicans pounced immediately.

"Let's just be honest and call [the Obama plan] a carbon tax that will increase taxes on all Americans who drive a car, who have a job, who turn on a light switch, pure and simple," raged Representative John Boehner.

Though details have not been released, the U.S. system would have a far broader reach than Canada's approach.

Ottawa plans to set limits only for the largest industrial emitters, such as power plants, refineries, major oil developments and large manufacturers and resource processors. The federal regulations would be based on "intensity targets," which regulate emissions per unit of production, rather than "hard caps," which provide absolute limits.

As well, the Canadian federal effort would not cap emissions by end users of the fuel, which is where most emissions occur. Instead, Ottawa is relying on incentives, tax breaks and higher efficiency standards to encourage people to reduce their energy consumption.

Mr. Obama and the leading Democrats in Congress favour a plan that would impose hard caps. It would not only force producers to limit their own emissions, but require that, at some point in the production chain, processors such as refiners account for the emissions that would result from the final fuel use by households and businesses.

Analysts say Democrats plan to impose caps on some 80 per cent of energy use in the economy. Four Canadian provinces - Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba and British Columbia - plan to eventually extend caps beyond the large industrial sources as a result of their participation in the California-led Western Climate Initiative.

Based on budget figures, the Obama plan would raise gasoline prices by 15 cents a gallon by 2020, and would increase retail electricity rates by 6.8 per cent - and much more in coal-dependent states - said Veronique Bugnion, managing director at Point Carbon, a climate-change consultancy.

Corporate lobby groups are urging Washington to adopt measures to prevent investment from flowing offshore to jurisdictions with lighter regulations, a process known as "leakage" because it fails to achieve planned emission reductions. But those measures can also result in environment-related trade restrictions.

"If U.S. refineries have to have allowances for their own emissions but foreign refineries do not, it creates an incentive for refinery investment to relocate," said Russell Jones of the American Petroleum Institute.

"We think what the economists call a 'leakage issue' is a real issue."

Canada seeks N. American fuel-efficiency standard

Reuters

March 2, 2009  

Environment Minister Jim Prentice said Monday that Canada wants to be part of a stringent North American standard on fuel efficiency for the continent’s heavily integrated auto industry.
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TORONTO - Canada wants to be part of a stringent North American standard on fuel efficiency for the continent's heavily integrated auto industry, Environment Minister Jim Prentice said Monday.

"At this point in the United States, it would appear as though they are headed toward a 35 mile a gallon standard by 2020 and that would start to come into effect in the 2011 model year," Prentice told the CBC in Washington. "We've essentially been prepared to go in that same direction ... what we're striving for is a North American standard because we know there's only one North American automobile industry."

Prentice is in Washington for a series of meetings to talk about how to ensure both countries use cleaner energy.

Canada is the single largest supplier of energy to the United States but around half the oil it sends to its giant neighbor comes from oil sands. Processing the oil stripped out of the sands releases massive amounts of the greenhouse gases blamed for global warming.

President Barack Obama wants to fight climate change by capping emissions of greenhouse gases from big industries and allowing them to trade rights to pollute. Such systems are commonly called "cap and trade."

Stephen Harper's Conservative government, which took power in early 2006, walked away from the Kyoto treaty on climate change and showed little enthusiasm for the idea of a cap and trade system, preferring to insist that industries cut the intensity of their emissions rather than agreeing to a strict limit.

Faced with a new U.S. administration that seems determined to act, Ottawa says it is prepared to look at the idea of a North American cap and trade agreement.

"The first thing that has to happen, however, is that the United States has to land with their own domestic policy. It's by no means clear how this will emerge from Congress over the course of the next year," Prentice said.

During his two-day trip, Prentice is due to meet Todd Stern, the chief U.S. climate negotiator, Environmental Protection Agency head Lisa Jackson, Secretary of Energy Steven Chu as well as Democratic Senator John Kerry.

© Copyright (c) Reuters
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Global fisheries must brace for climate change, warns UN report

The fishing industry and government authorities must plan ahead to deal with the impact of climate change on fisheries worldwide, according to a new United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) report.

Responsible practices must be put into place more widely and management plans should include strategies for dealing with global warming, according to the FAO publication, entitled “The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture” (SOFIA).

Communities that rely heavily on fishing for their income will face serious challenges if fewer fish are available, with developing countries earning almost $25 billion annually in fish exports. The report estimated that more than 500 million people worldwide depend on the fishing sector.

The distribution of marine and freshwater species is already being affected by climate change, with warmer-water species being pushed towards the poles and changing in habitat size and productivity.

Biological processes are also being impacted, which has consequences for fish production, warned the report.

Kevern Cochrane, one of the report’s authors, said that the message to fishers and authorities is clear: “Get in line with current best practices, like those contained in FAO’s Code for Responsible Fisheries, and you’ve already taken important strides towards mitigating the effects of climate change.”

He cautioned that many fisheries are already being exploited at maximum productive capacity.

“When you look at the impacts that climate change might have on ocean ecosystems, that raises concerns as to how they’ll hold up,” said Mr. Cochrane.

The issues covered by SOFIA will be discussed by representatives from over 80 countries who are gathering today at FAO Headquarters in Rome for the 28th session of the Committee on Fisheries (COFI).
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UN agencies, corporations to fight alien species in ships’ ballast tanks

The threats of marine bio-invasions, caused by the transfer of alien plants and animals in ships’ ballast tanks, will be fought by United Nations agencies partnered with shipping corporations, the UN International Maritime Agency (IMO) said today.

According to IMO’s findings, an estimated 10 billion tonnes of ballast water are being carried around the globe each year, and more than 3,000 species of plants and animals are being transferred daily.

As a result, a serious environmental threat has developed, caused by the introduction of alien aquatic plants and animals to new ecosystems, which may not be able to deal with the imported species.

In many areas of the world, the effects have been devastating, since, once these invasive species are established, they are extremely difficult to eradicate, IMO said.

In one example, the introduction of the comb jelly (mnemiopsis leidyi) to the Black and Azov Seas caused a near extinction of anchovy and sprat fisheries and the introduction of the zebra mussel (dreissena polymorpha) in the Great Lakes required multibillion dollar controls and the cleaning of underwater structures and pipelines.

The Global Industry Alliance (GIA), launched today at IMO’s headquarters in London to tackle this global environmental problem, is an innovative partnership between IMO, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the Global Environment Facility (GEF) and four major private shipping corporations.
The international community has developed a regulatory framework for ballast water management, culminating in the adoption by IMO Member States, in 2004, of the International Convention for the Control and Management of Ships' Ballast Water and Sediments.

The Alliance will assist the development of cost-effective ballast water treatment technologies that can be fitted onboard ships, and will help design new ship design options such as 'flow thru' ballast tanks and ballast-free ships.

It also aims to promote the dissemination of technology within the industry by creating ballast-water information mechanisms and developing training tools targeted at the maritime industry.
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BAN KI-MOON: GAZA BORDER CROSSINGS SITUATION “INTOLERABLE” 

· The Secretary-General is currently in Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, where, earlier today, he addressed the International Conference in Support of the Palestinian Economy for the Reconstruction of Gaza. 
  

· In terms of bilateral meetings, the Secretary-General met today with U.S. Secretary of State Hilary Clinton. They discussed the Middle East, the Korean Peninsula, Haiti, climate change and food security, among other subjects.
  

· The Secretary-General also held bilaterals with Quartet Representative Tony Blair, Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, Lebanese Prime Minister Fouad Siniora, Palestinian Prime Minister Salam Fayyad, the UK’s Foreign Minister, David Miliband, French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner, Italian Foreign Minister Franco Frattini, and the European Union’s Javier Solana, and as well as other participants at the Conference.
  

· The topics of his discussions with these leaders ranged from the situation in the Middle East, including Gaza and Lebanon, to the Darfur peace process, Zimbabwe, Myanmar, climate change and food security. An informal meeting of the Middle East Quartet was also held today in Sharm el-Sheikh. 
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FISHING INDUSTRY SHOULD BE BETTER PREPARED FOR CLIMATE CHANGE 

· The fishing industry and national fisheries authorities must do more to understand and prepare for the impacts that climate change will have on world fisheries, says a new Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) report published today.
  

· According to the latest edition of the UN agency's “The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture,” fishers and fisheries authorities have to get in line with current best practices.  The report also highlights that urgent efforts are needed to help fishery and aquaculture dependent communities to strengthen their resilience to climate change, noting that any decreases in the local availability of fish could pose serious problems to their livelihoods. 
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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "canberra" ��Canberra Times (Australia): UN to tackle mercury menace�


� HYPERLINK  \l "japan" ��Japan Times (Japan): Tackling the dangers of mercury�


� HYPERLINK  \l "koreah" ��Korea Herald (South Korea): A champion of green growth�


� HYPERLINK  \l "colour2010" ��IPS (South Africa): The Colour of 2010 Is Green��











New York Times: Obama’s Backing Raises Hopes for Climate Pact 

















Wall Street Journal: The Return of Captain Planet 


Time Magazine: Is the Press Misreporting the Environment Story?


New York Times: Obama’s Greenhouse Gas Gamble 


New York Times: Car Crashes to Please Mother Nature 


Chicago Tribune: Cheap oil, but at what cost?


LA Times: Coen brothers' TV ad ridicules 'clean coal'


LA Times: Wind-power industry seeks trained workforce


Canadian Press: Greens more united than ever, May tells convention


Canadian Press: EU ban on seal products a step closer


Globe and Mail: Canadians won't quit on the environment


Globe and Mail: Prentice hits Washington, with cap (and trade) in hand


Reuters: Canada seeks N. American fuel-efficiency standard
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