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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
NY Times (US): Sugar Cane Waste as Pellet Fuel

November 23, 2009, 10:39 am
Brazilian Pellet The company intends to build several plants that would process bagasse, a byproduct of sugar cane production, into small, dense pellets that can be burned for fuel.

A trio of Italian and British entrepreneurs are advancing a $114 million plan to turn the waste from Brazilian sugar cane production into pellets that can be burned in coal-fired and thermal plants.

Their São Paulo-based start-up, Brazilian Pellet, expects to finalize a $45.5 million loan syndicated by the Inter-American Development Bank that would provide two-thirds of the financing for its first burst of development, in the first quarter of 2010. 

Several million dollars in seed money came from the three founders, Diego Maurizio Zannoni, Giancarlo de Filippo and David J. Instance, through their Luxembourg-based holding company.

The company intends to build several plants that would process bagasse, a byproduct of sugar cane production, into small, dense pellets that can be burned for fuel.

Mr. Zannoni, an aeronautical engineer, said he has a patent pending on the process which he developed over a two-year period, and tested successfully in a pilot project. He said that Essent Trading, a Dutch energy trading company owned by the German utility RWE, certified the pellets as meeting European Union standards for solid biofuels.

Mr. Zannoni also said that Brazilian sugar mills burn most of their own bagasse to create energy in cogeneration plants, and increasingly have been selling the excess power to the national grid. But 20 percent of the excess bagasse, or about 25 million tons, is left to waste, Mr. Zannoni said. 

Brazilian Pellet plans to begin production in the third quarter of 2010 in its first plant in São Paulo, home to more than half the production of Brazil’s sugar cane industry — the world’s largest.

By 2015, Brazil Pellet plans to reach 520,000 tons a year of pellet production, an amount that would produce 2,420 gigawatt-hours annually. 

The company plans to sell the pellets to companies in industries like textiles, dairy and brewing that generate steam to power turbines in their manufacturing process.

In Europe, it plans to initially sell the pellets to biofuel traders like Essen, which would then sell it to coal-fired plants. Such plants are increasingly employing biofuels to help them meet tightening European Union standards for carbon emissions. The E.U. has called for 20 percent of total energy consumption to come from renewable sources by 2020.

The European Biomass Association predicts that by 2020 the European Union will use 100 million tons a year of pelletized biofuels from about 13 million tons this year. Now, most European biomass pellets are made from sawdust, a byproduct of the wood processing industry, Mr. Zannoni said.

The company said its process is carbon neutral because the bagasse, if not used, would break down and release dangerous emissions.

“If you just let the bagasse decay it releases methane, and that’s 20 percent more dangerous to the ozone layer than carbon dioxide,’’ said Ivan Nuñez, a banker with the IDB arranging the financing for Brazilian Pellet. “So, burning it instead gives you carbon credits.’’

In fact, a study released last month by the U.N.E.P.’s International Panel for Sustainable Resource Management suggested that biofuels made from production residues, like bagasse, were generally considered beneficial for the environment.

“The nice thing about bagasse is that it’s just garbage,’’ said Gloria Jacobovitz, an adviser to Brazilian Pellet. “It’s different from other biomass because it’s a waste product rather than a plant grown specifically to create energy.’’
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Capital FM (Kenya): Kenya energy capacity massive

24 November 2009

Kenya has the capacity to produce its entire electricity from clean energy sources by 2020, United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) Executive Director Achim Steiner has said.

Mr Steiner told a Green and Competitive Electricity Conference that the country has abundant renewable potential which if exploited, could see the country become a world leader in the production of green energy in the next 11 years.

“Kenya sits on five or even 10 times more electricity in the Rift Valley of geothermal power than its entire installed generating capacity right now. The irony is, you are so close to it but you are actually walking away from right now,” he said.

The country has the potential to generate up to 2,000MW from wind energy, 7,000MW from geothermal and substantial biomasss resources. For instance, the current sugar factories in Western Kenya have the potential for generating 300MW of power for addition to the national grid.

He regretted that the reliance on hydro generated electricity and the erratic nature of rainfall had exposed the country’s energy sector - and by extension its economy - to greater risks.

“The lights have been going out but much worse, here we are in 2009 and more than three-quarters of Kenyan’s population does not have access to electricity. In fact the infrastructure model for electricity generation has left the proud nation of Kenya with lights going out,” he said.

“On top of that we have had to increasingly rely on having to import electricity generating equipment at a high premium to the country and to electricity consumers of this country,” he added.

As the world continues to feel the effects of climate change, Mr Steiner said Kenya will have to employ a power generation mix strategy that could see it harness the geothermal, wind, solar of bagasses potential.

He added that instead of looking at prospects of striking oil, the country should focus on the generation of ample, reliable and affordable electricity for all.

“Yes Kenya may still find oil. But is that the answer to ensuring that the lights will be on for a 100 percent of Kenya’s population,” he wondered.

He proposed that the country should heavily invest these cost effective green energy solutions in the rural areas and reap the benefits in the next few years.

It is only with government and the international development community and the right financing mechanism that you can go to the villages of Kenya to ensure an electricity revolution in Kenya, he said.

“The poor are not ignorant. In less than 10 years, it could be the rural areas that are producing a significant share of the power that is being consumed in the cities and the industrial economies of Kenya,” he forecasted.

But in a quick rejoinder, Prime Minister Raila Odinga expressed the government’s commitment to ensuring that Kenya becomes a green economy by in the next 10 years.

He said there is reason and will power to meet the country's energy requirements efficiently and in a clean manner.

The Prime Minister said this is why the country would present to the Copenhagen climate change summit concrete plans and commit to specific goals informed by science. 

“We are going to Copenhagen with a proposal for turning Kenya’s economy into a green economy by 2020. It can be done and Kenya can actually take the lead in this regard,” he said adding that for this dream to be realised, the country required support from the international community.

Although he acknowledged that the private sector has largely kept away from investing in renewable energy projects, he urged investors to develop geothermal fields here saying there was a high return on investment.

The Premier said the fact that 90 per cent of the wells so far drilled have steam in sufficient quantity and in high temperature, meant that the development of geothermal energy in Kenya is viable.

Energy Minister Kiraitu Murungi added that the government had reduced the exploration and project costs in the generation of geothermal energy in a bid to attract them into the field.

Geothermal wells are expensive to sink with one costing approximately Sh490 million ($6.5milion) thus the need for the involvement of the private sector he noted.

“It has also been difficult to attract private sector investments in geothermal due to the extremely high front end costs. I urge this conference to come up with concrete recommendations on how to mitigate such costs through flexible financing mechanisms,” he appealed to the participants in the conference.
 
To facilitate and deepen private sector participation, the ministry will from December install 33 wind masts and data loggers to collect data at various sites across the country to augment the information contained in the Ministry of Energy’s current Wind Atlas. 

“The data which will be collected will be analysed and the reports given to the private sector to assist in making investment decisions on the size and timing of investment,” he said.

A feed in tariff policy for geothermal would also be developed which would be ascertained by the cost capital, Mr Murungi added.
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Newsday (Trinidad and Tobago): Practice what you preach

24 November 2009

With two weeks to go before the Climate Conference in Copenhagen, executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Angela Cropper yesterday said the prospects for sealing a deal appear bleak unless leaders were “struck by some last minute pangs of conscience about the world community in which they serve.”
Speaking at the opening ceremony for the plenary sessions for the Commonwealth People’s Forum at Cascadia Hotel, St Ann’s, Cropper said leaders would have to be struck by “an acuate consciousness about their own role in changing course to a new vision and to the need for global partnership for its common future.” 

The Danish government is lobbying for concrete commitments from countries to have a Copenhagen protocol to prevent global warming and climate changes. 

Prior to making her remarks, Cropper said opportunities for addressing the challenges of climate change, environmental insecurity and poverty were being squandered. 

“The conference halls are full but the official promises ensuing from the deliberations therein are seldom fulfilled. The preaching is never practised.” 

Cropper said the financial, economic, environment and social crises have created a “perfect storm” of events for a new vision for a collective future. 

She said each of these issues posed substantial challenges but they were now compounding each other into complex, fast changing and disruptive dynamics. 

The result has been millions of people thrown into poverty, world facing environmental insecurity, increased levels of inequity among and between nations and leaders bewildered about how to respond appropriately. Cropper, a former independent senator, said inequity in access and distribution of food was a problem despite the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation’s report that there was sufficient food being produced worldwide to feed everyone. 

She said, “Still a child dies every six seconds because of not having enough access to food.” 

Cropper said the “bad news” continued with climate change and environmental degradation which will affect those most reliant on nature’s resources. She linked the failure to take action to the “trust gap” between developed and developing countries. 

She said for the developing world the gap came about due to decades of unfulfilled promises, aid falling short of 0.7 percent of development assistance and failure of the industralised world to recognise the polluter place principle in the climate change negotiation. 

Cropper said the convergence of the crises has led to a rethinking of the development and economic models of the last centuries and some countries have introduced new concepts. She referred to China’s “circular economy” in which waste from one production or consumption process is circulated as a new input, Bhutan’s “gross national happiness” concept as replacement for gross domestic product, Korea’s 60-year plan for a low carbon green economy and Japan’s emphasis on reduce, reuse and recycle policy. Cropper said these offered new thinking which characterised a move toward an ecological civilisation. 

She spoke about UNEP’s Green Economy Initiative which involved many organisations and individuals and used policy work accumulated over the years.
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Trinidad and Tobago Express (Trinidad and Tobago): '6 children die every second'

24 November 2009

EVERY six seconds, a child dies because of starvation. 

And according to Dr Angela Cropper, executive director at the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), it has nothing to do with the world’s inability to produce food. 

Cropper was delivering the keynote address at the opening plenary session of the Commonwealth People’s Forum at the Cascadia Hotel in St Ann’s yesterday when she made the statements. 

The 300-plus audience however, was somewhat taken aback by the statements, but Cropper insisted that the whole world had been thrust into environmental insecurity, defeating levels of inequity within and between nations, while a sense of bewilderment had fallen upon the world’s political leaders making it difficult for them to respond appropriately. 

’A global context of simultaneous financial, economic, environmental and social crisis, each taken individually, is a substantial challenge on its own, but they are now compounding each other into a complex, fast changing and disruptive dynamic which have already thrown an additional millions of people into poverty,’ she said. 

As a result, she said the current global situation was one of the major reasons behind poor people’s vulnerability and the fact that in many of the Commonwealth nations, six children die every second. 

’Paradoxically these children are not dying from the world’s inability to produce food, in fact, FOA (the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations) says the world is producing enough, but they are dying because of inequity, in-access and poor distribution,’ she said. 

According to Cropper, the global economy has grown six fold, food production has increased about 2.5 times, per capita food production has increased and food prices have decreased according to statistics... ’but still, a child dies every six seconds because of not having enough access to enough food’.
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Daily Graphic (Ghana): Ghana Commended for Ratifying Protocols to Protect Ozone Layer

23 November 2009 

Ghana has received a certificate of commendation from the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) for ratifying the Vienna Convention, the Montreal Protocol and, most important, implementing UN provisions which seek to protect the ozone layer from destruction.

A statement from the Ministry of Environment, Science and Technology (MEST) signed by the Deputy minister, Dr Edward K. Omane Boamah, said Ms Hanny-Sherry Ayittey, the Minister of MEST, received the certificate.

The certificate, signed by the United Nations Under-Secretary General and UNEP Executive Director, Mr Steiner Achim, was presented to Ms Ayittey at the 21st meeting of the 169 parties to the Montreal Protocol in Egypt held a fortnight ago.

Ms Ayittey, receiving the certificate, said Ghana had sought to support conventions and protocols that protected the environment because “it is our fervent desire that the spirit of global co-operation is maintained for the benefit of mankind and the protection of our environment”.

She noted that Ghana, as a responsible member of the global community, did not use a lot of ozone-depleting substances but the government had already taken bold steps to control imports by imposing regulations measured to ensure that the quantum of substances imported into the country by a few companies was consistent with the Montreal Protocol Phase Out plans.

“A number of other relevant interventions have also been established and are being implemented to ensure that Ghana contributes meaningfully towards the global effort for the protection of the ozone layer. Specific projects are in the chlorofluorocarbon (CFC) commercial end-user refrigeration sector,” she said.

She indicated that through a co-ordinated monitoring programme on the local market, a number of mislabelled and contaminated refrigerators had been intercepted and detained because such materials could not be used in any particular refrigeration system.

“Ghana has braced itself to fully implement the high CFC freeze by 2013, as well as subsequent reduction steps. A national survey has already been carried out and the various user sectors identified, while a workshop has been held in that direction and project preparations currently underway,” she said.

Ms Ayittey congratulated the parties to the protocol on their steadfastness towards achieving its objectives and also thanked the assessment panel for its immeasurable commitment to the daunting task of providing direction and insight into issues for developing countries to overcome diverse challenges in meeting their commitment under the protocol.

The ozone layer is a layer in the earth’s atmosphere which shields the entire earth from much of the harmful radiation from the sun, while CFC is a halogenated chemical used in the manufacturing of refrigerators.

The CFC content in refrigerators is injurious to the earth, hence UNEP protocols seek to regulate the levels used in manufacturing.
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Other Environment News
AFP: Greenhouse emissions reach 'record' level: UN

24 November 2009

Greenhouse gas emissions have kept increasing, reaching a record level since the pre-industrial era, the UN climate agency warned Monday, just weeks before a crucial climate change summit.

"Levels of most greenhouse gases continue to increase," said the World Meteorological Organisation in a statement.

"In 2008, global concentrations of carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide, which are the main long-lived greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, have reached the highest levels recorded since pre-industrial times," it said.

WMO Secretary-General Michel Jarraud noted that data confirmed the "tendancy of exponential increase."

"It's not really good news: concentration of greenhouse gases continue to increase, actually even a bit faster," he said.

"This is reinforcing the fact that we are actually closer to the pessimistic scenario" forecasted by scientists of the authoritative Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, he said.

"Action must be taken as soon as possible," he stressed, ahead of a UN summit in Copenhagen next month aimed at securing a treaty to replace the Kyoto Protocol, which aims at cutting carbon emissions.

The WMO said since 1750, atmospheric carbon dioxide -- the key driver of global warming -- has increased by 38 percent, contributing to 63.5 percent of the growth in atmospheric greenhouse effect.

In 2008, carbon dioxide levels reached 385.2 parts per million, up 2.0 ppm from a year earlier.

Methane levels stayed stable from 1999 to 2006, but showed a "significant increase" in 2007 and 2008.

Methane is over 20 times more efficient than carbon dioxide in trapping solar heat, and some 60 percent of methane arise from human influence on nature, such as rice and cattle farming, fossil fuel usage and landfills.

Meanwhile, the WMO noted that the levels of chlorofluorocarbons are decreasing as the ozone-depleting compounds are being phased out through an international treaty.

However, concentrations of substitute gases are "increasing rapidly," contributing to 8.9 percent of greenhouse effect between 2003 and 2008.

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

AP: CO2 curve ticks upward as key climate talks loom

23 November 2009

The readings at this 2-mile-high station show a troubling upward curve as the world counts down to crucial climate talks: Global warming gases are building in the atmosphere at record levels from emissions that match scientists' worst-case scenarios.

Carbon dioxide concentrations this fall are hovering at around 385 parts per million, on their way to a near-certain record high above 390 in the first half of next year, at the annual peak.

"For the past million years we've never seen 390. You have to wonder what that's going to do," said physicist John Barnes, the observatory director.

One leading atmospheric scientist, Stephen Schneider, sees "coin-flip odds for serious outcomes for our planet."

Far from this mid-Pacific government observatory, negotiators from 192 nations gather in wintry Copenhagen, Denmark, next month to try to agree on steps to head off the worst of the climate disruptions researchers say will result if concentrations hit around 450 parts per million — in 30 years at the current rate. Some say the world has already passed a danger point, at 350 ppm, and must roll back.

Today's emissions curve is tracking the worst case among seven emissions scenarios set out in 2001 by the U.N.'s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), British climatologists reported in September.

The U.N. expert group projects that such a path would raise global temperatures between 2.4 and 6.4 degrees Celsius (4.3 and 11.5 degrees F) by century's end. That would come on top of a global temperature increase of about 0.6 degrees Celsius (1 degree Fahrenheit) in the past century, a warming trend the authoritative IPCC says is mainly due to the buildup of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases.

Such warming will shift climate patterns, cause more extreme weather events, spread drought and floods to new areas, kill off plant and animal species, and cause seas to rise from heat expansion and the melting of land ice, the IPCC says.

"Changing several degrees may not seem like much, but we're just changing things too fast," Barnes said. "So the consequences could well be drastic."

The IPCC has urged industrialized countries to reduce global emissions by 25 to 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020. As of 2007, they stood only 4 percent below 1990 levels, and the rest of the world continued pouring out more and more heat-trapping gases, chiefly from the burning of coal, gasoline and other fossil fuels.

Through this decade global emissions have grown by 23 percent. In 2008, almost three-quarters of the increase came from China, researchers reported last week. Other big contributors among developing countries were India, Saudi Arabia, Brazil, South Africa, South Korea, Indonesia, Iran and Mexico.

Experts see no sign of a slowdown.

It would "probably be at 390 (ppm) next year at Mauna Loa," said Fred T. Mackenzie, a professor emeritus of oceanography at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. That would represent almost a 40-percent increase in carbon-dioxide density in the atmosphere since before the industrial age and extensive use of fossil fuels.

Schneider, a Stanford University climatologist, said the world faces a huge risk.

"I think meters of sea-level rise are virtually inevitable, unless we can stop this. But I'm not such an optimist," he told journalists on a fellowship program with the Honolulu-based East-West Center. "The main message is we're in risk management. We do not know the science well enough to know exactly what the temperature is at when a tipping point will occur."

This U.S. government observatory, 11,141 feet up Mauna Loa's northern flank, also measures methane and other significant greenhouse gases. It was here on Hawaii's Big Island that climatologist Charles David Keeling pioneered the measurement of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, installing his experimental manometer on the gently sloping volcano in 1958.

He chose the site, already a U.S. Weather Service station, because the trade winds blowing over it had some of the cleanest air on the planet. Barnes said the CO2 measurements here, thousands of miles from major industry, were the first to show that manmade carbon dioxide emissions were accumulating throughout the global atmosphere.

The upward trend, averaging 1.9 parts per million per year in the past decade, undergoes seasonal fluctuations. In summer, during the growing season, plants absorb carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. But in winter, the concentration of C02 rises as vegetation and other biomass decompose. 

The observatory is part of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's worldwide network for measuring greenhouse gases. It coordinates measurements with other U.S.-run research stations in Alaska, California, American Samoa and the South Pole. Japan and Australia also run such networks. 

The Mauna Loa researchers extend their measurements through their "flask network" — containers sent to dozens of places around the world each week or carried on commercial ships so people can fill them with air and send them back to be measured for C02 and other gases. 

Barnes, watching the carbon dioxide "ppm" curve track ever upward on Mauna Loa, while some other greenhouse gases decline, noted that long-lived CO2 is "more and more the bigger player." 

"It is going into the ocean, and there's some plant uptake, but a whole lot of it just goes into the air and it's going to stay there for thousands of years," he said. 
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AFP: US to present emissions target before Copenhagen

24 November 2009

The United States will announce a target for reducing its greenhouse gas emissions before the UN climate conference in Copenhagen, removing a major obstacle to a deal, officials have said.

"Countries will need to put on the table what they are willing to do on emissions," a senior administration official told journalists. "We expect that a decision will be made in the coming days."

The official refused to be drawn on specific numbers but indicated the US target would not differ much from levels mentioned in legislation before Congress.

A US House of Representatives bill, passed in June, calls for cutting greenhouse gas emissions by 17 percent from 2005 levels by 2020 and by 83 percent by 2050.

A slightly more ambitious bill before the Senate, but not due to be debated again until early next year, talks of a 20-percent reduction from 2005 levels by 2020.

The senior administration official said Obama could make a last-minute decision to attend the conference if "negotiations have proceeded sufficiently that going to Copenhagen would give a final impetus, a push, to the process."

As the leader of one of the world's two biggest polluters, Obama is under considerable pressure to attend the conference and show flexibility on new emission targets.

Sixty-five leaders, including from Germany, France and Brazil, have already committed to participating at the December 7-18 meeting to find a global treaty to replace the Kyoto Protocol.

United Nations climate chief Yvo de Boer told journalists in Brussels that a US emissions target was a crucial factor in the negotiations.

"The key issue here at the moment is the United States. My sense is Obama will be in a position to come to Copenhagen with a target and a financial contribution."

The two-year UN haggle leading up to the Copenhagen conference has been hamstrung by what the world's No. 2 polluter and wealthiest country will propose.

In Europe, green groups said the big question was how far the United States planned to trim its carbon output and over what timeframe, and whether this met scientific criteria for tackling global warming.

"Getting clarity from the US on what their commitment is going to be is going to be crucially important," Kim Carstensen of the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) told AFP.

Compared to the 1990 benchmark used by almost every other country, the expected US target only amounts to something like a four-percent reduction.

The EU has vowed to reduce its emissions by 20 percent from 1990 levels before 2020, raising the target to 30 percent in the event of an international agreement on the issue. Japan has offered 25 percent, but attached conditions.

Greenpeace urged Obama to commit to levels above and beyond what was envisaged by the US Senate bill, demanding at least a 25-percent reduction target.

"We believe that there is still room for the US to upgrade their target. We need to see more from them," Joris den Blanken, Greenpeace's EU climate and energy policy director, told AFP.

Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, visiting Washington, said his emerging economy was ready to do more on climate change if developed nations made financial commitments. 

"We will do more if there is global support in terms of financial resources and technology transfer." 

India, China and other developing nations have been pressing for Western nations to offer technology and other support to help them reduce the intensity of emissions blamed for global warming. 

But the emerging economies have resisted legally binding requirements, saying that wealthy nations, not them, bear the historic responsibility for carbon emissions. 

De Boer has ruled out the possibility that a comprehensive treaty can be reached in Copenhagen and anticipates a list of "rich country targets" and more clarity on goals from the likes of India and China. 

The United States was the world's biggest carbon emitter until it was overtaken by China in 2006, according to the Global Carbon Project, a consortium of leading climate scientists. 

In order to limit warming to two degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit), a threshold widely adopted as safe, scientists say emissions by industrialized nations must fall by 25-40 percent by 2020 over 1990 levels.
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AP:  Indian PM says US, India to sign climate memo

23 November 2009

Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh said Monday that Indian and U.S. officials will sign a memorandum intended to improve cooperation on energy security, clean energy and climate change.

"This will provide a framework for pursuing bilateral cooperation in specific areas," Singh said.

Speaking on the eve of an elaborate welcome at the White House planned by President Barack Obama, the prime minister did not provide details of the memorandum he said will be signed on Tuesday. He will use the White House visit to ease differences on global warming with the United States ahead of an international conference next month.

India has watched with wariness as Obama's administration has lavished attention on rivals Pakistan and China. Now, Obama is trying to ease Indian worries by honoring Singh with the first state visit of his presidency.

The United States sees India as crucial to the U.S.-led fight against extremists in Pakistan and Afghanistan, as a counterweight to China and as key to efforts to settle world trade and climate change deals.

Developing and industrialized countries have bickered as they prepare to negotiate a new global climate change treaty, at a December summit in Copenhagen, meant to replace the 1997 Kyoto Protocol on carbon dioxide emissions.

Developing countries argue that rich countries produced most of the heat-trapping greenhouse gases on their march to development and should therefore bear the costs of fixing the problem. Wealthy nations say all countries — including growing polluters India and China — have to agree to broad cuts in emissions.

Singh has said that the world's poor nations will not sacrifice their development in negotiations for a new climate change deal.

Despite the positive tone of his comments at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce on Monday, Singh's visit comes at a delicate time. Indians are bristling over a perception that Obama neglected India during his recent trip to Asia and seemed to endorse a stronger role for China in India's sensitive dealings with Pakistan.

The tension has disturbed a wave of goodwill between the countries orchestrated during the administration of President George W. Bush, who oversaw the transformation of the relationship after decades of Cold War-era distrust. The new ties are symbolized by a landmark civilian nuclear cooperation accord signed into law last year after years of close communication among senior Indian and U.S. officials who negotiated and then sold the accord to lawmakers.

Obama and Singh are now consumed with steering their countries through tough economic times and with winning domestic political battles. That means less time spent nurturing a relationship that blossomed under Bush.

Indian elite classes are nervous about Obama, according to Teresita Schaffer, a former State Department South Asia specialist and U.S. ambassador to Sri Lanka.

"There's a certain amount of Bush nostalgia," she said. While Bush was seen as having an emotional connection to the country, she said, Obama's connection is seen as cerebral and as being eroded by domestic problems and by the focus on Afghanistan and Pakistan.

Because of the uncertainty, the leaders will be keen to show each other during Singh's visit that the partnership is still in good shape.

The United States is especially interested in India's ability to help turn the tide against violent extremism in South Asia. U.S. officials are pushing Pakistan to focus its military attention on extremists along the border with Afghanistan, not on India, its neighbor and bitter rival.

Singh said Monday that leaving Afghanistan before it is stable would embolden extremists in South Asia and around the world.

The prime minister also urged American companies to invest in India. As rich countries' economic growth slows, he said, India's huge class of skilled workers and massive potential consumer market will fuel strong growth in coming years.

Singh's U.S. trip follows Obama's meeting with Chinese President Hu Jintao in Beijing, a visit many in India watched closely. 

Indian-Chinese trade is strong, but the countries have long disagreed over a disputed border and went to war in 1962. Both sides regularly cross the long, unmarked boundary in orchestrated efforts to show sovereignty. 

Some Indians are nervous about the U.S. reliance on China to tackle global crises. 

A joint statement by Obama and Hu that mentioned sensitive India-Pakistan ties has caused heartburn in India. Some saw this as a hint that Obama wants Beijing more involved in South Asian diplomacy. The Indian Foreign Ministry shot down the idea of a "third country" role in India-Pakistan affairs. 

C. Raja Mohan, a leading Indian strategic analyst, said that encouraging a stronger role for China in South Asia is like "welcoming the fox into the chicken coop."
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NY Times (US): E.U. Official Says Europe Should Pledge Steeper Cuts in Emissions 

23 November, 2009

Stavros Dimas, the environment commissioner of the European Union, called on the trade bloc on Monday to pledge to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 30 percent from 1990 levels to demonstrate leadership before a landmark climate change summit meeting in Copenhagen in December. E.U. member states have insisted that such a pledge is conditional on commitments by the United States and other countries, like China, to do more to control their emissions. Last year, E.U. countries agreed to cut emissions by a lesser amount, by 20 percent, by the end of the next decade.

But Mr. Dimas said Monday that the bloc should move unilaterally to cut emissions by 30 percent by 2020 because it was the best way to secure a deal that would help limit the rise in global temperatures to a maximum of 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 Fahrenheit), the internationally accepted goal. 

“In my opinion, the 30 percent commitment by the European Union would be better in our negotiations,” Mr. Dimas said. “The moral pressure would be much stronger on the developed countries and developing countries alike.”

Andreas Carlgren, the environment of Sweden, which holds the current rotating presidency of the E.U., said at a news conference Monday that the bloc was “very close” to making a pledge to cut emissions by 30 percent, but was not yet ready to do so. 

Mr. Carlgren noted that the E.U. was awaiting improved offers of commitment on emissions from the United States and China. “We’re still asking for a more ambitious bid,” Mr. Carlgren said of the United States in particular.

Environment ministers of the European Union met this week before the Copenhagen gathering to put the final touches on the bloc’s position.

In reality, E.U. heads of state and government could pledge a deeper cut in emissions and offer more financial aid to those countries most vulnerable to climate change during their own year-end summit meeting set for Brussels during the second week of December, when the Copenhagen meeting would already be under way.

Yvo de Boer, the United Nations climate chief, who also briefed journalists in Brussels on Monday, said wealthy industrialized countries should agree to give “fast track” financing of $10 billion a year to poor countries from 2010 to 2012 as part of efforts to help secure a new climate agreement in Copenhagen.
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AFP: Australian PM urges parliament to approve carbon cuts

24 November 2009

Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd urged parliament Tuesday to approve legislation aiming to slash carbon pollution by up to 25 percent by 2020 ahead of next month's global talks on climate change. 

Rudd said Australia had to get "real" about climate change by introducing the cap-and-trade system for greenhouse gas emissions, as the opposition coalition agonised over supporting the bill being debated in the Senate.

"Climate change and our action on it will go way beyond any of our lives... it's a fundamental existential question for the future," Rudd told reporters.

"It's time the country got real about it."

The scheme would allow Australia to cut carbon emissions by 2020 by between five and 25 percent from 2000 levels, with the higher levels dependent on an ambitious global agreement at a UN meeting in Copenhagen next month.

It contains significant new financial concessions for industry -- including billions of dollars for the coal and electricity sectors -- and excludes farming in a bid to win the crucial support of the conservative opposition.

The vote on the scheme will be a key test for Rudd, whose centre-left Labor Party controls the lower house but does not have an outright majority in the Senate.

The Senate rejected the scheme in August and a second knockback would allow Rudd to dissolve parliament and call a snap election, although he has denied any plans to do so.

Rudd, who won office in 2007 on an environmentally friendly platform, has described climate change as "the greatest moral challenge of our generation" in Australia, which is in the grip of the worst drought in a century.

He said some elements of the scheme would be shaped by the outcome at Copenhagen, where some 190 countries have been invited to hammer out a new climate treaty to replace the Kyoto Protocol which expires in 2012.

"But we are consolidating an Australian position to give our business community certainty for the future," he said.

"National action is one thing but frankly global action is fundamental to our long-term survival as a country."

Environmentalists attacked the proposed scheme, labelling Rudd "Old King Coal" for his commitment to the resources sector, a major contributor to the country's economy.

The prime minister was also interrupted by a chorus of whistling from protesters in the public gallery as he spoke about the scheme in parliament.

"It's polluters' pay day in Parliament House," Greens leader Bob Brown said.

Australia is the developed world's biggest per capita carbon polluter, various studies have shown, although it accounts for just a small fraction of global emissions.

Scientists say emissions by industrialised nations must fall by 25-40 percent by 2020 over 1990 levels to limit warming to two degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit), a threshold widely adopted as safe.

The EU has already vowed to reduce its emissions by 20 percent from 1990 levels before 2020, raising the target to 30 percent in the event of an international agreement on the issue, while Japan has offered 25 percent. 

The world's biggest polluters, China and the United States, have yet to set limits but Washington is expected to announce a target for reducing its greenhouse gas emissions before the UN climate conference.
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UN News Centre: New UN energy report says 1.5 billion people worldwide live in darkness
23 November 20090

With the United Nations climate change summit in Copenhagen just 13 days away, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) has highlighted the need to ensure that the energy needs of developing countries are central to any new climate agreement, after a new report found that almost a quarter of the world’s 6 billion people live without electricity.

The majority of the 1.5 billion people who live in the dark are in the least developed countries (LDCs) of South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, according to the report, The Energy Access Situation in Developing Countries: A Review Focusing on the Least Developed Counties and Sub-Saharan Africa.

“Expanding energy access is essential to tackle global poverty. It needs to happen at the lowest cost and in the cleanest and most sustainable way possible to help developing countries establish a low-carbon route to development,” Olav Kjorven, UNDP Assistant Administrator and Director of the Bureau for Development Policy, told reporters in New York at the launch of the report.

“Almost half of humanity is completely disconnected from the debate on how to drive human progress with less emissions and greener energy because their reality is much more basic than that: they carry heavy loads of water and food on their backs because they don’t have transport; they cook over wood fires that damage their health, not with electricity, gas or oil,” said Mr. Kjorven. 

“We must ensure that the energy needs of these people are central to a new climate agreement,” he added, referring to the pact to curb greenhouse gas emissions that countries are hoping to achieve when they meet in the Danish capital in December.

Mr. Kjorven noted that two million people die every year from causes associated with exposure to smoke from cooking with biomass and coal – and 99 per cent of those deaths occur in developing countries. 

In LDCs and sub-Saharan Africa, half of all deaths from pneumonia in children under five years, chronic lung disease and lung cancer in adults are attributed to the use of solid fuel, compared with 38 per cent in developing countries overall.

According to the report, to halve the proportion of people living in poverty by 2015 – the first of the eight globally agreed targets known as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – 1.2 billion more people will need access to electricity and two billion more people will need access to modern fuels like natural gas or Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG), also called propane.

“We have to see Copenhagen as an opportunity. For a climate deal to work, it also has to be a development deal. Developing countries have to see that this deal would help them move forward, not slow down,” Mr. Kjorven stated.

The report was produced in partnership by the UNDP and the World Health Organization (WHO), with support from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).
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AFP: Climate action should boost energy access for poor: UN

23 November 2009

Tackling climate change should also include providing low-carbon energy to the poor, UN agencies said Monday, pointing out that almost one third of the world?s population remains in the dark at night.

The report, The Energy Access Situation in Developing Countries, is published by the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and World Health Organization (WHO).

It notes that 80 percent of people without access to electricity live in the world's least developed countries, led by sub-Saharan Africa. The figure is highest in Burundi, Chad and Liberia, where 97 percent have no electricity.

Minoru Takada, in charge of energy and the environment at the UNDP, said failure to gain access to reliable energy made it "particularly difficult" for such countries to attain the UN's Millennium Development Goals on reducing poverty rates by 2015.

Lack of access to cleaner, reliable sources of energy means that three billion people depend on traditional biomass and coal to cook their food or heat their homes, says the report.

The fuels are not only a significant contribution to global warming because of the partial combustion of the gases.

Particles and fumes from them are also blamed for the death of two million people each year from pneumonia, chronic lung disease and lung cancer.

Takada told AFP it would cost about one dollar (65 euro cents) per person to provide electricity. For remote rural households, small-scale hydro power or solar panels would be the best bet.

Funding for low-carbon technology in developing countries will be a key issue at a UN summit in Copenhagen next month on building a new pact to tackle global warming beyond 2012, notes the report.

"Interventions that improve combustion efficiency and hence reduce emissions and exposure to pollutants can benefit health and mitigate climate change," it added.
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AFP: Mankind using Earth's resources at alarming rate

24 November 2009

Humanity would need five Earths to produce the resources needed if everyone lived as profligately as Americans, according to a report issued Tuesday.

As it is, humanity each year uses resources equivalent to nearly one-and-a-half Earths to meet its needs, said the report by Global Footprint Network, an international think tank.

"We are demanding nature's services -- using resources and creating CO2 emissions -- at a rate 44 percent faster than what nature can regenerate and reabsorb," the document said.

"That means it takes the Earth just under 18 months to produce the ecological services humanity needs in one year," it said.

And if humankind continues to use natural resources and produce waste at the current rate, "we will require the resources of two planets to meet our demands by the early 2030s," a gluttonous level of ecological spending that may cause major ecosystem collapse, the report said.

Global Footprint Network calculated the ecological footprint -- the amount of land and sea needed to produce the resources a population consumes and absorb its carbon dioxide emissions -- of more than 100 countries and of the entire globe.

The think-tank worked out how many resources the planet has, how much humans use, and who is using what.

Back in 1961, the entire planet used just over slightly more than half of Earth's biocapacity.

Today, 80 percent of countries use more biocapacity than is available within their borders. They import resources from abroad, deplete their own stocks and fill "waste sinks," such as the atmosphere and ocean, with carbon dioxide.

The average American has an ecological footprint of nine global hectares (23 acres), or the equivalent of 17 US football fields.

The average European's footprint is half that size, but still too big to be sustainable in the long term.

At the other end of the scale are impoverished countries like Malawi, Haiti, Nepal or Bangladesh, where the footprints are around half a global hectare, or 1.25 acres -- often not even enough to provide for basic food, shelter and sanitation, the report said.

But there are relatively easy measures that can be taken to slow the rot.

"In most high-income, industrialized countries like the US and European countries, the biggest part of the ecological footprint is the carbon footprint," Nicole Freeling, a spokeswoman for the Global Footprint Network, told AFP.

"One of the biggest things such a country can do to reduce its ecological footprint is to manage energy more efficiently and effectively -- for example, by investing in renewable energy and clean tech on the one hand, and resource-efficient infrastructure and compact urban development on the other," she said.

Changing consumption habits can also reduce the global footprint.

"While people living at or below subsistence levels may need to increase their consumption to move out of poverty, more affluent people can reduce consumption and still improve their quality of life," Freeling said.
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AP: Key scientist says politics behind stolen e-mails

24 November 2009

A leading climate change scientist said hackers breaking into a university's computer server and then posting documents online show the nasty politics of global warming.

Kevin Trenberth, head of the climate analysis section of the U.S. National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, said the hackers' intentions may have been to influence discussions in an upcoming global climate change summit in Denmark.

"It comes down to politics at sort of all levels, and some of it's nasty and some of it is trying to destroy the message or even kill the messenger so to speak," Trenberth said Monday in an interview with The Associated Press.

The University of East Anglia, in eastern England, said hackers last week stole about a decade's worth of data from a computer server at the university's Climatic Research Unit, a leading global research center on climate change.

About 1,000 e-mails and 3,000 documents have been posted on Web sites and seized on by climate change skeptics, who claim correspondence shows collusion between scientists to overstate the case for global warming, and evidence that some have manipulated evidence.

"The messengers in this case are the scientists who are putting forward a basis for this, the basis for the climate change based on, and founded upon the facts, the measurements and the observations and our best interpretation of those," Trenberth said.

Trenberth said he's identified 102 e-mails stolen from a British university's computer server. Hackers distributed only documents that could help attempts by skeptics to undermine the scientific consensus on man-made climate change.

Many of the exchanges were between him and Phil Jones, the British research center's director. The two men worked on the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change assessments, which articulated the scientific community's consensus on global warming in 2001 and 2007.

"What you see in those e-mails are exchanges among a whole bunch of scientists on issues," Trenberth said. "What you will find is that there is a tremendous amount of integrity, vigorous discussion about issues and exactly how to handle issues... So it's far from a whole bunch of scientists agreeing and colluding to do things. They're actually arguing, vigorously, about the science."

Trenberth, a well-respected atmospheric scientist, said it did not appear that all the documents stolen from the university had been distributed on the Internet by the hackers.

At least 65 world leaders will attend the Copenhagen climate summit in December as representatives of 191 nations seek agreement on a new global treaty on limiting emissions of greenhouse gases.
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A hotter planet means less on our plates
The Washington Post, November 22, 2009, Lester R. Brown

As the U.N. climate-change conference in Copenhagen approaches, we are in a race between political tipping points and natural ones. Can we cut carbon emissions fast enough to keep the melting of the Greenland ice sheet from becoming irreversible? Can we close coal-fired power plants in time to save at least the larger glaciers in the Himalayas and on the Tibetan plateau? Can we head off ever more intense crop-withering heat waves before they create chaos in world grain markets? 

These are all climate-change issues, but they have something else in common: food. Copenhagen will be about climate, of course, but in a fundamental sense, it must also be about whether we will have enough to eat in the decades to come. 

We need not go beyond ice melting to see that the world is in trouble on the food front. As the Greenland and West Antarctic ice sheets continue to shrink, sea levels will rise, threatening rice harvests around the globe. Recent projections show that the sea could rise up to six feet this century (if the Greenland ice sheet were to melt entirely, it would rise by 23 feet). According to the World Bank, it would take only a three-foot rise in sea level to cover half the rice fields in Bangladesh, a country of nearly 160 million people. Such an increase would also inundate much of the Mekong Delta, which produces half the rice crop in Vietnam, the world's No. 2 rice exporter. And it would submerge parts of the 20 or so other rice-growing river deltas in Asia. 

Melting mountain glaciers are even more worrisome. The World Glacier Monitoring Service in Switzerland recently reported the 18th consecutive year of shrinking mountain glaciers around the world, from the Andes to the Rockies, from the Alps to the mountain ranges of Asia. Of these, the disappearance of glaciers in the Himalayas and on the Tibetan plateau threatens to shrink food supplies most sharply. Their annual ice melt sustains the major rivers of India and China -- the Indus, Ganges, Yangtze and Yellow -- during the dry season. And this water in turn supplies irrigation systems. 

Yao Tandong, one of China's leading glaciologists, warned last year in the journal Nature that two-thirds of the country's glaciers could be gone by 2050, and he has said that "the full-scale glacier shrinkage in the plateau regions will eventually lead to an ecological catastrophe." 

It will also lead to a humanitarian catastrophe. China is the world's leading producer of wheat. India is No. 2. These two countries also dominate the world's rice harvest. But unlike in the United States (the third-largest wheat producer), where wheat is watered largely by rainfall, most crops in China and India are irrigated. The vanishing of mountain glaciers in Asia therefore represents the biggest threat to the world food supply that we have ever seen. 

Americans may be tempted to see melting glaciers on the Tibetan plateau as China's problem. And they are. But they are also our problem. We live in an era of fully integrated global food markets; a major harvest shortfall in one corner of the world will drive up prices everywhere. 

If China can no longer grow enough wheat and rice to feed its 1.3 billion people and goes shopping for massive quantities of grain, global food costs will rise dramatically. When domestic food prices skyrocketed in the 1970s, the United States restricted exports of grain and soybeans. This time around, with China holding $800 billion in U.S. Treasury securities, we won't be in any position to limit exports. China is our banker. China's food shortage will be our shortage, too. 

Sea levels and melting glaciers aside, rising temperatures will also have a direct impact on crops around the world. Agriculture as it exists today evolved over an 11,000-year period of remarkable climate stability. The crops we grow were bred to flourish in this climate. But as the weather changes, they will be increasingly out of sync with their environment. 

Even a relatively minor increase in temperature will dramatically shrink crop yields. A 2004 study published by the U.S. National Academy of Sciences showed that for each 1 degree Celsius rise in temperature during the growing season, we can expect a 10 percent decline in rice yields. This appears to hold true for wheat and corn as well. In a world with limited grain stocks, a crop-shrinking heat wave in a major grain-producing region could lead to food shortages and political instability. 

While delegates from around the world prepare to gather in Copenhagen, hunger is already spreading. For much of the late 20th century, the number of hungry people declined, bottoming out in the mid-1990s at 825 million. It then turned upward, reaching 873 million around 2005 and passing 1 billion in 2009, according to the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization. The combination of rising seas, melting glaciers and crop-decimating heat waves could push these numbers up even faster. 

As the number of hungry people has risen, so too has the number of failing states. How much hunger will the world be able to absorb before we have not just failing nations, but a failing global civilization? 

Drowning in the Garden of Eden

The Washington Post, November 22, 2009, by Helen Benedict

Last October, the president of the island nation of Maldives, Mohamed Nasheed, made all his ministers put on diving gear and held the first underwater cabinet meeting in history. His point? If nothing is done to slow global warming at next month's United Nations climate-change conference in Copenhagen, his country will drown. 

The gesture may seem amusing, but it underscores the danger facing low-lying lands all over the world, from Venice to Hawaii, the Netherlands to New Zealand, London to Manhattan. The difference is that island nations in the Indian Ocean, such as Maldives, are expected to drown first. 

One such nation is the Republic of Seychelles, where I used to live. Seychelles is a cluster of 100 or so stunning islands off the coast of East Africa. The biggest island is about the size of Manhattan, the smallest the size of a coffee table, and they are so beautiful that the 19th-century British explorer Gen. Charles Gordon once declared them the original Garden of Eden. 

In August, Seychelles presented a report about its fate to the United Nations that reads like a script for a science-fiction apocalypse. It says that if nothing is done to correct global warming, rising seas will submerge 60 percent of the country's islands by the end of this century, possibly sooner. Drought, disease and fire will scourge the land. People will fight to the death for water and food. And the inhabitants will find themselves, as the report puts it, "in the unprecedented situation of being citizens of a state that no longer has a territory." 

Imagine your country disappearing underwater forever. Where do you belong? Where do you go? 

I discovered Seychelles in 1960, when my parents, the first anthropologists to study its culture, brought me there as a small child to live. Its beauty was breathtaking. Palm trees stood bold against fathomless blue skies. The sands were white as teeth, the sea a dancing turquoise. Huge round rocks crowned the mountains, lit by a bright and spangling sun. And a spectacular coral reef circled the islands, one of the grandest reefs in the world. 

Seychelles was still a British colony when I lived there, populated mainly by the descendants of slaves, along with Indian and Chinese traders. It gained independence in 1976 and has developed flourishing tourism and fishing trades, its two main sources of income. 

It is also one of the most ecologically aware nations in the world; in 1990 it became the first country to adopt a government plan for the environment. Seychelles fiercely protects its land and seas, and nurtures the scientists who study its many unique species of flora and fauna. Entire islands are designated as bird sanctuaries, century-old giant tortoises are protected there, and national parks cover 46 percent of the total land area. From an early age, Seychellois children are taught to care about and protect their environment. 

It is hard to imagine that a place so full of life could simply cease to exist. Yet already global pollution and rising temperatures have badly damaged the islands. In 1998, a spike in ocean temperature killed more than 90 percent of that once-glorious coral reef, and today Seychelles' fish are diminishing, its birds are at risk, its freshwater is becoming scarce -- and its people are afraid. 

Robert Grandcourt, a Seychellois who worked in his country's government for 10 years and is a former adviser for UNICEF, told me that his principal worry is how his countrymen will cope if fishing and tourism are destroyed. 

Based on data in the Seychelles's August report to the United Nations, Grandcourt estimates that in 20 to 50 years, the country's airport could be underwater, along with its ports, its offices and government buildings, its banks and shops and luxurious seaside hotels; all are at sea level, all are at risk. The 85 percent of the population living by the coast could be displaced, and pollution from drowned villages and towns would kill the fish. 

So the people of Seychelles and other island nations are awaiting the Copenhagen conference with trepidation. The challenge is clear. Connie Hedegaard, the Danish minister for climate and energy and incoming president of the conference, recently said that never before have the nations of the world had such an opportunity to collectively address the planet's crisis. Failure, she said, is "not an option." 

I hope she's right. Because, to paraphrase President Nasheed talking about the Maldives, if we can't save these island nations today, we can't save New York, London or Hong Kong tomorrow. 

Denmark says 65 leaders enrolled for climate talks

The Washington Post, November 22, 2009, by John Acher
COPENHAGEN (Reuters) - Sixty-five world leaders have confirmed they will attend next month's U.N. climate conference in Copenhagen which Danish officials hope will bring strong political commitment for a new treaty to combat global warming. 

Though hopes of reaching a legally binding agreement have slipped into next year, Denmark 10 days ago upgraded the December 7-18 climate talks by inviting 191 heads of state and government to attend the final two days of the Copenhagen meeting to muster forces for a political deal. 

The Copenhagen conference was initially for environment ministers, but now the stage is set for a summit though it remains unclear if U.S. President Barack Obama will attend. 

"To cut through the outstanding issues and make an ambitious deal ... the active involvement of heads of state and government is crucial," Danish Prime Minister Lars Lokke Rasmussen told a meeting of his Liberal Party on Sunday, according to a spokesman. 

"That is why we are encouraged that already more than 60 heads of state and government have confirmed they will participate, and just as important that many more have also been positive," Rasmussen said. 

A Danish government official said the number so far was 65 but declined to provide a full list of those who had agreed to come to the Copenhagen conference, adding that Denmark would let leaders make their own announcements. 

He noted, however, that some leaders, such as those of Britain, Germany, France, Spain, Australia, Japan, Indonesia and Brazil, had announced their intention to attend. 

RISK 

The United Nations said this month about 40 leaders had indicated plans to attend, mostly from developing nations, even before the official invitation. 

European Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso has said he would come. And Obama has said he would attend if it could give impetus to a deal. 

Marathon talks since 2007 have failed to overcome differences between developed and developing nations on issues such as the depth of greenhouse gas cuts by industrialized countries by 2020 or extra funds to help poor nations. 

Rasmussen's decision to invite world leaders is a calculated risk, analysts say. Their presence can raise chances of a deal but the need for a summit is an admission that negotiations are in trouble after a final round of talks in Barcelona this month. 

Many developing nations want the rich countries to cut their greenhouse gas emissions, mainly from burning fossil fuels, by at least 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020 as a condition for actions by the poor to start curbing their rising pollution. 

So far, promises by the rich states fall far short, at cuts of about 11 to 15 percent. And developed nations have yet to meet promises of extra aid to developing countries. 

The EU has promised to cut emissions by a unilateral 20 percent below 1990 levels and by up to 30 percent if others follow suit. A draft bill before the U.S. Senate would cut emissions to about seven percent below 1990 levels by 2020. 

Official: U.S. emissions target will be part of climate talks

The Washington Post, November 23, 2009, by Juliet Eilperin

The U.S. will identify a near-term emission reduction target as part of an effort to reach a comprehensive climate agreement in Copenhagen next month, senior administration officials said Monday.

The officials, who briefed a group of reporters on the condition that they would not be identified, said the U.S. delegation would put forward a target as long as other major greenhouse emitters, including major developing nations, did the same.

One official said any specific greenhouse gas cut the U.S. offers would reflect the fact that Congress has yet to finalize climate legislation. The House has passed a bill calling for a 17 percent reduction from 2005 levels by 2020 and an 80 percent cut by 2050. The Senate Environment and Public Works Committee has passed legislation with a 20 percent reduction by 2020, but that number is expected to drop as more centrist lawmakers weigh in on the bill.

"There will be a submission that takes cognizance of where we are in the legislative process," the official said.
U.S. special envoy for climate change Todd Stern told The Post in an interview this month that any emission target the administration identified during the United Nations-sponsored talks would be contingent on the adoption of domestic legislation. 

President Obama will make a decision "in the coming days" on whether to attend the Copenhagen talks, one of the senior administration officials said. Dozens of other world leaders have pledged to go, including French President Nicolas Sarkozy, Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, German Chancellor Angela Merkel and British Prime Minister Gordon Brown.

"The president has always said if it looks as though negotiations have proceeded sufficiently that going to Copenhagen would give a final impetus or push to the process, that he would be willing to go," said the official, adding Obama will make a decision before the talks kick off Dec. 7.

Warming's impacts sped up, worsened since Kyoto

The Washington Post, November 23, 2009, SETH BORENSTEIN

WASHINGTON -- Since the 1997 international accord to fight global warming, climate change has worsened and accelerated - beyond some of the grimmest of warnings made back then. 

As the world has talked for a dozen years about what to do next, new ship passages opened through the once frozen summer sea ice of the Arctic. In Greenland and Antarctica, ice sheets have lost trillions of tons of ice. Mountain glaciers in Europe, South America, Asia and Africa are shrinking faster than before. 

And it's not just the frozen parts of the world that have felt the heat in the dozen years leading up to next month's climate summit in Copenhagen: 

- The world's oceans have risen by about an inch and a half. 

-Droughts and wildfires have turned more severe worldwide, from the U.S. West to Australia to the Sahel desert of North Africa. 

Species now in trouble because of changing climate include, not just the lumbering polar bear which has become a symbol of global warming, but also fragile butterflies, colorful frogs and entire stands of North American pine forests. 

-Temperatures over the past 12 years are 0.4 of a degree warmer than the dozen years leading up to 1997. 

Even the gloomiest climate models back in the 1990s didn't forecast results quite this bad so fast. 

"The latest science is telling us we are in more trouble than we thought," Janos Pasztor, climate adviser to UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon. 

And here's why: Since an agreement to reduce greenhouse gas pollution was signed in Kyoto, Japan, in December 1997, the level of carbon dioxide in the air has increased 6.5 percent. Officials from across the world will convene in Copenhagen next month to seek a follow-up pact, one that President Barack Obama says "has immediate operational effect ... an important step forward in the effort to rally the world around a solution." 

The last effort didn't quite get the anticipated results. 

From 1997 to 2008, world carbon dioxide emissions from the burning of fossil fuels have increased 31 percent; U.S. emissions of this greenhouse gas rose 3.7 percent. Emissions from China, now the biggest producer of this pollution, have more than doubled in that time period. When the U.S. Senate balked at the accord and President George W. Bush withdrew from it, that meant that the top three carbon polluters - the U.S., China and India - were not part of the pact's emission reductions. Developing countries were not covered by the Kyoto Protocol and that is a major issue in Copenhagen. 

And the effects of greenhouse gases are more powerful and happening sooner than predicted, scientists said. 

"Back in 1997, the impacts (of climate change) were underestimated; the rate of change has been faster," said Virginia Burkett, chief scientist for global change research at the U.S. Geological Survey. 

That last part alarms former Vice President Al Gore, who helped broker a last-minute deal in Kyoto. 

"By far the most serious differences that we've had is an acceleration of the crisis itself," Gore said in an interview this month with The Associated Press. 

In 1997, global warming was an issue for climate scientists, environmentalists and policy wonks. Now biologists, lawyers, economists, engineers, insurance analysts, risk managers, disaster professionals, commodity traders, nutritionists, ethicists and even psychologists are working on global warming. 

"We've come from a time in 1997 where this was some abstract problem working its way around scientific circles to now when the problem is in everyone's face," said Andrew Weaver, a University of Victoria climate scientist. 

The changes in the last 12 years that have the scientists most alarmed are happening in the Arctic with melting summer sea ice and around the world with the loss of key land-based ice masses. It's all happening far faster than predicted. 

Back in 1997 "nobody in their wildest expectations," would have forecast the dramatic sudden loss of summer sea ice in the Arctic that started about five years ago, Weaver said. From 1993 to 1997, sea ice would shrink on average in the summer to about 2.7 million square miles. The average for the last five years is less than 2 million square miles. What's been lost is the size of Alaska. 

Antarctica had a slight increase in sea ice, mostly because of the cooling effect of the ozone hole, according to the British Antarctic Survey. At the same time, large chunks of ice shelves - adding up to the size of Delaware - came off the Antarctic peninsula. 

While melting Arctic ocean ice doesn't raise sea levels, the melting of giant land-based ice sheets and glaciers that drain into the seas do. Those are shrinking dramatically at both poles. 

Measurements show that since 2000, Greenland has lost more than 1.5 trillion tons of ice, while Antarctica has lost about 1 trillion tons since 2002, according to two scientific studies published this fall. In multiple reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reports, scientists didn't anticipate ice sheet loss in Antarctica, Weaver said. And the rate of those losses is accelerating, so that Greenland's ice sheets are melting twice as fast now as they were just seven years ago, increasing sea level rise. 

Worldwide glaciers are shrinking three times faster than in the 1970s and the average glacier has lost 25 feet of ice since 1997, said Michael Zemp, a researcher at World Glacier Monitoring Service at the University of Zurich. 

Glaciers are a good climate indicator," Zemp said. "What we see is an accelerated loss of ice." 

Also, permafrost - the frozen northern ground that oil pipelines are built upon and which traps the potent greenhouse gas methane - is thawing at an alarming rate, Burkett said. 

Another new post-1997 impact of global warming has scientists very concerned. The oceans are getting more acidic because more of the carbon dioxide in the air is being absorbed into the water. That causes acidification, an issue that didn't even merit a name until the past few years. 

More acidic water harms coral, oysters and plankton and ultimately threatens the ocean food chain, biologists say. 

In 1997, "there was no interest in plants and animals" and how they are hampered by climate change, said Stanford University biologist Terry Root. Now scientists are talking about which species can be saved from extinction and which are goners. The polar bear became the first species put on the federal list of threatened species and the small rabbit-like American pika may be joining it. 

More than 37 million acres of Canadian and U.S. pine forests have been damaged by beetles that don't die in warmer winters. And in the U.S. West, the average number of acres burned per fire has more than doubled. 

The Colorado River reservoirs, major water suppliers for the U.S. West, were nearly full in 1999, but by 2007 half the water was gone after the region endured the worst multiyear drought in 100 years of record-keeping. 

Insurance losses and blackouts have soared and experts say global warming is partly to blame. The number of major U.S. weather-related blackouts from 2004-2008 were more than seven times higher than from 1993-1997, said Evan Mills, a staff scientist at the Lawrence Berkeley National Lab. 

"The message on the science is that we know a lot more than we did in 1997 and it's all negative," said Eileen Claussen, president of the Pew Center on Global Climate Change. "Things are much worse than the models predicted." 

UN says greenhouse gases reach record high in 2008

The Washington Post, November 23, 2009, by ELIANE ENGELER

GENEVA -- Greenhouse gases in the Earth's atmosphere reached record highs in 2008, with carbon dioxide levels increasing faster than previously, the U.N. weather agency said Monday. 

Levels of greenhouse gases, believed to be responsible for global warming, have been rising every year since detailed records started being kept in 1998, the World Meteorological Organization said. 

It follows a trend of rising emissions that began with the Industrial Revolution in the mid-18th century, the agency said. 

The report by the World Meteorological Organization comes as the European Union urged the United States and China on Monday to set targets for cutting greenhouse gas emissions at next month's climate conference in Copenhagen. The European Union said delays by those countries were hindering global efforts to curb climate change. 

The gases - carbon dioxide, or CO2; nitrous oxide, N2O; and methane, CH4 - are produced partly by natural sources, such as wetlands, and partly by human activities such as fertilizer use or fuel combustion. 

"Concentration of greenhouse gases continued to increase, even a bit faster," the organization's chief, Michel Jarraud, told reporters in Geneva. 

Carbon dioxide - the main greenhouse gas in the atmosphere - was 385.2 parts per million in 2008, up 2 parts per million from 2007, the World Meteorological Organization said. 

The CO2 content in the atmosphere rose slightly faster in 2008 than over the last decade when the growth rate was 1.9 parts per million, Jarraud said. 

"It's significant because what we would like is to see a decrease in the increase," he said. 

Nitrous oxide increased by 0.9 parts per billion over the previous year to 321.8 parts per billion. 

Methane concentration in the atmosphere was 1,797 parts per billion, up 7 parts per billion from the previous year. 

The year-to-year increase may appear small. But compared to the time before the Industrial Revolution, the levels have increased massively, the World Meteorological Organization said. 

Since 1750, CO2 has increased 38 percent, nitrous oxide 19 percent and methane 157 percent, according to WMO. 

The agency's annual Greenhouse Gas Bulletin provides widely accepted worldwide data on the amount of heat-trapping greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. 

It takes time to see the impact of greenhouse gas emissions because of the long time they remain in the atmosphere, said Oksana Tarasova, a specialist with the organization. 

"Even if we stop all the emissions right now, after 100 years, 30 percent of the amount added to preindustrial level will remain in the atmosphere," she told reporters. 

Jarraud said if emissions continue to grow, the world is likely to face the more pessimistic scenarios laid out by climate experts. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has said if nothing is done to stop emissions, global temperatures could rise as much as 6 degrees Celsius (11 degrees Fahrenheit) by 2100, triggering droughts, floods and other disasters. 

Danish Ambassador: ‘We Will Seal the Deal in Copenhagen’

The New York Times, November 23, 2009, by Friis Arne Petersen 
Editor’s note: The following essay was submitted to Green Inc. by the Danish Ambassador to the United States, Friis Arne Petersen, responding to news arising out of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit last weekend that global leaders would not reach a climate deal at next month’s meeting in Copenhagen.
Mr. Petersen argues that while expectations may have been lowered for a fully-executed treaty, a binding political agreement with hard emissions targets and other specifics is not out of the question. “We want numbers on the table in the agreement in Copenhagen,” he writes.
The Ambassador’s full comments are below:

After the A.P.E.C. summit last weekend in Singapore there has been much writing in the American media, including in The New York Times on November 14, that the climate deal will be delayed and that the upcoming U.N. Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen — COP15 — will “punt the most difficult issues into the future.” 

With the deadline fast approaching, everybody asks whether it is realistic that we can reach an agreement in Copenhagen. My answer is: Yes we can reach a strong, comprehensive and global agreement next month.

And let me reassure you: the Danish government’s goals for COP15 carry the same high level of ambition in terms of substance of the agreement to be reached in Copenhagen. The overall aim of the Copenhagen Agreement will be to conclude a binding agreement that will set the path to limit global warming to a maximum of 2 degrees Celsius, as recommended by science.

The Danish Prime Minister, Lars Løkke Rasmussen, has put forward the idea of a Copenhagen Agreement that would serve the dual purpose of providing for continued negotiations on a legal agreement and for immediate action.

The Copenhagen agreement shall cover all the key issues and all parts of the Bali mandates. It will be of political nature, but will contain precise language of a comprehensive political agreement covering all key issues: Commitment of developed countries to emission reductions and of developing countries to actions. Strong provisions on adaptation, finance and technology, including upfront finance for early action.

In addition, there will be underlying annexes outlining the specific commitments of individual countries. We want numbers on the table in the agreement in Copenhagen. These will be negotiated and they will be subject to a transparent system of measurement, reporting and verification. We cannot settle on a partial agreement in Copenhagen and postpone the rest till later, because many of the issues are intertwined and interdependent.

At the summit in Singapore there was widespread support for this high level of ambition from the heads of state and government from the members of the Asia-Pacific Partnership. In the President Obama and President Hu’s joint press statement on November 17, President Obama confirmed that “Our aim there [Copenhagen], in support of what Prime Minister Rasmussen of Denmark is trying to achieve, is not a partial accord or a political declaration, but rather an accord that covers all of the issues in the negotiations, and one that has immediate operational effect.”

This support from the highest level reflects the common view that we need to act urgently towards curbing global climate change. If we miss the Copenhagen deadline we fail to take advantage of the political momentum built up over the last couple of years and risk protracted open-ended negotiations in the years to come.

As a growing consensus has emerged that we will not be able to reach a legally binding and ratifiable agreement in Copenhagen, the Danish Government as host of COP15 has suggested we focus on the political momentum present now and not let form overshadow substance. We want to provide the political breakthroughs on all the substantively most difficult issues and thereby pave the way for a legal instrument next year. In fact, the Copenhagen Agreement should set a strict deadline for the conclusion of the negotiations on a legal instrument.

Earlier this month the Danish Prime Minister invited heads of state and government to attend COP15 to conclude the negotiations. More than 40 prime ministers and presidents have already announced that they will attend the Climate Conference, including Prime Minister Brown of the UK, President Lula of Brazil, Chancellor Merkel of Germany, Prime Minister Rud from Australia, President Sarkozy of France, President Youdhoyono of Indonesia, President Calderon of Mexico and many others.

This unparalleled engagement of the world’s heads of state and government at the Copenhagen Climate Conference makes it clear that the aim for COP15 is ambitious and comprehensive. The heads of state and government turn up in Copenhagen because they want to seal the deal. – Friis Arne Petersen
CO2 curve ticks upward as key climate talks loom

San Francisco Chronicle, November 23, 2009, by JOHN HEILPRIN

The readings at this 2-mile-high station show an upward curve as the world counts down to climate talks: Global warming gases have built up to record levels in the atmosphere, from emissions that match scientists' worst-case scenarios.

Carbon dioxide concentrations this fall are hovering at around 385 parts per million, on their way to a near-certain record high above 390 in the first half of next year, at the annual peak.

"For the past million years we've never seen 390. You have to wonder what that's going to do," said physicist John Barnes, the observatory director.

One leading atmospheric scientist, Stephen Schneider, sees "coin-flip odds for serious outcomes for our planet."

Far from this mid-Pacific government observatory, negotiators from 192 nations gather in Copenhagen, Denmark, next month to try to agree on steps to head off the worst of the climate disruptions researchers say will result if concentrations hit around 450 parts per million — in 30 years at the current rate. Some say the world has already passed a danger point, at 350 ppm, and must roll back.

Today's emissions curve is tracking the worst case among seven emissions scenarios set out in 2001 by the U.N.'s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, British climatologists reported in September.

The U.N. expert group projects that such a path would raise global temperatures between 2.4 and 6.4 degrees Celsius (4.3 and 11.5 degrees F) by century's end. That would come on top of a global temperature increase of about 0.6 degrees Celsius (1 degree Fahrenheit) in the past century, a warming trend the IPCC says is mainly due to the buildup of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases.

Such warming will shift climate patterns, cause more extreme weather events, spread drought and floods to new areas, kill off plant and animal species, and cause seas to rise from heat expansion and the melting of land ice, the IPCC says.

"Changing several degrees may not seem like much, but we're just changing things too fast," Barnes said. "So the consequences could well be drastic."

The IPCC has urged industrialized countries to reduce global emissions by 25 to 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020. As of 2007, they stood only 4 percent below 1990 levels, and the rest of the world continued pouring out more and more heat-trapping gases, chiefly from the burning of coal, gasoline and other fossil fuels.

Through this decade global emissions have grown by 23 percent. In 2008, almost three-quarters of the increase came from China, researchers reported last week. Other big contributors among developing countries were India, Saudi Arabia, Brazil, South Africa, South Korea, Indonesia, Iran and Mexico.

Experts see no sign of a slowdown.

It would "probably be at 390 (ppm) next year at Mauna Loa," said Fred T. Mackenzie, a professor emeritus of oceanography at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. That would represent almost a 40-percent increase in carbon-dioxide density in the atmosphere since before the industrial age and extensive use of fossil fuels.

Schneider, a Stanford University climatologist, said the world faces a huge risk.

"I think meters of sea-level rise are virtually inevitable, unless we can stop this. But I'm not such an optimist," he told journalists on a fellowship program with the Honolulu-based East-West Center. "The main message is we're in risk management. We do not know the science well enough to know exactly what the temperature is at when a tipping point will occur."

This U.S. government observatory, 11,141 feet up Mauna Loa's northern flank, also measures methane and other significant greenhouse gases. It was here on Hawaii's Big Island that climatologist Charles David Keeling pioneered the measurement of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, installing his experimental manometer on the gently sloping volcano in 1958.

He chose the site, already a U.S. Weather Service station, because the trade winds blowing over it had some of the cleanest air on the planet. Barnes said the CO2 measurements here, thousands of miles from major industry, were the first to show that manmade carbon dioxide emissions were accumulating throughout the global atmosphere.

The upward trend, averaging 1.9 parts per million per year in the past decade, undergoes seasonal fluctuations. In summer, during the growing season, plants absorb carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. But in winter, the concentration of C02 rises as vegetation and other biomass decompose.

The observatory is part of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's worldwide network for measuring greenhouse gases. It coordinates measurements with other U.S.-run research stations in Alaska, California, American Samoa and the South Pole. Japan and Australia also run such networks.

The Mauna Loa researchers extend their measurements through their "flask network" — containers sent to dozens of places around the world each week or carried on commercial ships so people can fill them with air and send them back to be measured for C02 and other gases.

Barnes, watching the carbon dioxide "ppm" curve track ever upward on Mauna Loa, while some other greenhouse gases decline, noted that long-lived CO2 is "more and more the bigger player."

"It is going into the ocean, and there's some plant uptake, but a whole lot of it just goes into the air and it's going to stay there for thousands of years," he said.

These are trying times

Colin Beavan and his family went on a carbon diet to show others that it's possible to make an effort that can make a difference

THE MONTREAL GAZETTE, November 23, 2009, by MONIQUE BEAUDIN

It feels like this fall's crop of environment-themed books have been one depressing read after another. With next month's United Nations conference on climate change rapidly approaching, there has been a steady stream of books about how the planet is changing, what some companies have been doing to confuse people about the scientific consensus on climate change, and how extreme weather events like hurricanes and food and water shortages are already happening.

So I was happy to take a break from those kinds of books to check out two new books about the environment that shed some light on how people can, individually, do something for the planet.

The first, No Impact Man (McClelland and Stewart, $29.99) is the story of how a New York writer and his family tried, for a whole year, to have no impact on the environment.

Back in the winter of 2006, two things made Colin Beavan really think about global warming - a mild spell of weather when people were walking around his Manhattan neighbourhood in shorts and T-shirts, and a relentless wave of news reports about climate change. What better way to write about global warming than to put himself, his wife and their daughter on a carbon diet for a year?

Over a year, Beavan and his wife, Michelle Conlin, stopped using any kind of transportation that required fossil fuels - no taxis or subways. Instead, they travelled around using a three-wheeled rickshaw, or walked. They ate only local foods, carried a mason jar for drinking water and coffee, and at one point even stopped using electricity. They gave away their big-screen TV, cancelled Thanksgiving trips to visit their families, and did their laundry in the bathtub. Dinner was locally grown roasted turnips eaten by candlelight, and they walked up and down the nine flights of stairs in their building every day rather than take the elevator.

The idea, Beavan said, was to show people that it is possible to try to live in a more sustainable way. What they also got was a happier life - they spent more time with each other, and friends, met new people, and got involved in their community.

"The story of No Impact Man is the story of a family that decided to try," Beavan said in an interview this month. "I like to think that this book helps confirm for people that they can try."

Beavan has been criticized for pulling a stunt in order to get a book contract, but he said that was not the case. The advance for No Impact Man was one-fourth the size of the advance he received for his previous book, he noted. His family's experiment was "extreme," he said, only because our society is set up in a way that makes it extreme to live in a sustainable way.

"You shouldn't have to go to extremes to live sustainably," he said. "Living sustainably should be as easy as falling off a log."

Now, more than two years after the experiment ended, Beavan's family still has no television or air conditioner, eats locally produced food as much as possible, and gets around most of the time by walking or taking the subway. "We're continuing to do the stuff that makes sense for us."

For people who want to try to live more sustainably in a Canadian context, the Toronto writer Adria Vasil has just published Ecoholic Home (Vintage Canada, $24.95), a new book chock full of practical ideas for living a greener lifestyle. Vasil, who writes a weekly column about the environment for a Toronto newspaper, published her first book - Ecoholic - two years ago, but she felt people wanted much more information about the home.

"We make an enormous amount of decisions in our homes every day without even realizing it," she said in an interview. "Our homes are ground zero for some serious green crimes - everything from energy and water-hogging to chemicals and toxins we bring into our homes."

Her new book includes product reviews for things like dishwasher detergent and stain removers, and offers advice about everything from renovating your home to setting up a backyard garden to tips about using baseboard heaters more effectively.

"I don't want people buying one green product, finding it doesn't work so well, and then never buying green again," she said. "I didn't want people turning away from green products as a whole because of one or two bad experiences."

The nice thing about Vasil's books is that she includes Canadian options for all kinds of green products. Taking into account the financial difficulties many people are facing, Vasil also included several recipes for making your own green cleaning products.

This book includes a chapter about green-washing - misleading or token initiatives to hide or deflect a company's environmentally destructive practices. It's for everyone out there who has been burned by a product's label that proclaims "Greener!" "Earth-Friendly!" and "Our Greenest Ever!" when it wasn't really true.

Three years ago an environmental marketing company looked into environmental claims made by more than 1,000 products, and found that 99 per cent were exaggerating their green-ness. When Terra Choice repeated the same study this year with 2,000 products, they found that 98 per cent were still not telling the complete truth.

"Unfortunately, there are a lot of companies out there jumping on the green bandwagon, knowing that people are willing to pay a couple of extra dollars to buy a product that is hopefully more environmentally friendly," Vasil said. "The amount of products making green claims has tripled since 2006."

Your best bets are to look for third-party certification by organizations like the Forest Stewardship Council or Green Seal and read the fine print on a product, Vasil said.

"Flip it over, look for ingredient lists," she said. "If they offer up details, then you can decide whether it's a load of hogwash or not. Don't be duped by a pretty green package."

Quebec hints at strong climate stance ahead of Copenhagen conference

But Canada's more modest approach will undermine local efforts, critics say

THE MONTREAL GAZETTE, November 23, 2009, by KEVIN DOUGHERTY

The province will announce an "ambitious" target for greenhouse gas reduction, Environment Minister Line Beauchamp said yesterday, hinting Quebec's 2020 target would be at least 25 per cent below 1990 levels.

Looking to halt global warming, the United Nations has called a world meeting next month in Copenhagen to set new greenhouse gas reduction targets.

Beauchamp said Quebec will reveal the target "soon." The Canadian government boasts of its 20-per-cent target, but Ottawa's starting point is 2006, not 1990, the agreed international benchmark. Canada's target represents a three-per-cent cut from 1990 levels.

In an exchange with Parti Québécois critics, Beauchamp noted that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change says a reduction between 25 per cent and 40 per cent is needed globally.

For its work on climate change, IPCC was co-winner, with former U.S. vice-president Al Gore, of the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize.

"Will you be satisfied if we have the most ambitious target in North America?" Beauchamp asked PQ members.

PQ environment critic Scott McKay said the lower federal target of a three-per-cent cut could undo the efforts of companies operating in Quebec, such as Rio Tinto Alcan Inc., which have made an effort to reduce emissions.

Louise Beaudoin, the PQ's international relations critic, noted that Quebec will be part of the Canadian delegation, headed by federal Environment Minister Jim Prentice, who Beaudoin said wants the Copenhagen talks to fail.

In an interview with Canwest News Service and Global National yesterday, Prentice said that although acting on climate change is urgent, Canada needs 40 years to succeed in its own part of a global plan to stabilize emissions that are warming the atmosphere.

He said it would be ill-advised to rush through major shifts in the economy and Canadian lifestyles over the next five to 10 years because he believes the science supports his decades-long approach.

"Urgency is dictated I think by, not the time between today and 2020, it's dictated by the time between today and 2050," Prentice said. "We're talking about a complete transformation of the capital stock in our society - everything from the kind of car you drove to work today, to the sort of building that you live in, what your television looks like, the kinds of electricity it consumes and so on." Prentice and Prime Minister Stephen Harper have said they do not expect a comprehensive agreement in Copenhagen.

Beaudoin called Canada's position "retrograde," asking Beauchamp: "What will you do to prevent the sabotage of the Copenhagen conference?" Beaudoin said the Canadian government will speak for Quebec, "because, unfortunately, we are in Canada." Beauchamp said her Plan A was convincing Canada to set a higher target for greenhouse-gas reduction.

Her Plan B is that the Copenhagen conference will recognize the role of state and provincial governments in the climate-change debate.

Quebec is one of four Canadian provinces and seven U.S. states that have been pushing for more ambitious greenhouse-gas reduction targets, hoping to influence their respective federal governments.

Beauchamp added that on Dec. 15, Premier Jean Charest and Premier Mike Rann, of South Australia state, will co-chair a leaders' summit on climate change in Copenhagen.

Among participants will be California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and Ségolène Royal, runner up in the 2007 French presidential election.
General Environment News


For blue skies, first clear the air on human rights

The Washington Post, November 22, 2009, by Zhang Zuhua and Jiang Qishen

BEIJING -- On his trip to China last week, President Obama negotiated with our government on climate change and other issues such as economic recovery, currency regulation and denuclearization. He noted at his town hall meeting in Shanghai that China and the United States lead the world in carbon emissions and that, unless these two countries can agree on what to do, the rest of the world is unlikely to do much, either. 

Obama also spoke eloquently of American respect for free expression, rule of law and other human rights, declaring these to be "universal" values. But at the same time, the president and Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton have made it clear that they do not want to let human rights interfere with other major issues, such as climate change, on which they need Chinese cooperation. Clinton made this point bluntly in Beijing in February, and Obama offered a concrete concession to China's rulers when he decided to avoid the Dalai Lama in Washington in October. 

But this approach is misguided in several ways. The Chinese government does not reciprocate when it is given things for free. It simply takes them and moves on. Foreigners may not know this, but to people in China it is plain as day. 

More important, human rights in our society are not an isolated item that can be set aside while all else moves forward. Human rights are not just a humanitarian matter of helping a few dissidents get out of jail. They are a systemic problem that is connected to openness, rule of law, popular supervision of government and other values Obama hailed in Shanghai. Progress on many fronts will be easier if human rights are better observed. 

Take climate change. How will the world be sure that the Chinese government observes any pledges it makes on global warming? Through trust? 

What happened at the Beijing Olympics last year should counsel caution. Before the Games, Beijing promised "free demonstration zones" for Chinese protesters, then arrested and jailed the citizens who followed through. Officials also pledged a schedule of progress toward pollution-free "blue skies," then "fulfilled" the pledge by shuffling their monitoring stations around. 

The government promised more freedom to foreign reporters, but since the Olympics it has systematically stepped up its efforts at media control, especially of China's domestic reporters. If promises are made about carbon emissions, how will we monitor compliance? Would it not be better if the many Chinese people who are concerned about pollution were free to report what they observed? 

Popular awareness of environmental problems has grown immensely in China in recent years. Chinese people do not like fetid air, foul water or the prospect of a cooked planet any more than anyone else does. But the citizens who speak out on these issues are repressed. Government officials, whose interests are often intertwined with the industry and commerce that is responsible for pollution, do not want complaints about the environment to be expressed publicly. 

For example, Wu Lihong, a farmer in Jiangsu province, began reporting on the dumping of industrial waste into Lake Tai in the early 1990s. The authorities told him to stop, and he would not. Today he is in prison, serving a three-year sentence on the absurd charge of extortion. Last year, Tang Zhirong, in Hunan province, complained about the effluent of an aluminum processing facility and received an 18-month prison sentence for obstructing official business. Now out of prison, Tang remains under 24-hour surveillance. 

Sun Xiaodi, in Gansu province, complained for years about pollution from a uranium mine and recently accused local officials of fraud. In July he was sentenced to two years in a labor-reform facility for "illegally providing state secrets overseas" and "rumor-mongering." His daughter Sun Haiyan was sentenced to 18 months on the same charges. 

Near Chengdu, in Sichuan province, a crowd gathered in early May of last year to protest the construction of a chemical plant in their neighborhood. Chen Daojun, a freelance journalist who reported on the demonstration, is now in prison for three years for "inciting subversion of state power." 

These are not isolated cases; there are many like them throughout China. They are also the cases and the people whom Obama and Clinton set aside when they choose not to let human rights interfere with other matters. 

In Shanghai, Obama did his best to speak directly to the Chinese people about universal values. (It was not his fault that he was given only limited time, with a prescreened audience, and was broadcast only locally.) The president spoke of human rights as valuable for their own sake. And he is right. But he also must see human rights as they relate to the challenges on which he wants to make progress with the Chinese government. Over the long term, human rights have everything to do with the quality of the Chinese "partner" that the American people are seeking. 

Electric Carmaker Tesla Preparing IPO: Sources

Reuters, November 23, 2009, by Poornima Gupta

SAN FRANCISCO - U.S. electric sports car maker Tesla Motors plans to go public soon, two sources familiar with the matter said, amid growing interest in green technology and battery-powered vehicles.

An IPO filing from the six-year-old start-up, best known for its $109,000 all-electric Roadster, is expected any day, said one of the sources. The person did not give a specific time frame, although IPOs typically take several months.

Tesla spokesman Ricardo Reyes declined to comment on what he called "rumor or speculation."

Tesla would mark the first public offering from a U.S. automaker since Henry Ford's Ford Motor Co debuted its shares in 1956. The IPO represents a landmark in the resurgence of electric car technology that most carmakers had dismissed as impractical until recently.

The company's chairman Elon Musk said early last year that an IPO was a possibility in either late 2008 or 2009.

But the financial market turmoil following the collapse of Lehman Bros. in the latter half of 2008 virtually shut down the IPO market. The appetite for IPOs has picked up since mid-September this year with a robust pace of new filings.

Tesla's IPO would follow the successful debut of lithium-ion battery maker A123 Systems, whose shares rallied 50 percent on their first day of trading on Sept 25.

Analysts have said that the success of A123, the first green technology IPO this year, would encourage more venture capital-backed green companies to go public.

Tesla will compete with established automakers like Ford, General Motors and Nissan Motor Co, all of which are racing to launch electric or plug-in hybrid vehicles. Tesla, by contrast, is a small player with a high-end market and limited production.

A combination of factors has driven the recent interest in developing electric, or partially electric vehicles, including the Obama administration's push to have one million rechargeable vehicles on US roads by 2015 and low-cost Department of Energy loans for manufacturers.

VENTURE FUNDS BACK GREEN CARS

The carmaker is developing a second, lower-cost model, an electric sedan known as the Model S, which will have a base price of $49,900.

Tesla said in September it delivered 700 Roadsters since February 2008. The Roadster, which is built on a Lotus frame, can go from zero to sixty miles an hour in less than four seconds, making it faster than a Porsche 911 or a Ferrari Spider.

The electric car start-up was offered $465 million in low-cost loans by the U.S. Department of Energy to help build the new Model S. Tesla said it will build the new car in California.

Tesla's investors include Google Inc founders Sergey Brin and Larry Page.

Other investors include Daimler AG; Abu Dhabi-based Aabar Investments, which owns a stake in Daimler; and venture capital funds Valor Equity Partners, Technology Partners, The Westly Group and Compass Venture Partners.

Tesla said it had achieved overall corporate profitability in July with about $1 million of earnings on revenue of $20 million.

But like established automakers, survival in the hyper-competitive U.S. automotive market has not been easy for Tesla. The company had to face cost overruns and production delays for the Roadster.

Shoppers Going Green Despite Struggling Economy

Reuters, November 23, 2009, by Basil Katz

NEW YORK - Despite the worst U.S. recession in decades, sales of organic and sustainable products have continued to grow, experts say, with shoppers willing to spend a few more dollars in a bid to become more green.

U.S. supermarket sales of environmentally sustainable or "ethical" products -- from energy-efficient light bulbs to organic produce -- will rise about 8.7 percent in 2009 to nearly $38 billion, according to a recent study by Packaged Facts, a market research provider.

President Barack Obama's commitment to tackle climate change, a string of scandals over tainted food and effective marketing of sustainable products have helped convince more Americans, whose environmental credentials lag behind Europeans, to buy green.

"I've been reading about carbon footprints," said Lindsey Hoffman, 24, as she selected organic lettuce at a Whole Foods Market in Manhattan, "and though I'd prefer to go to a farmer's market, this is better than anything else."

"When I walked in I saw gorgeous asparagus, but as it's $4 a bunch and flown in from Peru, I stayed away," she said.

While sustainable and organic goods have traditionally occupied the premium shelves of supermarkets, an increasing number of retailers such as Wal-Mart Stores Inc and Safeway Inc have expanded their offerings and some prices now rival conventional products.

Some experts say the global economic crisis and the battle against global warming have prompted consumers to think more about purchases -- both financially and environmentally.

"The financial crisis reminded people of the unintended consequences of collective behavior," said Scott Bearse of Deloitte Consulting, who added that once people go green, they generally stay green.

Shelly Balanko at the Hartman Group, a marketing consulting firm that specializes in sustainable goods, said shoppers were realizing that green products offered better quality, along with causing less harm to the environment.

She said buyers now thought, "'If I buy this, it will be less wasteful and I'm going to get good value for my dollar.'"

Some companies are appealing to these lifestyle changes, such as Kimberly Clark, one of the largest manufacturers of paper towels and diapers, which launched Scott Naturals, a paper products line using recycled fibers.

"There is much more of an interest in this in the last couple of years," said Kimberly Clark spokeswoman Kay Jackson.

Americans spent a total of $511.9 billion on groceries at drugstores, supermarkets and mass retailers in 2008. So far this year shoppers have spent 1.9 percent more than the same period a year ago.

Sales of goods specifically labeled organic rose 17 percent to $24.6 billion in 2008, according to the Organic Trade Association.

"The more I read and hear about it, the more I'd like to go completely organic, 100 percent," said Richard Drew, 35, a television producer, as he shopped at a natural body care shop in Manhattan.

Carbon Price Insufficient for Green Revolution, Group Warns

The New York Times, November 23, 2009, BY JAMES KANTER
Putting a price on carbon dioxide emissions will not be enough to drive the innovation needed to clean up dirty energy systems, according to Bruegel a think tank based in Brussels, and Harvard economists. 

Reinhilde Veugelers, a senior research fellow at Bruegel, warned on Monday that a “private green innovation machine has not yet taken off” and that private companies still were not making environmental innovations their core goal. 

Ms. Veugelers cited figures from the World Intellectual Property Organization showing that just 2.2 percent of all patent applications between 2000 and 2006 were for environmental applications. She said the global electricity sector “was almost absent” in terms of green innovation.

In a report prepared with Philippe Aghion and David Hemous of Harvard University, Bruegel said the evidence showed the need for far greater intervention in the market by governments in the form of subsidies for research and development.

In boosting direct funding, Mr. Aghion acknowledged that governments needed to avoid lapsing into “some idea of industrial policy.” Mr Aghion said there were ways to carry out “directed funding” but “not pick winners.”

Government support could be reduced as soon as innovation has taken off for these technologies, the report said. By then, “the private innovation machine for these clean technologies can be left on its own to generate further, even better and more efficient, clean technologies,” it said.

The Senate’s Duty on Climate

The New York Times, November 21, 2009

The news that world leaders have abandoned hope for a comprehensive, legally binding climate change treaty in Copenhagen next month inspired no end of finger-pointing. Environmentalists blamed eight years of inaction under George W. Bush. The Europeans noted that the Chinese and several other big developing nations had done little to move the ball forward. 

Our own candidate for criticism is the United States Senate. We cannot rewrite the Bush years any more than we can persuade the Chinese of the merits of a binding treaty to control greenhouse gases. What the United States can do is assume responsibility for its own emissions, and this the Senate has manifestly failed to do. 

It is asking a lot of the Senate to address health care and climate change at the same time, although the House managed to do both. It is also true that a preoccupied White House has applied almost no pressure. But the indecisiveness of the Senate’s Democratic leaders is worrisome, as is the Republicans’ reflexive and virtually unanimous hostility to anything that challenges the way this country produces and uses energy. 

There are exceptions. The Democratic Senators Barbara Boxer and Jeff Bingaman have produced bills that could form the basis of a broad measure curbing emissions and ushering in alternative energy sources. But Harry Reid, the majority leader, seems at times like a man who wishes the climate change issue would go away. Last week, he suggested that he could not bring a bill forward until “sometime in the spring,” and that even then it would be sold as an economic stimulus bill. 

With very few exceptions, the Republicans have behaved terribly. They refused en masse to show up when Ms. Boxer tried to get a committee vote on a bill, claiming they had been denied an analysis of the bill’s impact on the economy. When Ms. Boxer summoned officials to provide such an analysis, they boycotted again.

This sends a bad signal to the rest of the world. In Beijing, Mr. Obama suggested that the United States would be willing to put some “emission reduction targets” on the table in Copenhagen. These would be aspirational, not binding, and would presumably reflect the goals contained in the House bill, which calls for a 17 percent reduction in United States emissions by 2020. Their main purpose would be to show that the United States is committed to change. But how credible can even this modest goal be if the Senate is largely indifferent?

Though there is no chance the Senate will produce a bill in the next three weeks, we have a modest suggestion. That is for Mr. Obama to appear quickly and publicly with Ms. Boxer, Mr. Bingaman, Mr. Reid, and climate stalwarts like John Kerry, Joseph Lieberman and Lindsey Graham (a Republican outlier) and announce that climate change will be an early order of business next year and that he will not rest until he gets a bill.

Global Warming Basics

The New York Times, November 23, 2009, by Andrew C. Revkin

The role of  newspapers and journalists is evolving as technologies and media markets change. Along with providing conventional coverage of the news, blogging,  video reports and the like, media outlets are increasingly providing basic background on important enduring issues. The Times has put more effort recently into enriching and updating what are called  topics pages — basic backgrounders on issues in the news. I recently had a go at our page on global warming. Here’s the introduction and a link to the full page. It’s followed by the steady feed of news articles and accompanied by links to other background. Henceforth, it’ll be a “ living document,” with more features, links and content added as needed. I encourage you to identify any gaps and glitches. Our editors will keep track of the comments.

Overview 
Global warming has become perhaps the most complicated issue facing world leaders. On the one hand, warnings from the scientific community are becoming louder, as an increasing body of science points to rising dangers from the ongoing buildup of human-related greenhouse gases - produced mainly by the burning of fossil fuels and forests. On the other, the technological, economic and political issues that have to be resolved before a concerted worldwide effort to reduce emissions can begin have gotten no simpler, particularly in the face of a global economic slowdown.

After years of preparation for climate talks to be held in Copenhagen starting on Dec. 7, 2009, President Obama and other leaders announced on Nov. 15 what had already become evident - that no formal treaty could be produced anytime soon. Instead, the leaders pledged to reach a placeholder accord that would call for reductions in emissions and increased aid to help developing nations adapt to a changing climate and get and get access to non-polluting energy options.

This would in theory give the nations more time to work out the all-important details. Negotiators would then seek a binding global agreement in 2010, complete with firm emission targets, enforcement mechanisms and specific dollar amounts to aid poorer nations.

At the heart of the debate is a momentous tussle between rich and poor countries over who steps up first and who pays most for changed energy menus.

Read More...
Within the United States, Congress is similarly fighting over legislation on climate change. The House in the summer of 2009 passed a bill outlining a cap-and-trade system that could, over the next few decades, lead to an early end to conventional use of coal and oil, fuels that have underpinned prosperity and growth for more than a century. But between stiff opposition from energy interests and the overwhelming distractions of health care reform and the economy, the legislation has stalled in the Senate.

In international discussions over climate, President Obama has urged other countries not to be discouraged by the stasis on Capitol Hill, pointing to big investments in energy efficiency, solar and wind power and his move to restrict greenhouse gases using environmental regulations.

 In the meantime, recent fluctuations in temperature, seized on by opponents of emissions restrictions, have intensified the public debate over how urgently to respond. The long-term warming trend over the last century has been well-established, and scientists immersed in studying the climate are projecting substantial disruption in water supplies, agriculture, ecosystems and coastal communities. Passionate activists at both ends of the discourse are pushing ever harder for or against rapid action, while polls show the public locked durably in three camps - with roughly a fifth of American voters eager for action, a similar proportion aggressively rejecting projections of catastrophe and most people tuned out or confused.

Background
Scientists learned long ago that the earth's climate has powerfully shaped the history of the human species -- biologically, culturally and geographically. But only in the last few decades has research revealed that humans can be a powerful influence on the climate as well.  

A growing body of scientific evidence indicates that since 1950, the world's climate has been warming, primarily as a result of emissions from unfettered burning of fossil fuels and the razing of tropical forests. Such activity adds to the atmosphere's invisible blanket of carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping "greenhouse" gases. Recent research has shown that methane, which flows from landfills, livestock and oil and gas facilities, is a close second to carbon dioxide in impact on the atmosphere.

That conclusion has emerged through a broad body of analysis in fields as disparate as glaciology, the study of glacial formations, and palynology, the study of the distribution of pollen grains in lake mud. It is based on a host of assessments by the world's leading organizations of climate and earth scientists.

In the last several years, the scientific case that the rising human influence on climate could become disruptive has become particularly robust.

Some fluctuations in the Earth's temperature are inevitable regardless of human activity -- because of decades-long ocean cycles, for example. But centuries of rising temperatures and seas lie ahead if the release of emissions from the burning of fossil fuels and deforestation continues unabated , according to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. The panel shared the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize with former Vice President Al Gore for alerting the world to warming's risks.

Despite the scientific consensus on these basic conclusions, enormously important details remain murky. That reality has been seized upon by some groups and scientists disputing the overall consensus and opposing changes in energy policies.

For example, estimates of the amount of warming that would result from a doubling of greenhouse gas concentrations (compared to the level just before the Industrial Revolution got under way in the early 19th century) range from 3.6 degrees to 8 degrees Fahrenheit. The intergovernmental climate panel said it could not rule out even higher temperatures). While the low end could probably be tolerated, the high end would almost certainly result in calamitous, long-lasting disruptions of ecosystems and economies, a host of studies have concluded. A wide range of economists and earth scientists say that level of risk justifies an aggressive response.

Other questions have persisted despite a century-long accumulation of studies pointing to human-driven warming. The rate and extent at which sea levels will rise in this century as ice sheets erode remains highly uncertain, even as the long-term forecast of centuries of retreating shorelines remains intact. Scientists are struggling more than ever to disentangle how the heat building in the seas and atmosphere will affect the strength and number of tropical cyclones. The latest science suggests there will be more hurricanes and typhoons that reach the most dangerous categories of intensity, but fewer storms over all.

Steps Toward a Response
The debate over such climate questions pales next to the fight over what to do, or not do, in a world where fossil fuels still underpin both rich and emerging economies. With the completion of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change at the Earth Summit in 1992, the world's nations pledged to avoid dangerously disrupting the climate through the buildup of greenhouse gases, but they never defined how much warming was too much.

Nonetheless, recognizing that the original climate treaty was proving ineffective, all of the world's industrialized countries except for the United States accepted binding restrictions on their greenhouse gas emissions under the Kyoto Protocol, which was negotiated in Japan in 1997. That accord took effect in 2005 and its gas restrictions expire in 2012. (The United States signed the treaty, but it was never submitted for ratification, in the face of overwhelming opposition in the Senate because the pact required no steps by China or other fast-growing developing countries.

It took until 2009 for the leaders of the world's largest economic powers to agree on a dangerous climate threshold: an increase of 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit) from the average global temperature recorded just before the Industrial Revolution kicked into gear. (This translates into an increase of 1.3 degrees Fahrenheit above the Earth's current average temperature, about 59 degrees).

The Group of 8 industrial powers also agreed this year to a goal of reducing global emissions 50 percent by 2050 with the richest countries leading the way by cutting their emissions 80 percent. But they did not set a baseline from which to measure that reduction, and so far firm interim targets - which many climate scientists say would be more meaningful -- have not been defined.

At the same time, fast-growing emerging economic powerhouses, led by China and India, STILL oppose taking on mandatory obligations to curb their emissions. They say they will do what they can to rein in growth in emissions - as long as their economies do not suffer. The world's poorest countries, in the meantime, are seeking payments to help make them less vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, given that the buildup in climate-warming gases so far has come mainly from richer nations. Such aid has been promised since the 1992 treaty and a fund was set up under the Kyoto Protocol. But while tens of billions of dollars are said to be needed, only millions have flowed so far.

In many ways, the debate over global climate policy is a result of a global "climate divide.'' Emissions of carbon dioxide per person range from less than 2 tons per year in India, where 400 million people lack access to electricity, to more than 20 in the United States. The richest countries are also best able to use wealth and technology to insulate themselves from climate hazards, while the poorest, which have done the least to cause the problem, are the most exposed.

In Copenhagen this December, negotiators had planned to try to settle on the basic terms of two new global climate agreements. One would renew the commitments of countries bound by the Kyoto emissions limits; the other would rein in emissions of all countries to varying extents, depending on their wealth and emissions history. Given the many competing interests, and the reality that any big emissions shifts would have substantial economic impacts, the negotiations have been called one of the most complex diplomatic challenges ever.

In the meantime, Democratic leaders in the United States Senate are trying to follow the lead of the House of Representatives by securing passage of a bill aiming to sharply cut greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. The chief mechanism would be a "cap and trade" system that sets a gradually declining ceiling for over all emissions. Companies and institutions could buy and sell credits from one another as a way to curb emissions at the lowest cost. Companies that made deeper cuts than required could sell credits to companies that fell short of their targets. 

But a national preoccupation with the slow economy and competing issues, led by health care, threaten to delay or weaken such legislation. Another impediment is the shortage of money flowing to basic energy research and large-scale demonstrations of non-polluting energy technology. While the Obama administration and Congress directed some stimulus money toward such efforts, such spending comes only after decades of declining investment in these areas.

President Obama came into office vowing to take swift action on climate change, and under him, the Environmental Protection Agency has declared that it will regulate carbon dioxide emissions. But with the cap-and-trade bill facing an uncertain future in the Senate, his ability to take big steps on the issue has been severely constrained, and without significant actions by the United States, China and India had made it clear they would remain on the sidelines. So three weeks before the Copenhagen session was to begin, he and other leaders gathered for an Asian summit announced that no treaty would be reached this year. Instead, leaders will try to reach a political agreement that could be the basis for new treaty talks in 2010.

In the meantime, a recent dip in emissions caused by the global economic slowdown is almost certain to be followed by a rise, scientists warn, and with population and appetites for energy projected to rise through mid-century, they say the entwined challenges of climate and energy will only intensify.

Scientist: Leak of climate e-mails appalling

San Francisco Chronicle, November 23, 2009, by DAVID STRINGER

A leading climate change scientist whose private e-mails are included in thousands of documents that were stolen by hackers and posted online said Sunday the leaks may have been aimed at undermining next month's global climate summit in Denmark.

Kevin Trenberth, of the U.S. National Center for Atmospheric Research, in Colorado, said he believes the hackers who stole a decade's worth of correspondence from a British university's computer server deliberately distributed only those documents that could help attempts by skeptics to undermine the scientific consensus on man-made climate change.

Trenberth, a well respected atmospheric scientist, said it did not appear that all the documents stolen from the university had been distributed on the Internet by the hackers.

The University of East Anglia, in eastern England, said hackers last week stole from its computer server about a decade's worth of data from its Climatic Research Unit, a leading global research center on climate change. About 1,000 e-mails and 3,000 documents have been posted on Web sites and seized on by climate change skeptics, who claim correspondence shows collusion between scientists to overstate the case for global warming, and evidence that some have manipulated evidence.

"It is right before the Copenhagen debate, I'm sure that is not a coincidence," Trenberth said in a telephone interview from Colorado.

At least 65 world leaders will attend the Copenhagen climate summit in December as representatives of 191 nations seek agreement on a new global treaty on limiting emissions of greenhouse gases.

Trenberth, a lead author on the 2001 and 2007 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change assessments, said he had found 102 of his own e-mails posted online. "I personally feel violated," he said. "I'm appalled at the very selective use of the e-mails, and the fact they've been taken out of context."

In one of the stolen e-mails, Trenberth is quoted as saying "we can't account for the lack of warming at the moment and it is a travesty that we can't."

He said the comment is presented by skeptics as evidence scientists can't explain some trends that appear to contradict their stance on climate change. Trenberth explained his phrase was actually contained in a paper he wrote about the need for better monitoring of global warming to explain the anomalies — in particular improved recording of rising sea surface temperatures.

In another e-mail posted online, and unrelated to Trenberth, the British research center's director, Phil Jones, wrote that he had used a "trick" to "hide the decline" in a chart detailing recent global temperatures. Jones has denied manipulating evidence and insisted his comment had been misunderstood. He said in a statement Saturday that he'd used the word trick "as in a clever thing to do."

Trenberth acknowledged that language used by some colleagues in the hacked e-mails "looks awkward at best," particularly messages which criticize climate change skeptics.

Indian PM says US, India to sign climate memo

San Francisco Chronicle, November 23, 2009, by Foster Klug

Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh said Monday that Indian and U.S. officials will sign a memorandum intended to improve cooperation on energy security, clean energy and climate change.

"This will provide a framework for pursuing bilateral cooperation in specific areas," Singh said.

Speaking on the eve of an elaborate welcome at the White House planned by President Barack Obama, the prime minister did not provide details of the memorandum he said will be signed on Tuesday. He will use the White House visit to ease differences on global warming with the United States ahead of an international conference next month.

India has watched with wariness as Obama's administration has lavished attention on rivals Pakistan and China. Now, Obama is trying to ease Indian worries by honoring Singh with the first state visit of his presidency.

The United States sees India as crucial to the U.S.-led fight against extremists in Pakistan and Afghanistan, as a counterweight to China and as key to efforts to settle world trade and climate change deals.

Developing and industrialized countries have bickered as they prepare to negotiate a new global climate change treaty, at a December summit in Copenhagen, meant to replace the 1997 Kyoto Protocol on carbon dioxide emissions.

Developing countries argue that rich countries produced most of the heat-trapping greenhouse gases on their march to development and should therefore bear the costs of fixing the problem. Wealthy nations say all countries — including growing polluters India and China — have to agree to broad cuts in emissions.

Singh has said that the world's poor nations will not sacrifice their development in negotiations for a new climate change deal.

Despite the positive tone of his comments at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce on Monday, Singh's visit comes at a delicate time. Indians are bristling over a perception that Obama neglected India during his recent trip to Asia and seemed to endorse a stronger role for China in India's sensitive dealings with Pakistan.

The tension has disturbed a wave of goodwill between the countries orchestrated during the administration of President George W. Bush, who oversaw the transformation of the relationship after decades of Cold War-era distrust. The new ties are symbolized by a landmark civilian nuclear cooperation accord signed into law last year after years of close communication among senior Indian and U.S. officials who negotiated and then sold the accord to lawmakers.

Obama and Singh are now consumed with steering their countries through tough economic times and with winning domestic political battles. That means less time spent nurturing a relationship that blossomed under Bush.

Indian elite classes are nervous about Obama, according to Teresita Schaffer, a former State Department South Asia specialist and U.S. ambassador to Sri Lanka.

"There's a certain amount of Bush nostalgia," she said. While Bush was seen as having an emotional connection to the country, she said, Obama's connection is seen as cerebral and as being eroded by domestic problems and by the focus on Afghanistan and Pakistan.

Because of the uncertainty, the leaders will be keen to show each other during Singh's visit that the partnership is still in good shape.

The United States is especially interested in India's ability to help turn the tide against violent extremism in South Asia. U.S. officials are pushing Pakistan to focus its military attention on extremists along the border with Afghanistan, not on India, its neighbor and bitter rival.

Singh said Monday that leaving Afghanistan before it is stable would embolden extremists in South Asia and around the world.

The prime minister also urged American companies to invest in India. As rich countries' economic growth slows, he said, India's huge class of skilled workers and massive potential consumer market will fuel strong growth in coming years.

Singh's U.S. trip follows Obama's meeting with Chinese President Hu Jintao in Beijing, a visit many in India watched closely.

Indian-Chinese trade is strong, but the countries have long disagreed over a disputed border and went to war in 1962. Both sides regularly cross the long, unmarked boundary in orchestrated efforts to show sovereignty.

Some Indians are nervous about the U.S. reliance on China to tackle global crises.

A joint statement by Obama and Hu that mentioned sensitive India-Pakistan ties has caused heartburn in India. Some saw this as a hint that Obama wants Beijing more involved in South Asian diplomacy. The Indian Foreign Ministry shot down the idea of a "third country" role in India-Pakistan affairs.

C. Raja Mohan, a leading Indian strategic analyst, said that encouraging a stronger role for China in South Asia is like "welcoming the fox into the chicken coop."

Review: Book explores global warning battle

San Francisco Chronicle, November 23, 2009, by CARL HARTMAN

"Science as a Contact Sport: Inside the Battle to Save Earth's Climate" (National Geographic, 295 pages, $28), by Stephen H. Schneider: Stephen H. Schneider, winner of one of those $500,000 genius grants, has written a witty, informative and impassioned account of perils he sees in global warming and what to do about them.

But if a curious high school halfback is tempted by the title "Science as a Contact Sport," he may find himself blocked by a line of climatological reasoning and terms such as "ecology" and "anthropogenic," rarely heard on the football field.

Using plainer language, Schneider raises a broader problem than climate change.

"Can democracy survive complexity?" he asks.

It seems clear to him that scientific judgments, reached as a consensus of career-long study, should overwhelm national rivalries and partisan politics when governments have great decisions to make. He questions the news principle of balance: that is, a controversial statement should be followed by a statement from the other side.

"If the public understood the basics of the real risks to nature, and to themselves, their posterity and their world, they would be much more likely to send strong signals to their representatives to act in a precautionary way," he writes.

For decades, governments and scientists have been citing dangers of global warming as facts and huge problems. But not everybody agrees. Some doubting scientists and businesses that would be hit by the cost of eliminating pollutants have helped stall international accord on countermeasures. So has failure of the U.S. and Chinese governments to compromise on what should be done to limit emissions of carbon dioxide.

The view of Sen. James Inhofe of Oklahoma, former chairman of the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee, is among the most hostile. Schneider says the senator accused him of fathering "the greatest environmental hoax."

Schneider emphasizes that scientists take extreme pains to estimate the probability and effects of climate change, rather than just saying dangers are possible. He's a professor of biological sciences and has advised seven presidents, from both parties. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, squads of scientists like him who advise governments, spend much of their time translating words such as "likely" or "very likely" into percentages of probability.

That work resembles calculating odds on a football game, only the calculation on this game — the possible worldwide disasters of climate change — has been going on for over 30 years.

GOP's green maverick extends a hand to Canada

South Carolina senator who dared Republicans' wrath with his environmental stand is seeking allies north of the border

The Globe and Mail, November 23, 2009, by KONRAD YAKABUSKI

WASHINGTON -- Lindsey Graham is not your typical South Carolina senator. He thinks global warming is real - hardly a unanimous stand among Republicans - and he wants Canada to join him in his efforts to put in place a North American green economic strategy.

"Be our partner. You've got the same goal we do: You want to pass on a cleaner environment to future generations of Canadians and you want to make better business doing so," said the second-term senator, whose position earned him a censure this month from the Charleston County Republican Party. "We ought to sit down with our Canadian allies and friends and work together on similar standards in terms of emissions [and] collaborate on how we can develop clean coal and carbon sequestration."

And do it, Mr. Graham warns, before China eats our lunch. "China is beginning to play large in the green economy and we need to work together with our Canadian neighbours so we don't lose market share," he said in an interview with The Globe and Mail.

Collaboration is crucial, too, if Canada is to avoid being side-swiped by U.S. tariffs on imports from countries with weaker emissions controls. The so-called Waxman-Markey climate-change bill that was narrowly adopted by the House of Representatives in June authorizes "border measures" on such imports.

Though the Senate bill Mr. Graham is writing with Massachusetts Democrat John Kerry will likely include a similar provision, he insists Canada need not worry. "I can promise my Canadian friends that we're not going to do anything on carbon-emission controls in the U.S. that makes the economy of Canada worse because we wouldn't be able to sell it to the American people."

His progressive view on climate change makes him a rarity in the Republican Party, and even more rare for a senator from South Carolina. They don't typically bend, no matter how hard the wind is blowing. The late Strom Thurmond, who left office at age 100 in 2003, stuck to his segregationist stand long after it became taboo and even switched parties over Democratic civil-rights legislation, joining the Republicans in 1964.

Jim DeMint, currently the junior senator from the Palmetto State, has been ranked the upper chamber's most conservative member by the National Journal for two years running and has been leading the charge to purge the Republican Party of moderate candidates.

Then there's Mr. Graham. Though the former U.S. Air Force lawyer has been one the leading critics of President Barack Obama's costly health-care reform and rollback of some Bush era anti-terrorism policies, Mr. Graham has earned the ire of many in his own party for supporting a form of amnesty for illegal immigrants and voting to confirm the appointment of Sonia Sotomayor as Mr. Obama's first Supreme Court nominee. Nothing, however, is getting Mr. Graham in hotter water with his own kind than his call for Congress to pass comprehensive legislation to combat climate change.

So far, the Harper government has been waiting for a signal from the Obama administration and Congress before unveiling how it aims to achieve Canada's own target of reducing greenhouse gas emissions to 20 per cent below 2006 levels by 2020. There is little evidence of cross-border collaboration.

Mr. Graham is not waiting for an invitation. The climate-change bill he and Mr. Kerry, along with independent Senator Joe Lieberman, hope to take to Congress in the new year would constitute a bargain: Republicans would embrace a cap-and-trade regime that would put a price on carbon emissions, in exchange for Democratic acceptance of massive government support for nuclear power, clean-coal technology and domestic oil exploration.

"The bill I'm trying to craft will be very pro-nuclear," Mr. Graham offered. "We also have to utilize the coal we have and make it clean coal. I'm trying to combine energy independence with the renaissance of nuclear energy and controlling carbon."

Some environmentalists are skeptical of Mr. Graham's support and note that he has accepted large donations from Scana Corp., which owns several coal-fired plants in South Carolina and is seeking to build two nuclear reactors in the state.

Regardless, Mr. Graham's position thrills Saskatchewan Premier Brad Wall, whose province is not only (for now) the world's biggest miner of uranium used in nuclear reactors, but is also seeking $100-million (U.S.) from Washington to fund a $280-million cross-border carbon capture and sequestration (CCS) pilot project.

Mr. Graham and Mr. Wall have struck up a working relationship in recent weeks, thanks to the intermediation of former U.S. ambassador to Canada David Wilkins. Saskatchewan has retained Mr. Wilkins's law firm to represent it in the U.S. capital. Mr. Wall insists the $400,000 (U.S.) one-year contract is taxpayers' money well spent, and it's hard to argue with him, considering the access it has bought him on Capitol Hill, where Canadian and Albanian are typically interchangeable terms for irrelevant.

It helped that Mr. Wilkins, 63, mentored Mr. Graham, 54, when both were Republican members of the South Carolina state legislature in the early nineties.

Mr. Graham, who visited Saskatchewan in September and whose state depends on coal for about half of its electricity, speaks enthusiastically about the cross-border CCS project. It would capture CO{-2} emissions from the Shand coal-fired power plant in Estevan and permanently store the greenhouse gases underground 200 kilometres away in Montana.

Clean-coal technology is still very much a work in progress and the race to develop the technique that becomes the gold standard is on, hence the competition not only for dollars, but also for visibility. Washington may not yet have shown Mr. Wall the money, but Saskatchewan has been noticed thanks to Mr. Graham.

"We struck up a personal friendship when the senator came to Saskatchewan ... and he got interested in the Montana project," Mr. Wall explained. "He's one of those politicians who can reach across partisan lines to go to work on the issues. His credibility is frankly one of the reasons I think we could meet with Senator Kerry."

On the eve of next month's United Nations climate-change summit in Copenhagen, it is unclear how much political capital the Obama administration is willing to spend to push a cap-and-trade bill in Congress. Job No. 1 for the White House remains passage of health-care reform.

But if climate-change legislation stands any hope in the Senate, dominated as it is by members whose states almost all depend on coal in one way or another, it starts and ends with Lindsey Graham. Canada can take comfort in that.

A few questions to put your energy literacy to the test

Access to affordable energy is essential to our way of life, making the upcoming gathering of world leaders in Copenhagen profoundly important

The Globe and Mail, November 23, 2009, by Gwyn Morgan

Gwyn Morgan is the retired founding CEO of EnCana Corp. 

Access to affordable energy is essential to our way of life, making the upcoming gathering of world leaders in Copenhagen profoundly important. Yet few Canadians possess the level of "energy literacy" needed to understand what's at stake. Here are a few questions that will help test your own energy literacy. 

What is the fastest-growing form of global energy use? 

If you said electricity, you're right. And because coal is the major fuel for electricity, power generation contributes about 21 per cent of global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, compared with land, sea and air transportation at 11 per cent, according to 
International Energy Agency
 data. 

What is the case in Canada? 

Electricity generation produces 17 per cent of Canadian GHG emissions. Transportation produces 25 per cent, much higher than the global average and reflecting the size of our country. 

Which fuels generate Canada's power? 

Nationally, hydro contributes about 61 per cent, coal 20 per cent, nuclear energy 15 per cent, 
natural gas
and oil 4 per cent. Wind contributes less than one-half of 1 per cent, according to Canadian Electricity Association data. 

Are there differences in how provinces generate power? 

There certainly are. Hydro supplies almost all power in 
British Columbia
, Manitoba, Quebec and Newfoundland. Coal dominates power generation in Alberta, Saskatchewan and Nova Scotia. Coal, hydro and nuclear provide New Brunswick's and PEI's power. Ontario's top source of power generation is nuclear, followed by hydro and coal. 

How important is the cost of electric power? 

It's absolutely crucial. The cost of electrical power is embedded in virtually everything we produce and consume. And in a globalized economy, the cost of electricity is a major competitive factor for Canadian exporters. China, the world's most formidable exporting competitor, already has a significant power cost advantage because of its cheap (and dirty) coal-fired plants. 

Won't the Copenhagen framework level the playing field by imposing emissions restrictions on competing exporters such as China? 

First, it's important to understand that besides Canada, only Scandinavia, Japan and some members of the European Union have committed to reduce emissions below the 1990 Kyoto base year. And Canada's targets are by far the hardest to reach because both our population and economy have grown a lot more than in those countries. Going into the Copenhagen Summit, statements made by officials from China and India leave little hope those countries will accept any binding reduction targets. So whatever measures Canada agrees to in Copenhagen will only increase other countries' competitive advantage. 

British Columbia and Ontario have introduced "green power" plans. How will these policies affect power costs? 

Let's look at Ontario first. The current wholesale price of power is less than 5 cents per kilowatt hour. The new "green power" plan offers 13 cents for land-based wind farms, 19.5 cents for offshore wind and bio-gas projects, and up to 80 cents for solar power that will be rolled into provincial power rates. This means that Ontario power consumers will pay from 2.6 to a whopping 16 times their current power cost for green power. The implications for households and businesses caused the Ontario Power Authority to resist the government's green power plan, prompting the provincial minister of energy to "direct the OPA" to authorize the subsidized rates. 

British Columbia has a similar green power plan, providing subsidized rates for wind, bio-mass, geothermal and "run of the river" power projects. The cost implications caused the B.C. Utilities Commission (BCUC) to reject the inclusion of the subsidies in BC Hydro's rates. The provincial government has vowed to override the decision of the very experts it has appointed to safeguard the public interest. 

What about the reliability of green power? 

An interesting aspect of the BCUC's to decision reject the green power plan was the need to retain a standby natural gas fired power plant to meet load requirements during low wind conditions. Thus, wind power is not only more expensive to generate, but its lack of dependability requires costly redundant standby facilities. And plans for a national cap and trade system would see consumers of coal generated power send even more money to green power producers in the form of "carbon credit offsets". Together with paying more for green power, paying for standby generation facilities, this amounts to a triple subsidy for the green power industry, and a triple whammy for consumers. 

If wind and solar power are costly and unreliable, what are the low-emission alternatives to coal? 

The zero emissions alternative is nuclear. Canada's nuclear technology is not only one of the world's safest, but it can also use a form of fuel not conducive to weapons production. And we have one of the world's largest reserves of uranium. Yet while implementing wind and solar subsidies, B.C. has slapped a ban on uranium exploration. Nova Scotia recently followed suit. Both provinces cited "public resistance" to nuclear power. 

How much will green power subsidies increase electricity costs? 

That depends on the private sector's reaction to the subsidies. If past experience is any guide, there will be a lot of players ready to grab their share of the largesse. I welcome the addition of various forms of green power to our energy supply. But development of a multibillion-dollar industry based entirely on public subsidies is both a hazardous road for investors, and an unaffordable road for consumers. 

Here's the final question, dear readers: Do you think it's time to find out just how profoundly both local and global energy policies could affect your future? 

Charest outlines plan to cut emissions
THE MONTREAL GAZETTE, November 23, 2009, by Monique Beaudin

Quebec will cut its greenhouse gas emissions by 20 per cent from 1990 levels by 2020, Premier Jean Charest announced in Montreal Monday. 

To reach the 2020 goal, Quebec will invest in public transit and intermodal transportation of goods, review provincial planning laws to slow urban sprawl and gradually eliminate oil heating systems. Charest said it will also require a carbonm cap and trade system by 2012.

Quebec’s plan would see per capita greenhouse gas emissions drop from 11 tonnes to eight tonnes by 2020.

Charest called it one of the most ambitious targets in North America.

Canada’s goal is a 20-per-cent cut from 2006 levels by 2020, which Charest said only works out to a three-per-cent cut from 1990 levels.
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New UN energy report says 1.5 billion people worldwide live in darkness
With the United Nations climate change summit in Copenhagen just 13 days away, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) has highlighted the need to ensure that the energy needs of developing countries are central to any new climate agreement, after a new report found that almost a quarter of the world’s 6 billion people live without electricity.

The majority of the 1.5 billion people who live in the dark are in the least developed countries (LDCs) of South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, according to the report, The Energy Access Situation in Developing Countries: A Review Focusing on the Least Developed Counties and Sub-Saharan Africa.

“Expanding energy access is essential to tackle global poverty. It needs to happen at the lowest cost and in the cleanest and most sustainable way possible to help developing countries establish a low-carbon route to development,” Olav Kjorven, UNDP Assistant Administrator and Director of the Bureau for Development Policy, told reporters in New York at the launch of the report.

“Almost half of humanity is completely disconnected from the debate on how to drive human progress with less emissions and greener energy because their reality is much more basic than that: they carry heavy loads of water and food on their backs because they don’t have transport; they cook over wood fires that damage their health, not with electricity, gas or oil,” said Mr. Kjorven. 

“We must ensure that the energy needs of these people are central to a new climate agreement,” he added, referring to the pact to curb greenhouse gas emissions that countries are hoping to achieve when they meet in the Danish capital in December.

Mr. Kjorven noted that two million people die every year from causes associated with exposure to smoke from cooking with biomass and coal – and 99 per cent of those deaths occur in developing countries. 

In LDCs and sub-Saharan Africa, half of all deaths from pneumonia in children under five years, chronic lung disease and lung cancer in adults are attributed to the use of solid fuel, compared with 38 per cent in developing countries overall.

According to the report, to halve the proportion of people living in poverty by 2015 – the first of the eight globally agreed targets known as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – 1.2 billion more people will need access to electricity and two billion more people will need access to modern fuels like natural gas or Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG), also called propane.

“We have to see Copenhagen as an opportunity. For a climate deal to work, it also has to be a development deal. Developing countries have to see that this deal would help them move forward, not slow down,” Mr. Kjorven stated.

The report was produced in partnership by the UNDP and the World Health Organization (WHO), with support from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).
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