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All Africa (Blog): World Water Day Demands of Governments to Prioritize Water Quality Profile
6 April 2010

On Monday March 22nd, 2010, Ghana joined the international community to celebrate World Water Day, amidst a public outcry against the water scarcity being experienced in diverse ways all over the country. 
The public outcry was justified by the fact that now; it is no longer residents of newly developed or developing areas that lack access to regular sources of safe water.

Even those in the well planned old urban areas that used to enjoy regular and uninterrupted flow of water through the piped water system of the Ghana Water Company Limited are languishing. The flow of water in such areas over the years, has become erratic at best. 
People have therefore adopted all kinds of means to ensure the availability of this precious resource - construction of hand -dug wells and bole holes as well as purchasing assorted reservoirs for harvesting rain water. 
These private and individual sources of access to water, has become much more reliable. But the underlying factor is that water, which is everybody's basic right, has now become an expensive investment venture for everybody particularly, the poor.

So access to water has become a big national issue. But an equally important aspect of water, which is often not the subject of public outcries, is water quality. 
Scientifically, the term "Water quality," is used to describe the chemical, physical, and biological characteristics of water, assessment of the occurrence of chemicals that can harm water quality, such as nutrients and pesticides in water resources.

While the ordinary person may not understand all of this scientific definition, when he or she asks about water quality, all he or she probably wants to know "is if the water is good enough to use at home, to play in, to serve in a restaurant, or if the quality of our natural waters are suitable for aquatic plants and animals."

Such ordinary persons are aware that water quality has to do with a situation where the appearance of sediments in water fetched, its colour or smell indicates that "this water is not good enough for normal uses." 
They understand that there has been some interference in the water chain that is likely to cause health troubles. 
Such a situation alerts health and water distribution workers that bacteria and microorganisms have gotten into drinking-water supplies, sometimes causing severe illness in a town.

Indeed, bad water quality is known to be responsible for lots of diseases afflicting people particularly in developing countries, where excessive poverty leaves people with little or no choice as to both quantity and quality of water they can have access to and use.
 In communities where this situation is prevalent, the general environment is mostly in a terrible mess with filthy and stinking surroundings, and highly polluted water bodies that used to be vibrant but eventually die. 
Social vices are also rampant in such areas and the entire drama is entrenched as a vicious cycle that impacts negatively on living standards of individuals and the socio-economic development of a nation.

There is no doubt that water quality plays a vital role in the health and development of individuals and nations. And for this reason, the UN dedicated this year's World Water Day celebration to raising awareness about water quality related issues. 
The United Nations Environment Programme, UNEP, which spearheaded this year's celebration, used the occasion to embark on a campaign to raise the profile of water quality at the political level so that water quality considerations are made alongside those of water quantity. 
The campaign further raised the profile of water quality by encouraging governments, organizations, communities, and individuals around the world to actively engage in proactively addressing water quality in pollution prevention, cleaning up of polluted water bodies and engaging in restoration activities.

In his statement to mark the Day, the UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon called for better protection and sustainable management of the earth's most precious resources, noting that "more people die from unsafe water than from all forms of violence, including war".

He was concerned about the fact that "day after day, we pour millions of tons of untreated sewage and industrial and agricultural waste into the world's water systems" adding that as a result "clean water has become scarce and will become even scarcer with the onset of climate change..."

Meanwhile, a UNEP report says that investment in safe water will have high returns in ensuring a healthy ecosystem and human society.
 The Report titled "Clearing the Waters: A Focus on Water Quality Solutions," was released by UNEP during the global World Water Day celebrations in Nairobi. 
The report is part of the World Water Day 2010 effort to bring global attention to the need for clean, safe water - and action and policy to address water pollution.

According to the report, an investment of US$20 million in low-cost water technologies, such as drip irrigation and treadle pumps, could lift 100 million poor farming families out of extreme poverty.

It adds that repairing leaky water and sewage networks can also secure not only supplies but reduce pollution and generate employment. In some developing countries, 50-60 per cent of treated water is lost to leaks and globally an average of 35 per cent is lost. By some estimates, saving just half of this amount would supply water to 90 million people without further investment.

The report notes that it is almost always cheaper to prevent pollution than clean it up - and poor water quality has significant economic costs, from ecosystem and human-health costs and impacts on economic activities to increased water treatment costs and reduced property values.

For example, economic losses as a result of health impacts from the lack of water and sanitation in Africa are estimated at US$28.4 billion, or about 5 percent of GDP.
And sanitation and drinking water investments have high rates of return: for every US$ 1 invested, there is a projected US$3-US$34 economic development return.

Furthermore, freshwater ecosystems sustain a large number of identified species, including a quarter of known vertebrates. 
Such systems provide more than US$75 billion in goods and ecosystem services for people, but are increasingly threatened by a host of water quality problems.

The UNEP report notes that while there are solutions, much more needs to be done. The facts are that:

Globally, 2 million tons of sewage and industrial and agricultural waste are poured into the world's waters every day;
At least 1.8 million children under five years-old die every year from water-related diseases, or one every 20 seconds;
Every day, millions of tons of inadequately treated sewage and industrial agricultural wastes are poured into the world's waters;
More people die as a result of polluted water than are killed by all forms of violence, including wars;
Over half of the world's hospital beds are occupied with people suffering from illnesses linked with contaminated water.
The report calls for worldwide action to:
- Increase awareness to change individual behaviour around what we put into our water;
- Promote policies that improve water quality with education and advocacy;
- Increase enforcement of the regulations put in place to protect water quality;
Put investor and consumer pressure on corporations that pollute waterways.

The UNEP report also emphasizes the urgent need to act to improve and safeguard water quality for several very good reasons:

Human health, the planet's ecosystems, our livelihoods, and our future all depend on clean, safe water - yet every year, the world's lakes, rivers, and deltas take in the equivalent of the entire human population - the weight of 6.8 billion people - in the form of pollution.

One of the most significant sources of water pollution is lack of adequate sanitation. Worldwide, the World Health Organization and UNICEF estimate that 2.6 billion people - 280 million of them children under five - live without improved sanitation and each year more than 1.5 million children die from diarrhoea caused by infectious waterborne diseases. It is a crisis of local challenges with global repercussions.

Worldwide, it is estimated that industry is responsible for dumping 300-400 million tons of heavy metals, solvents, toxic sludge, and other waste into water bodies each year. New contaminants, such as discarded pharmaceuticals, also threaten water quality and human and ecosystem health.
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African Business Review (South Africa): Is green growth the answer?
6 April 2010

“Business as usual is dead. Green growth is the answer to both our climate and economic problems,”said Danish Prime Minister, Anders Fogh Rasmussen, back in March last year. It seems this sentiment is one shared among many – and Africa is no different.

Not only can green business respond to the public’s rising concern for sustainability, but there are also enormous financial gains to be had, a chance to contribute to the continent’s green targets and an opportunity to have an overall positive impact on the environment.

GBASE 2010 & NAIROBI GREEN WEEK

It is clear, when looking across the rest of the world, that a strong environmental stance is good business practice. 
And it seems Africa too is coming up to speed with this realization. In fact, this year’s Green Business Africa Summit & Expo (GBASE) in Nairobi, Kenya is operating under the theme ‘Sustainable Business as Vehicle for Africa’s Economic Growth and Social Uplift’, demonstrating a real effort to transform sustainable business in Africa.

Once known as the ‘green city in the sun’, Nairobi hosts the global headquarters of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and, during May and June this year, will again be awash with green as GBASE and Nairobi Green Week (NGW) take place.
 In fact, Kenya is leading the way in green business, with Kenyan President Mwai Kibaki declaring 2010 to be “green year” for the country in his New Year’s message: “Let us make 2010 the green year for Kenya”.

NGW, a first for East Africa’s green business hub, will involve the Nairobi business community, government and quasi-government institutions working on a common public-private partnership. The country will set out to embrace green and sustainable business, while enhancing the global green economy.

Similarly,GBASE is Africa’s first event to bring issues surrounding sustainability in the business environment, as well as green corporate social responsibility, to the continent’s mainstream. 
By outlining the many current and future green African business opportunities, the summit will set out to provide an insight into developing and enhancing profitable and sustainable business enterprises and practices.

LAGGING BEHIND?

However, although Kenya and many other African countries are making real headway in the green business arena, some believe Africa is lagging behind the rest of the world.
According to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), renewable energy projects with initiatives aimed at producing green energy remain largely underexploited in Africa. 

The UNEP assessment, published this March, stated that the growth in Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) projects under the Kyoto Protocol is “uneven”, with Egypt and South Africa claiming the lion's share of the continent’s 120+ carbon market projects up and running or in the pipeline.

However, it did highlight Kenya and Uganda as exceptions, with the number of CDM projects underway in these countries climbing from just two in 2007, to 15 and 12 respectively. 
In comparison, many African countries, including Zambia, Madagascar, Cameroon and Mali, only have one or two CDM projects, while Equatorial Guinea is among several countries that have none.

The results, described as “modest” when compared with Africa’s massive potential, reveal a cause for concern, as highlighted by UNEP Executive Director, Achim Steiner: “The growth of the carbon markets in Africa are both cause for optimism, and cause for concern.

“In order to realize only a few percentage points more of the massive potential for wind, solar, biomass and waste into energy schemes, action across a range of challenges needs to be stepped up,” he said. 
Steiner drew attention to private and trans-national banks and individual governments as being partly responsible for this, saying that there is a great deal more they can do “to make clean energy investments more attractive through innovative loans and forward-looking policies and smart market mechanisms”.

John Kilani, of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change secretariat on behalf of the organizers of the Africa Carbon Forum, said that the groundwork has been laid for Africa to increase its participation in the carbon market. 
“You are bound to do business [under the Kyoto Protocol’s CDM] when you bring all of the key market players together: the investors, buyers and sellers. This [Africa Carbon] Forum is therefore bound to boost the number of carbon offset projects in Africa,” he said.

If Africa’s reinvigorated efforts and optimism materialize, it is estimated that the number of CDM projects in Africa could total around 245 by the end of 2012. And with the price of carbon at just over $13 a ton, these could be worth over $475 million; leading Africa to the ‘green economy’ status it is aiming for.
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San Diego News Room (US): While the World Waits: Environmental groups determined to see U.S. ratification
6 April 2010

Research shows that DNA is being lost at alarming rates. Populations of freshwater fish have declined by nearly 50 percent and populations of terrestrial and marine species have fallen by around 30 percent since 1987, according to a May 2008 article coauthored by Ahmed Djoghlaf, executive director of the U.N. Convention on Biological Diversity; Sigmar Gabriel, Germany’s environment administrator and Achim Steiner, the executive director of the U.N. Environment Program.

Biological diversity is a vital issue because, according to a publication from the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, about 70 percent of the world’s poor live in rural areas and depend on biodiversity for their well-being, more than 3 billion depend on marine and coastal resources and 1.6 billion rely on forests and forest products for their livelihoods.

“The greater the diversity of life, the greater the opportunity for medical discoveries, economic development, and adaptive responses to such new challenges as climate change," states the text of the U.N. Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).

The CBD was created at the 1993 “Earth Summit” to counter this loss of biological diversity.

In 1993, President Bill Clinton signed it. After Clinton signed the Convention, it would have to be passed in the Senate before it became law. The Senate Foreign Relations Committee recommended the Convention to the Senate floor in a bipartisan 16-3 vote, but the Senate never voted on it. 

Now, 17 years later, it still has not gone to a vote on the Senate floor, and the United States is one of only two countries that have not ratified it. CBD’s executive director, Ahmed Djoghlaf, announced in December of 2009 that the other country, Andorra, would soon ratify the Convention. 

In February, a coalition of environmental groups sent a letter to the U.S. Secretary of State, Hillary Rodham Clinton, and two Senate Foreign Relations Committee members, John F. Kerry (D- Mass.) and Richard G. Lugar (R- Ill.), urging them to “support U.S. ratification of this critical international agreement.”

The Senate is currently focusing on the U.N. Convention on the Law of the Sea, which deals with use of the oceans, establishing guidelines for businesses, the environment, and the management of marine natural resources.

Peter Jenkins, director of international conservation for Defenders of Wildlife, says that the CBD and the Convention on the Law of the Sea go hand in hand because they are both general framework approaches to preserving the oceans and biological diversity, although the scope of the CBD reaches beyond marine life. 
Jenkins says the notion is that the Law of the Sea, which was created in the 1970s, would be ratified first and the CBD after that, but that it would be possible for the Senate to discuss and ratify them together.

“There is no reason for the U.S. to stand alone” as a non-party to the CBD, Jenkins says. Ratification would not call for any new laws and there is no strong opposition to the CBD.

William Snape, senior counsel at the Center for Biological Diversity, agrees, saying “the treaty has proven itself to be useful and effective and not to interfere with U.S. sovereignty.” The issue just has to be made a priority in the Senate.

Although ratification would not change or create any U.S. laws, it would still have an effect on both the United States and the rest of the world because it would allow the United States to vote in agreements regarding genetic resources and engage in the planning processes. Currently the United States sends delegates to the meetings, but they have no voice in the decision-making. 

As the leading country as far as expertise and resources in dealing with biological diversity loss, Jenkins says it is important that the United States has a “seat at the table” in order to share that expertise.

“It’s all about reversing the decline in biological diversity,” he says. “The U.S. has a tremendous amount to offer…We need to help the rest of the world.”

Both Jenkins and Snape see no reason the Convention will not eventually be ratified. Snape says a campaign has been launched by environmental groups, hunters, pharmaceutical companies and many other professionals who would like to see it ratified. “I think that includes the American public,” he says.

While Jenkins says it will take a “major effort to get it across the finish line,” he believes the CBD is regaining the momentum it had in the early 90s. 

“Clinton signed it, and now his wife is secretary of state,” he points out, adding that other key officials have supported the CBD and now there is a Democratic administration and a Democrat-led Senate. Republicans have supported the Convention as well, but Jenkins says they have just not made it a priority. 

With this momentum, he believes the CBD will finally be made a priority within the next year or two.
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ENN (Blog): Guerrillas could drive gorillas toward extinction in Congo, warns UN
6 April 2010

Gorillas may disappear across much of the Congo Basin by the mid 2020s unless action is taken to protect against poaching and habitat destruction, warns a new report issued by United Nations and INTERPOL.

The Last Stand of the Gorilla - Environmental Crime and Conflict in the Congo Basin — released at the CITES meeting in Doha, Qatar — lists a multitude of threats to gorillas, including the bushmeat trade, outbreaks of the ebola virus, illegal logging, mining, and charcoal production. 

The report warns that that militias in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) are exacerbating the gorilla crisis through trafficking and involvement in other illicit activities. Gorilla bushmeat moves through the same smuggling channels as illegally extracted timber, diamonds, gold and coltan (a mineral used in cell phones). 

Further, insecurity in the region has driven hundreds of thousands of people into refugee camps, which has increased pressure on natural resources, including forest habitat for gorillas and the apes themselves. 

"With the current and accelerated rate of poaching for bushmeat and habitat loss, the gorillas of the Greater Congo Basin may now disappear from most of their present range within ten to fifteen years," said UNEP's Christian Nellemann, lead author of the report, in a statement. 

"We are observing a decline in wildlife across many parts of the region, and also side-effects on poaching outside the region and on poaching for ivory and rhino horn, often involving poachers and smugglers operating from the Congo Basin, Uganda, Burundi and Rwanda, to buyers in Asia and beyond."

"This is a tragedy for the great apes and one also for countless other species being impacted by this intensifying and all too often illegal trade," Achim Steiner, UN Under-Secretary General and Executive Director of the UN Environment Program (UNEP), added in the statement.
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Other Environment News
BBC News: Has CITES had its day?
6 April 2010

Governments, conservationists and pro-trade groups have been trying to make what capital they can from their respective "victories" at last month's meeting of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES). But, asks Mark Jones, is the 37-year-old convention successfully doing the job it was established to do?

CITES is mandated to ensure that international trade in wild animals and plants, or products derived from them, does not threaten their survival. 

An impressive-sounding 175 parties (member countries) are committed to implementing various protection measures for some 5,000 species of animal and 28,000 plants. 

Yet at times on the floor of last month's conference in Doha, Qatar, one had the impression that the arguments and outcomes had more to do with protecting commercial interests than protecting wildlife. 

The process of decision making has become intensely political. Parties choose to use scientific evidence to support their positions when it suits them, and refute the validity of the science when it doesn't. 

Parties also use procedural technicalities to their political advantage. At times, during a heated debate, the conference resembles the bearpit of a national parliament. 

Countries with vested interests in particular issues often send large delegations and high-ranking politicians and officials in order to persuade other parties to side with them on crucial votes.

Faced with proposals to protect beleaguered stocks of Atlantic bluefin tuna and several species of shark, Japan sent around 50 delegates to coerce island states and developing nations into supporting their opposition. 

It used claims of cultural bias, veiled threats, trade incentives and aid packages. Serving sushi derived from Atlantic bluefin tuna at a lavish reception for delegates the night before the vote was a particularly cynical move. 

The Zambian delegation rolled out Chieftainess Chiawa, head of a prominent indigenous group, to play the "poverty card" in support of their efforts to secure permission from the conference to downlist their elephant population and sell off their stockpiled ivory; her pleas not to let her people starve when considering the fate of Zambia's valuable ivory stocks were impassioned, if somewhat lacking in logic.

The European Union, whose 27 votes are a powerful force, votes as a bloc despite wide differences of opinion between EU member states on some issues. 

Surely if a party firmly believes that science and evidence supports a particular view, it should be obliged to vote accordingly, and not be forced to vote differently by political arrangement? 

The UK broke ranks by voting in favour of Atlantic bluefin tuna protection, incurring the wrath (and no doubt further sanctions down the line) of its EU partners. 

These and other factors had a major bearing on the voting on a number of important proposals. 

Attempts to gain CITES listings for marine species threatened with extinction because of overfishing, including bluefin tuna and hammerhead sharks, failed to gain the necessary support, in spite of UN Food and Agriculture Organization endorsement. 

As a consequence, these species - like so many other overfished marine stocks - remain at the mercy of Regional Fisheries Management Organisations (RFMOs), the very organisations that have presided over their near demise. 

POOR ARGUMENTS
Delegates in favour of maintaining trade in certain threatened species often claim that limiting trade will harm the economies of poor communities, or reduce the opportunity for people to obtain essential resources. 

However, most shark fishing is carried out in international waters by large commercial vessels to serve the tastes of the growing middle classes in East Asia for shark fin soup, and 80% of Atlantic bluefin tuna ends up as sushi in Japanese restaurants. 

Red and pink corals are disappearing fast in order to supply nothing more essential than markets for jewellery and trinkets. 

Yet they all failed to gain protection. 

In any event, there is nothing that will devastate a poor coastal community more than the complete collapse of a stock of fish, removing a potential resource for the generations to come. 

SATANIC SALVATION
Some of the decisions and resolutions adopted by the conference, though, will have important conservation benefits.

Several species of Madagascan plants, Latin American amphibians, and reptiles have received CITES listings restricting international trade. 

The unsung Satanic beetle from Bolivia gained an Appendix 2 listing to protect it from unscrupulous collectors. 

Protection for many other species has been strengthened, including antelopes, rhinos, tigers, snakes and freshwater turtles; and the conference eventually rejected proposals from Tanzania and Zambia to be allowed to sell off their elephant ivory stockpiles. 

Demand led

CITES seems to be most successful when dealing with species for which international trade poses a significant threat but where financial or economic considerations are limited. 

It gets into difficulty when it tries to deal with species of high commercial value. 

The international trade value of timber and fish products dwarfs that of all other species put together. Yet despite demand for many tree and fish species driving them towards extinction in the wild, the vast majority of attempts to introduce or strengthen protection for them failed at this conference.

As we go forward, it is vital that the conference exercises its mandate to regulate trade in these species. 

Exploitation of, and trade in, wildlife and wildlife products is driven by demand. 

In an ideal world, we would control trade in endangered species by reducing the demand, by educating people in consumer states. 

However, in the face of criticism concerning "interference with national sovereign rights", "cultural traditions" and "ignorance of poverty", such efforts are unlikely to succeed - certainly not in time to save many of the species this conference discussed. 

So, while continuing with demand reduction efforts, the focus is on controlling the supply through national and international regulation, effective enforcement and severe penalties for offenders who try to obtain, ship or trade in wildlife products illegally. 

The growing involvement of sophisticated, well-funded and increasingly armed criminal organisations in the illegal wildlife trade was recognised at the conference, along with the need for enforcement efforts to match this level of sophistication if it is to be effective. 

Wildlife crime, long seen as "soft", is now up there with the trade in drugs, weapons and people in terms of its significance and the way it operates. 

Only game in town?

So is CITES still an effective force for species conservation? 

There is a feeling among many conservationists that Doha may have been our last chance to give real, meaningful protection for some species - and that we missed it. 

However, for all its faults, CITES is the one international convention specifically targeted at controlling trade in endangered species, so it is the international legal framework with which we have to work. 

The conference operates on a budget of around $6m - not much more than the value of some of the yachts moored in Doha's bay outside the conference centre. 

Perhaps what CITES needs is a bigger budget, sharper teeth, and some way of taking some of the politics and vested interests out of its proceedings. 

The protection of many species affected by trade requires international cooperation and protection, because they are captured in one country, transported through others, and consumed in others still. 

If CITES won't provide this international protection, who will?
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BBC News: Turtles killed 'in millions' by fishing gear
6 April 2010

Millions of marine turtles have been killed over the past two decades through entrapment in fishing gear, according to a global survey.

Described as the first global synthesis of existing data, the study found especially high rates of "bycatch" in the Mediterranean and eastern Pacific. 

Six of the seven sea turtle types are on the Red List of Threatened Species. 

Writing in the journal Conservation Letters, researchers advocate much greater use of gear safe for turtles. 

These include circular hooks rather than the conventional J-shaped hooks on long fishing lines, and hatches that allow the reptiles to escape from trawls. 

Turtles must come to the surface to breathe. 

When they are caught in a net or on a fishing hook, they cannot surface, and drown. 

Lead researcher Bryan Wallace said the state of the world's turtles was an indicator of the wider health of the oceans.

"Sea turtles are sentinel species of how oceans are functioning," he said. 

"The impacts that human activities have on them give us an idea as to how those same activities are affecting the oceans on which billions of people around the world depend for their own well-being." 

Dr Wallace works in the global marine division of Conservation International and at Duke University in the US. 

Off target

The raw material from the study came from records of bycatch - incidental catches in fishing gear - from different regions of the world. 

Over the period 1990-2008, records showed that more than 85,000 turtles were snared. 

However, those records covered a tiny proportion of the world's total fishing fleets. 

"Because the reports we reviewed typically covered less than 1% of all fleets, with little or no information from small-scale fisheries around the world, we conservatively estimate that the true total is probably not in tens of thousands, but in the millions of turtles taken as bycatch in the past two decades," said Dr Wallace.

Three types of fishing gear are identified in the survey - long-lines, gillnets and trawls. 

Modern long-line boats trail strings of hooks that can be 40km long, usually in search of high-value species such as tuna and marlin. 

Gillnets are usually stationary, and use mesh of a set size in an attempt to target certain species of fish. 

The researchers suggest that several areas of the world account for particularly high levels of bycatch - the Mediterranean Sea and the eastern Pacific Ocean for all types of gear, together with trawling operations off the west coast of Africa. 

Catches cut

Modifying fishing gear can have a dramatic impact on the size of bycatch. 

Shrimp trawls fitted with turtle excluder devices (TEDs) catch markedly fewer of the reptiles. 

A grid prevents anything large from entering the back portion of the net, and a hole above the grid allows accidentally snared animals such as turtles to escape.

A number of countries now require that shrimp boats must use nets fitted with TEDs. 

The circular long-line hooks also reduce bycatch of birds such as albatrosses. 

However, some fleets have resisted adopting selective gear because fishermen believe it will reduce their catch. 

In many parts of the developing world, the gear is not available. 

Marine turtles face other significant threats. 

Debris in the oceans, such as plastic bags, can also cause drowning, while development in coastal regions can affect nesting and reproduction. 

Some turtles are still targeted for meat, and their shells used for tourist souvenirs. 

Numbers of adult leatherbacks - the largest species, growing to more than 2m long and capable of journeys that span entire oceans - are thought to have declined by more than 75% between 1982 and 1996.
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BBC News: Australia PM brands Barrier Reef grounding 'outrageous'
6 April 2010

Australian PM Kevin Rudd has voiced anger over the grounding of a Chinese ship in the Great Barrier Reef.

Mr Rudd said it was "outrageous" the ship had apparently strayed off course through the marine park before running aground and leaking oil into the water. 

He said the situation remained serious and vowed to bring those responsible for the disaster to account. 

Officials say the ship is badly damaged but stable and that the threat of oil slicks has been largely contained. 

Mr Rudd said there was "no greater natural asset for Australia than the Great Barrier Reef" and that he took any threat to the marine park "fundamentally seriously".

"From where I sit, it is outrageous that any vessel could find itself 12km off course, it seems, in the Great Barrier Reef," he said, after inspecting the site of the grounding by helicopter. 

"The practical challenge is to deal with this situation now, then is to bring to account those who are responsible." 

The Chinese-registered ship is balanced precariously on Douglas Shoal, off the east coast of Great Keppel Island.

There were fears that the vessel could break up, spilling hundreds of tonnes of oil. 

But officials said a small oil slick had already been broken up by chemical dispersants, while booms would be deployed to protect the surrounding area in case of further leaks. 

A tug boat is at the scene to help prevent it from keeling over and to assist with any attempt at refloating the stricken vessel. Its Chinese crew have remained on board. 

'HOUR-BY-HOUR'

An investigation has been launched to find out how the bulk carrier ended up stranded on the delicate coral of the Barrier Reef.

The Australian Maritime Safety Authority said the crew had filed a shipping plan indicating they intended to take the route between Douglas Island and the Capricorn Islands, ABC news reported. 

"The route they were following was a recognised and correct route," an Amsa spokeswoman told the AFP news agency. 

"But obviously somewhere along the way something went wrong and they ended up on the Douglas Shoal which is, in fact, a restricted area." 

Maritime Safety Queensland (MSQ) said the route the ship took was, while not illegal, not the preferred one. 

Patrick Quirk of MSQ said he had heard reports from fishermen of ships taking shorter routes through the area in the past. 

"I do not doubt what the fishermen are telling us. We have thousands and thousands of vessel movements on the Queensland coast every year," he told reporters. 

"All I'm saying is that some vessels may not always utilise best practice. We are not always aware of those occasions." 

Mr Quirk said the ship appeared to have been stabilised but that workers were managing the situation "on an hour-by-hour, risk-by-risk basis". 

Queensland State Premier Anna Bligh has said the ship's owners, the Shenzhen Energy Group, could be fined up to A$1m ($920,000) for straying. 

"There are safe authorised shipping channels and that's where this ship should have been," she said. 

The 230-metre (754-ft) Shen Neng 1 is carrying 950 tonnes of oil and about 65,000 tonnes of coal. 

It was heading to China from the Queensland port of Gladstone. 

The Great Barrier Reef is the world's largest reef system and extends for more than 2,500km. 

Celebrated as the world's largest living organism, it is already feared under threat from climate change.
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Washington Times (US): Global warming's unscientific method
7 April 2010

The prophets of global warming continue to lament as their carefully crafted yarn unravels before their eyes. Ross McKitrick, an intrepid economics professor from the University of Guelph in Ontario, Canada, has tugged apart the thin mathematical threads that once held together the story of climate change. 

Recent attempts to silence Mr. McKitrick illuminate the extent to which the alarmists have abandoned proper scientific method in their pursuit of political goals. 

Mr. McKitrick has spent the past two years attempting to publish a scientific paper that documents a fundamental error in the 2007 United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report.

 This U.N. document serves as the sole authority upon which the Environmental Protection Agency based its December "endangerment finding" that will allow unelected bureaucrats to impose cap-and-trade-style regulations without a vote of Congress. The cost to the public in higher gas and energy prices will run in the billions. 

One might think that the scientific community would be extra diligent in double-checking the conclusions of a report carrying such weighty real-world consequences. In fact, the opposite happened. 
Seven scientific journals circled the wagons to block publication of Mr. McKitrick's explosive findings. 

The IPCC report argued that temperatures rose one degree Celsius over the course of a century as a direct result of man-made carbon-dioxide emissions. This tiny change in temperature was calculated through the use of an "adjusted" set of global surface-temperature readings.

 Mr. McKitrick found that factors unrelated to global climate contaminated this data set, resulting in a higher temperature reading. 

He showed a statistically significant correlation between the change in temperature readings and socioeconomic indicators.
 It makes sense, for example, that replacing trees and forests with concrete and glass skyscrapers might contribute to the .01 degree annual increase in local temperature readings. 

This "urban heat island" effect would not be present in readings taken outside the asphalt jungle. 

Scientific journals evaluate arguments of this sort using a peer-review process by which purportedly impartial experts in the relevant field verify the paper's accuracy and suitability for publication. 

By addressing issues raised by reviewers, researchers are able to present an improved and refined final product. In Mr. McKitrick's case, the process appears to have been abused to stifle dissent. 

The leading journals Science and Nature both rejected the paper as too specialized and lacking in novelty. 
The Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society did not respond. Reasons given for refusing the paper in other outlets frequently contradicted one another. 

One of the famous leaked e-mails from the former head of the Climatic Research Unit at Britain's University of East Anglia sheds light on what really happens behind the scenes. 

"I can't see either of these papers being in the next IPCC report," professor Phil Jones wrote in reference to a 2004 journal article by Mr. McKitrick. "Kevin and I will keep them out somehow - even if we have to redefine what the peer-review literature is!" 

Mr. McKitrick's views were indeed excluded from the IPCC report, but his paper will now be published in a forthcoming edition of Statistics, Politics and Policy. One of that journal's editors told The Washington Times that the submission was treated as "fairly routine." That is to say, they treated it as scientists should. 

The soundness of a statistical analysis does not change simply because the numbers point to a truth inconvenient for those seeking to manipulate science to advance political policy. 
Thanks to the exposure of East Anglia's unscientific method, the public can peer behind the curtains and see that the emperors of warming have no clothes.

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Guardian (UK): The root of the climate email fiasco
6 April 2010

The MPs were kind to Professor Phil Jones. During its hearings, the Commons science and technology committee didn't even ask the man at the centre of the hacked climate emails crisis about the central charge he faces: that he urged other scientists to delete material subject to a freedom of information request. 
Last week the committee published its report, and blamed his university for the "culture of non-disclosure" over which Jones presided.

Perhaps the MPs were swayed by the disastrous performance of his boss at the hearings. Edward Acton, the vice-chancellor of the University of East Anglia, came across as flamboyant, slippery and insincere.

 Jones, on the other hand, seemed both deathly dull and painfully honest. How could this decent, nerdy man have messed up so badly?

None of it made sense: the intolerant dismissal of requests for information, the utter failure to engage when the hacked emails were made public, the refusal by other scientists to accept that anything was wrong. 

Then I read an article by the computer scientist Steve Easterbrook, and for the first time the light began to dawn.

Easterbrook, seeking to defend Jones and his colleagues, describes a closed culture in which the rest of the world is a tedious and incomprehensible distraction. "Scientists normally only interact with other scientists.

 We live rather sheltered lives … to a scientist, anyone stupid enough to try to get scientific data through repeated FoI requests quite clearly deserves our utter contempt. Jones was merely expressing (in private) a sentiment that most scientists would share – and extreme frustration with people who clearly don't get it."

When I read that, I was struck by the gulf between our worlds. To those of us who clamoured for freedom of information laws in Britain, FoI requests are almost sacred. 

The passing of these laws was a rare democratic victory; they're among the few means we possess of ensuring that politicians and public servants are answerable to the public. 

What scientists might regard as trivial and annoying, journalists and democracy campaigners see as central and irreducible. We speak in different tongues and inhabit different worlds.

I know how it happens. Like most people with a science degree, I left university with a store of recondite knowledge that I could share with almost no one. 

Ill-equipped to understand any subject but my own, I felt cut off from the rest of the planet. The temptation to retreat into a safe place was almost irresistible. Only the extreme specialisation demanded by a PhD, which would have walled me in like an anchorite, dissuaded me.

I hated this isolation. I had a passionate interest in literature, history, foreign languages and the arts, but at the age of 15 I'd been forced, like all students, to decide whether to study science or humanities. 

From that point we divided into two cultures, and the process made idiots of us all. Perhaps eventually we'll split into two species. Reproducing only with each other, scientists will soon become so genetically isolated that they'll no longer be able to breed with other humans.

We all detest closed worlds: the Vatican and its dismissal of the paedophilia scandals as "idle chatter"; the Palace of Westminster, whose members couldn't understand the public outrage about their expenses; the police forces that refuse to discipline errant officers. 

Most of us would endorse George Bernard Shaw's opinion that all professions are conspiracies against the laity. 

Much of the public hostility to science arises from the perception that it's owned by a race to which we don't belong.

But science happens to be the closed world with one of the most effective forms of self-regulation: the peer review process. It is also intensely competitive, and the competition consists of seeking to knock each other down. 

The greatest scientific triumph is to falsify a dominant theory. It happens very rarely, as only those theories which have withstood constant battery still stand. If anyone succeeded in overturning the canon of climate science, they would soon become as celebrated as Newton or Einstein. 

There are no rewards for agreeing with your colleagues, tremendous incentives to prove them wrong. These are the last circumstances in which a genuine conspiracy could be hatched.

But it is no longer sufficient for scientists to speak only to each other. Painful and disorienting as it is, they must engage with that irritating distraction called the rest of the world. 

Everyone owes something to the laity, and science would die if it were not for the billions we spend on it. Scientists need make no intellectual concessions, but they have a duty to understand the context in which they operate. It is no longer acceptable for climate researchers to wall themselves off and leave the defence of their profession to other people.

There are signs that this is changing. The prominent climate change scientist Simon Lewis has just sent a long submission to the Press Complaints Commission about misrepresentation in the Sunday Times. 

The paper claimed that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change's contention that global warming could destroy up to 40% of the Amazon rainforest "was based on an unsubstantiated claim by green campaigners who had little scientific expertise". It quoted Lewis to suggest he supported the story. The article and its claims were reproduced all over the world.

But the claims were wrong: there is solid scientific research showing damage on this scale is plausible in the Amazon. Lewis claims that the Sunday Times falsely represented his views. He left a comment on the website but it was deleted. He sent a letter to the paper but it wasn't published. 

Only after he submitted his complaint to the PCC did the Sunday Times respond to him. The paper left a message on his answerphone, which he has made public: "It's been recognised that the story was flawed." 

After seven weeks of stonewalling him, the Sunday Times offered to run his letter. But it has neither taken down the flawed article nor published a correction.

Good luck to Lewis, but as the PCC's treatment of the News of the World phone-hacking scandal suggests, he's likely to find himself shut out of another closed world – journalism – in which self-regulation manifestly doesn't work. Here's a profession that looks like a conspiracy against the laity even from the inside.

The incomprehension with which science and humanities students regard each other is a tragedy of lost opportunities.

 Early specialisation might allow us to compete in the ever more specialised labour market, but it equips us for nothing else. As Professor Don Nutbeam, the vice-chancellor of Southampton University, complains: "Young people learn more and more about less and less."

We are deprived by our stupid schooling system of most of the wonders of the world, of the skills and knowledge required to navigate it, above all of the ability to understand each other.
Our narrow, antiquated education is forcing us apart like the characters in a Francis Bacon painting, each locked in our boxes, unable to communicate.
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Sick water kills more people than war

The StarPhoenix (Canada), April 6, 2010, by Paul Hanley

While it is hard to imagine anything worse than war, a report released last month by the United Nations says polluted water actually kills many more people than war and all other forms of violence combined.

While annual war deaths are estimated at 36,000 per year, at least 1.8 million children under the age of five die every year from water related disease.

Close to 90 per cent of diarrhea cases, which kill some 2.2 million people every year, are caused by unsafe drinking water and poor hygiene.

While we are rightly concerned about the economic costs of war, we should also be aware of the massive health-care and other costs associated with contaminated water. Consider, for example, that more than half the world's hospitals beds are occupied by people suffering from illnesses linked with contaminated water.

Sick Water? The Central Role of Wastewater Management in Sustainable Development is available from the United Nations Environment Program at

www.grida.no. While sobering in its assessment of the global water quality problem, it is also solution-oriented: Water is contaminated largely because we fail to capture the value of waste and instead dump it into our waterways.

Major pollutants, such as human and livestock waste and fertilizers, contain plant nutrient that can improve agricultural production if managed wisely. Already some 10 per cent of the world's population is being supplied with food grown using wastewater for irrigation and fertilizer. With better management and training of farmers this could be increased substantially.

Similarly, chemicals and plastics disposed of in waterways have economic value and should not be considered waste. Wastewater also generates methane, a climate gas 21 times more powerful than C02, as well as nitrous oxide, 310 times more powerful than C02. But these gases can also be captured to fuel small power stations or be used for cooking, according to the report.

The amounts of waste disposed of -- and resources lost -- are quite staggering.

Some 1.8 million tonnes of waste, which contaminates two billion tonnes of water, is being discharged daily into rivers and seas, spreading disease and damaging key ecosystems such as coral reefs and fisheries.

Although people in the industrialized world generate five times more wastewater per person than in developing countries, 90 per cent of the wastewater in developing countries discharged daily is untreated.

Dirty water is a key factor in the rise of de-oxygenated dead zones that have been emerging in seas and oceans across the globe. The area of dead zones has now grown to cover 245,000 square kilometres of the marine environment.

Almost 900 million people currently lack access to safe drinking water and an estimated 2.6 billion people lack access to basic sanitation. South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa have the highest proportion, with around 221 million and 330 million respectively living without basic sanitation.

Spending on wastewater treatment, management and reuse is an effective way to increase prosperity in developing countries. According to a recent report from the Green Economy Initiative, every dollar invested in safe water and sanitation has a payback of $3 to $34, depending on the region and the technology deployed. One of the most important positive impacts is improved health associated with better sanitation and the provision of clean drinking water.

THE REPORT PROVIDES SIX MAJOR RECOMMENDATIONS:

- Countries should adopt a multisectoral approach, including ecosystem management, to cope with rising wastewater production.

- Countries must establish national plans from water source to ocean and create national to local strategies.

- Financing and investment are urgently needed and must address design, ecosystem restoration, construction, operation and maintenance of wastewater infrastructure.

- Communities and nations should plan for increasing incidents of extreme weather and rising urbanization in the future.

- For effective wastewater management, social, cultural, environmental and economical aspects must be carefully considered.

- Education has a crucial role to play in water and wastewater management, helping to ensure water, nutrients and future opportunities for employment and development are not wasted.

Climate treaty still up in the air
The Washington Post, April 6, 2010, by Juliet Eilperin

The United Nations' top climate official said last week he did not expect negotiators to produce a binding climate treaty by the end of the year, but added he hoped the world's nations would be able to make enough concrete commitments to lay the foundation for a global pact at the end of 2011. 

Negotiators will have to identify key details such as long-term financing and specific emissions reductions before "countries will be willing to say, 'Okay, let's turn this into a treaty,' '' said Yvo de Boer, executive secretary for the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change. 

De Boer said that he did not see the political agreement brokered by the United States and major developing countries during December's talks, known as the Copenhagen Accord, as the main vehicle for negotiations moving forward. 

"I don't think the Copenhagen Accord will become the new legal framework," said de Boer, who will step down on July 1. He added most countries saw the pact as a way "to reinvigorate the formal negotiations" under the U.N. process. 

The fact that the nations of the world will delay the conclusion of a climate treaty for yet another year, he said, means that "the window of opportunity to get climate change under control . . . is rapidly closing." 

Wednesday marks the deadline for applicants for de Boer's post. When asked what advice he has for his successor, the understated Dutchman -- who has labored at his unenviable task for more than 3 1/2 years, provided a very diplomatic answer. 

"My advice to my successor is to be open and attuned to the different interests and concerns that have to be fully understood if we're going to achieve a success at the end of this," he said. 

McQuaig: Pinpricks derail action on climate

The Toronto Star, April 6, 2010, by Linda McQuaig

Of course, it's possible that the incredibly warm, barbecues-in-March weather we've recently enjoyed is just a fluke and has nothing whatsoever to do with climate change. 

It's also possible that if your 2-year-old falls into a swimming pool, he might manage to thrash his way to the side without you having to jump in to save him. On the other hand, jumping in might seem like a sensible precaution.

While obvious with the child in the pool, sensible precaution oddly seems to elude us when it comes to climate change. The vast preponderance of scientific evidence – prepared over the past two decades by thousands of scientists around the world under the authority of the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) – points to potentially catastrophic global warming and the role of humans in contributing to it. 

Yet we allow pinpricks in the side of this vast body of science to derail global action. 

The latest pinprick was "climategate" – hacked emails allegedly showing that climate researchers at a British university manipulated climate data to bolster the global warming case. That prompted an international flurry of "gotcha" commentaries from high-profile media skeptics.

There was considerably less attention last week after a British parliamentary inquiry into climategate announced it found no evidence of manipulated data and no evidence to challenge the "scientific consensus" that global warming is induced by human activities. 

Discredited or not, climategate accomplished what the anonymous hackers apparently intended – to create a fog of uncertainty around the science. 

The fog even manages to obscure the role of the immensely powerful oil and gas lobby, which quietly keeps climate skepticism alive by funding a legion of climate-denial front groups. 

According to a report last month by Greenpeace, the wealthy, ultra-conservative Koch family, owners of oil conglomerate Koch Industries, has funnelled nearly $50 million since 1997 to groups denying climate change.  

The fog generated has, among other things, enabled Stephen Harper – a climate change denier until becoming Prime Minister – to get away with essentially doing nothing on the climate front.

Last month's federal budget confirmed this trend. According to the Alberta-based Pembina Institute, the U.S. now spends 18 times more per capita on renewable energy than Canada does. 

This inaction makes no sense if we simply consider the probabilities. The IPCC estimates that there's perhaps a 10 per cent chance that temperatures will not rise enough to cause worry.

So that leaves a 90 per cent chance that we should worry. Even if the IPCC were off by a factor of five and the chances of a benign outcome increased from 10 to 50 per cent, does it make sense to do nothing?

We might face a serious conundrum if tackling the problem required us to do something really awful, like exterminating all the world's bunnies or chopping down all the evergreens. 

But reducing greenhouse gas emissions is something we should do anyway, in order to cut pollution and save limited energy resources. If it turns out to be unnecessary, we'll still be better off.

It would be like jumping into the pool to save your child, discovering he knows how to swim, and then realizing you needed a dip anyway. 

On the other hand, the skeptics seems to think you should stay in your deck chair – after all, there's a 10 per cent chance your child is going to be just fine.

If we don't act now, the ocean's fish are doomed

The Vancouver Sun, April 6, 2010, by Reese Halter

The Chinese, Japanese and Russian governments will not support a world measure to stop overfishing sharks and the United Nations will not unanimously protect the endangered Atlantic bluefin tuna, so now it's up to the citizens of our planet to help nature.

Fish is an important source of low-fat protein and vitamins; Omega-3 fatty acids are brain food, reduce heart attacks and strokes, and slow the symptoms of arthritis and osteoporosis in humans.

Since the 1850s, overfishing has changed life under the sea. Northern cod, North Sea skate, marbled rock cod of Antarctica and bluefin tuna are fished out, like the great whales before them and they are not recovering.

Sharks, rays and sea horses are on the road to extinction. East Coast cod has declined 96 per cent over the past 150 years. 
Researchers from the University of New Hampshire believe that haddock, herring, mackerel, yellowtail flounder and winter flounder also have declined as much as cod populations.

That is, since the mid-19th century, more than 90 per cent of the pre-industrial population of large spawning fish has vanished.

Fish biologists at the University of British Columbia discovered that the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), which has reported global catches yearly since 1950, in fact began to decline at the end of the 1980s. Yet it took 12 more years in order for this glaring error to become public record.

The FAO reported 40 million tonnes of catch in 1950 and by the early 1990s it was 80 million tonnes. The trend continued despite the Newfoundland and Grand Banks collapses in the early 1990s. The total world harvest rose to 100 million tonnes by 2000.

The reason for the enormous and grossly unsustainable numbers was due to false reporting by China. Since 1988, the real decline has been at least 635,000 tonnes a year.

Essentially, the sea is becoming empty of older fish and older fish are vitally important for reproduction. For example, plaice are harvested by the time they reach age six, yet they are able to live for 40 years.

Extreme fishing pressures on cod and haddock have resulted in breeding one year earlier -a rare example of human-induced evolution.

Fishing technology today enables fisherman to hunt anywhere with a high accuracy of catch. Over the past 30 years, humans have begun hunting deeper -greater than 1,000 metres - into the ocean. Now ling, tusk, Greenland halibut and blue whiting are all fair game.

As a result, all known commercial deep-sea fish populations have fallen to around 20 per cent of the 1970s levels.

One of the most prized and rare fish left on the globe is bluefin tuna. It accelerates faster than a Ferrari and warms its blood through an ingenious heat exchange system. Eastern Atlantic bluefin is an endangered species and western Atlantic bluefin is worse off; it's listed as critically endangered.

The FAO estimates that there are about 1,556 longline fishing vessels of larger than 90 tonnes with freezing capacity catching tunas around the world. 
At 3.6 million tonnes of tuna harvested annually the populations are all set to crash. Conserving the ocean's resources is clearly the only way forward in this century.

Reese Halter is a conservation biologist at Cal Lutheran University, public speaker and founder of the international conservation institute Global Forest Science.

U.N. pushes ahead on climate talks
ClimateWire, April 6, 2010, by Lisa Friedman

With the chaotic and contentious Copenhagen climate summit now some months behind them, international negotiators are jumping back into the treaty fray.

Representatives from the United States and more than 190 other countries will meet later this week in Bonn, Germany, for the first time since President Obama and the leaders of a handful of other leaders crafted the Copenhagen Accord but left its implementation unresolved.

Top on the agenda: figuring out how to move forward.

"It is mainly a planning meeting, but it's going to be really, really important in terms of tone-setting," said Keya Chatterjee, climate policy director for World Wildlife Fund.

The Copenhagen Accord, hammered out in the final hours of the 2009 summit, harnesses a promise that all the world's major emitters of greenhouse gases will cut carbon. 
At the same time, industrialized countries will deliver $30 billion over the next three years to help poorer ones address climate change and begin their own mitigation efforts. 
Ultimately, wealthy and some middle-income nations will mobilize $100 billion annually for the most vulnerable to transition to a low-carbon economy.

Some environmental groups and a handful of countries dubbed the agreement a failure because it was not a binding legal agreement, and because it only acknowledged the scientific view that temperatures should be held below a 2-degree-Celsius rise from preindustrial levels. 
Various analyses have calculated that the promises countries made in Copenhagen would result in about 4 degrees of warming.

Others argue that the strides countries made in Copenhagen, while not binding, were significant. China, India, Brazil and other major developing countries for the first time promised to unilaterally cut emissions and agreed to make their actions transparent. 
The United States and other industrialized countries, meanwhile, offered up the sizable funding that experts widely acknowledge poor countries need.

"We got more than we knew we got in Copenhagen," Chatterjee said. Now, she added, making sure the money that the United States and other countries promised to mobilize actually arrives will be top on the agenda. 
Currently, she said, there's a "bottleneck" in countries like South Africa and smaller nations that want to beef up their renewable power generation but lack the funds to do so.

Jake Schmidt, international policy director for the Natural Resources Defense Council, said he hopes countries move quickly from focusing on process to practical steps toward implementing last year's promises.

U.N. climate chief Yvo de Boer recently called the April 9-11 Bonn meeting a chance for countries to "rebuild confidence" in the treaty process.

Europe, determined to reclaim its role as a leader in the climate talks after being sidelined in Copenhagen, is working aggressively to make sure countries remain committed to an international plan of action. 
E.U. Commissioner for Climate Action Connie Hedegaard plans to visit the Maldives and India this week to talk with leaders about how to take the international talks forward.

U.S. officials, meanwhile, are organizing the next Major Economies Forum later this month. And in Bolivia, countries that opposed the Copenhagen Accord and others concerned that the interests of both the environment and poor countries were ignored are gearing up for "The People's Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth."

TV weathermen should re-think climate coverage
The Washington Post, April 5, 2010, by Andrew Freeman

It's no secret that weather forecasters and climate scientists don't see eye-to-eye about global climate change. Weather geeks, including TV meteorologists ('TV mets,' in media lingo), tend to be far more skeptical that human activities are changing Earth's climate than climate scientists, the vast majority of whom view the human influence as a near certainty.

The rift between meteorologists and climate scientists wouldn't be as serious of an issue if it weren't for the fact that TV mets, unlike climate scientists, have access to America's living rooms on a daily basis, and therefore play a unique role in shaping public opinion about the reality and risks of manmade climate change.

A survey released last week by George Mason University's Center for Climate Change Communication shows that, on average, TV mets view climate change as primarily a natural phenomenon, and think the media should cover climate science as a topic of intense debate, rather than hinging stories on the scientific consensus that human activities are the main cause of recent climate change.

The U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) articulated the consensus view, which has been endorsed by virtually every national science academy and relevant scientific society on the planet, in its 2007 report, assigning a greater than 90% chance that emissions of greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide have caused "most of the observed increase in global average temperatures since the mid-20th century."

According to the survey, about two-thirds of TV mets think there is a lot of disagreement in the scientific community regarding whether or not manmade global warming is occurring. "Perhaps partly as a result, 79% of our respondents indicated that coverage of climate change science must reflect a 'balance' of viewpoints just as coverage of political or social issues are covered," the survey summary stated. 

In my view, the perception that there is significant scientific disagreement about the causes of climate change can be traced in part to the rise of the blogosphere as a medium of scientific communication (and misinformation). Climate skeptics dominate this medium, and many are current or former weather forecasters, such as former TV met Anthony Watts of the popular "Watts Up With That" blog, and Joe D'Aleo, who runs icecap.us. 

By contrast, the scientific consensus rules the day in the scientific literature, but it's a safe bet that many TV mets don't devour the latest issues of journals like Geophysical Research Letters with the same gusto as they read and engage with blog discussions, which often present a unique spin on scientific studies and provide a forum for forecasters to interact with their viewers.

It's disturbing that the majority of TV mets want to return to the manner in which climate change was covered from the 1980s to early 2000s, when most reporters approached the science from a point/counterpoint perspective that left readers with the impression that the fundamental aspects of the science were highly uncertain.
 Abundant research, such as the work of Max Boycoff of the University of Colorado, indicates that such so-called 'balanced' coverage of scientific topics can significantly distort public understanding of scientific reality. 

While there are many uncertainties in climate science, the basic question of whether human emissions of greenhouse gases are warming the planet is extremely well-established. A recent article in the journal Nature provides a solid rundown of the key remaining scientific uncertainties (hint: they aren't what you might think). 

The finding that TV meteorologists favor treating climate science the same way that journalists treat political stories also indicates that they perceive climate science findings themselves to be politicized. In reality, it's the policy responses to those findings where politics actually comes into play.

It also suggests that ongoing efforts to bridge gaps between climate scientists and weather communicators should teach science journalism concepts, which both TV mets and climate scientists would benefit from, and should highlight the disservice done to public understanding by casting virtually all of climate science as up for debate.

In a blog post on April 3, Dan Satterfield of WHNT-TV in Huntsville, Ala., said it's important for TV mets to approach their climate coverage as dispassionate journalists, and to recognize where the political part of the climate story truly lies.

"What we DO about climate change is a political issue. The reality of the threat and its magnitude is a scientific question," Satterfield wrote. 

In addition to learning more about the differences between weather and climate, Satterfield said TV mets also need to borrow the philosophy of their colleagues in the newsroom: "Weathercasters on the other hand need to take a page from good journalists and learn to set aside political beliefs and really study the science. Especially if they are going to talk about it on air. They have an obligation to do so." 

Satterfield served on an advisory panel for the George Mason University-led survey, and also recently reported from Antarctica with CWG's own Ann Posegate.
 His views echo those of former NBC4 meteorologist Bob Ryan, who discussed climate change in an online series and sparred with climate science skeptics here at CWG last year.[image: image1.png]



General Environment News:

What Is Geoengineering and Why Is It Considered a Climate Change Solution?

Scientific American, April 6, 2010, by David Biello

When a report on climate change hit the U.S. president's desk, the suggestion was not to cut greenhouse gas emissions. Rather, scientific advisors counseled intervention via technology in the climate system itself—a practice now known as geoengineering. And the president was not Barack Obama, George W. Bush or even Bill Clinton—it was Lyndon Johnson in 1965. 

"This generation has altered the composition of the atmosphere on a global scale through…a steady increase in carbon dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels," President Johnson told Congress in February of that year. To address the problem, his science advisors suggested spreading reflective particles over 13 million square kilometers of ocean in order to reflect an extra 1 percent of sunlight away from Earth.

Today, with climate change accelerating and little being done to curb the greenhouse gas emissions, some scientists have resurrected the idea of "deliberate large-scale manipulation of the planetary environment," as the U.K.'s Royal Society puts it. After all, it's an idea nearly as old as the understanding of the physical principles behind global warming itself. Swedish chemist Svante Arrhenius thought that global warming would be a boon to humanity and therefore fossil fuel burning should be encouraged, after calculating by hand the likely temperature impact of continued coal-burning and rising carbon dioxide (CO2) concentrations in the late 19th century—roughly matching the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and their computer models more than a century later.

That's why 175 scientists and other interested folks (including companies looking to profit from geoengineering) gathered in the Asilomar conference center near the end of March to try to repeat the success of molecular biologists who gathered there in 1975 to reassure a skeptical public about genetic engineering. Ultimately, the gathered would-be geoengineers released a statement calling for, among other things, "further research in all relevant disciplines to better understand and communicate whether additional strategies to moderate future climate change are, or are not, viable, appropriate and ethical."

The list of unintended consequences of human manipulation of natural systems is long: concrete jungles creating urban heat islands, vast oceanic dead zones resulting from fertilizer use on inland agricultural fields, and intentionally introduced species, such as the cane toad in Australia, that then wreak havoc on ecosystems, among others. Whether the idea is to mimic a volcano's cooling impact on climate by continuously pumping sulfates into the stratosphere or to brighten clouds via crewless ships spewing water vapor, possible problems range from shutting down rainfall in certain regions to unilateral declarations of war. 

As the Royal Society noted in its 2009 report on geoengineering: "The safest and most predictable method of moderating climate change is to take early and effective action to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases. No geoengineering method can provide an easy or readily acceptable alternative solution to the problem of climate change."

Nevertheless, humans are already managing the climate, even with actions intended to improve the environment. A recent decision to cut sulfate pollution from cargo ships will, in effect, further warm the globe as more cooling particles are removed from the sky. 

ScientificAmerican.com spoke to climate modeler and geoengineering expert Ken Caldeira of the Carnegie Institution's Department of Global Ecology at Stanford University, who coined the term "solar radiation management" for efforts to dim the sun (though he now prefers "climate intervention"), about why humans might want to get smart about planetary management. 

First off, what is geoengineering?
Geoengineering is a word that means many different things to many different people. Typically what people call geoengineering is divided into two major classes. There are approaches which attempt to reduce the amount of climate change produced by an increase in greenhouse gas concentrations and there are approaches that try to remove greenhouse gases that have already been released to the atmosphere.

The Earth is warmed by sunlight and the heat that is absorbed by the Earth is later re-radiated back to space. Greenhouse gases make it more difficult for the Earth to radiate energy to space. So the two main ways you can cause Earth to cool are either to create conditions such that Earth absorbs less sunlight or make it easier for the Earth to radiate heat energy back to space.

The first category of approaches typically includes things like: putting giant satellites in space to deflect sunlight away from Earth, putting tiny particles in the stratosphere, whitening clouds over the ocean, or perhaps whitening roofs or planting lighter [colored] crops. They are all attempts to deflect sunlight away from Earth. 

The second allows more heat energy to escape.

There is one more category that some people propose: that we might take heat that exists near the surface of the Earth and stuff it down deep into the ocean. This hasn't been looked at very much. But it's another way of altering Earth's surface temperatures.

Why do we even need to think about this?
If we froze greenhouse gas concentrations at current levels the Earth would continue to warm for many decades if not centuries. We did a study showing that if we want to stabilize temperatures through emission reductions, they would need to be cut to zero. Emissions would need to be eliminated entirely. Under every emission scenario considered by the [United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change], temperatures continue to increase throughout this century.

Given all of the inertia in the physical climate system, in our energy infrastructure, and our political system, there's really no practical way that emission reductions can reduce the pace of climate change or greatly reduce the amount of climate risk. Emission reductions cannot start cooling the Earth this century, especially if we also control sulfur emissions from power plants, which exert a cooling influence today.

Near the end of this century, if current trends continue, almost every summer in the tropics will be hotter than the hottest yet experienced. That presents the possibility that there could be widespread crop failures and famines. If these kinds of terrible conditions start becoming commonplace we would be facing a situation where many people are starving with the prospect of continued warming for decades and possibly centuries into the future. 

Given the enormous stakes and the essential irreversibility of warming through greenhouse gas emission reductions this century, it's only responsible to think about what we would do in the face of a climate emergency. Part of this involves thinking about geoengineering. But we also need to be thinking about developing crop varieties that can grow in hot and dry conditions. We need to be thinking about how to help [developing nations] that can't grow food [in the future] to industrialize so they can get foreign exchange to buy food. 

How did you first start studying geoengineering?
I first heard about these ideas in 1998 from [physicist] Lowell Wood, who was a protégé of [physicist and hydrogen bomb–maker] Edward Teller. Teller was pessimistic about human nature and optimistic about technology…. In the mid-1980s, Teller started thinking about climate change. He didn't trust human institutions to develop the capability to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. So he wondered are there technical means to address the climate change problem which wouldn't require changes in human institutions or human nature? He came across the idea of geoengineering.

Geoengineering has deep historical roots. A 1965 report to President Johnson said warming from greenhouse gases could pose a risk to the U.S. It suggested that we might spread reflective particles across the surface of the ocean and this would offset the warming. The concept of reflecting sunlight to space to address climate change has deeper historical roots than reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Nobody suggested that to Johnson.

In 1998, [physicist and geoengineer] David Keith and I were at a meeting with Lowell Wood talking about ways to address climate change. Lowell suggested that we put a bunch of particles high in the stratosphere. I remember thinking, 'Oh, this will never work,' because greenhouse gases work day and night. They work at the North Pole and the equator and in winter or summer. But sunlight is strongest in the day, at the equator and in summer. 

So I made an effort to show Lowell Wood was wrong. Back at the office, I worked with colleagues to do simulations that reflected sunlight away. Much to our surprise, reflecting sunlight offset most of the climate effect of increased CO2 both regionally and seasonally.

We set out to show it wouldn't work and our simulation ended up indicating that it basically would…. The resulting climate is pretty similar to the preindustrial climate. It's not exactly the same. You offset 90 percent of the temperature change and maybe 70 percent of the hydrological change. 

… [But] CO2 is chemically active and in the oceans forms carbon acid, which attacks the shells and skeletons of marine organisms. These approaches won't do anything to help ocean acidification.

What are the other risks?
There are two main types of risk associated with these climate intervention approaches. One has to do with environmental science and intended or unintended consequences. The other is social, political or even military risks.

In the case of environmental risks, the offsetting of greenhouse gases by increasing the reflection of sunlight is not going to be perfect. Some people, potentially a small minority, will get less rainfall. There is concern about what particles might do to the ozone layer. 

In 1991, a volcano in the Philippines known as Mount Pinatubo erupted and sent a huge amount of material into the stratosphere. It reflected two percent of sunlight back to space and Earth cooled by half a degree Celsius. That material fell out of the atmosphere after a year or so but had that material been maintained it would have been more than enough to offset all the global warming expected this century. 

After Mt. Pinatubo there was a three percent reduction in the amount of ozone in the atmosphere. This loss of ozone looks like it might be more in springtime and more in northern latitudes. People living in northern Europe could be adversely affected.

… The offsetting of sunlight and CO2 is not perfect. We would expect there to be some impact on ocean circulation. Ocean currents could change dramatically. 

We're basically entering into uncharted territory here. There's a host of potential bad things that could happen…. Any time you try to intervene in a complex system, you have unexpected results. But, with greenhouse gases, we are already intervening in a big way in a very complex system. 

Environmental consequences are among the least of our worries…. Imagine a scenario where the world has gotten much hotter and China goes into a period of deep drought. The Chinese leaderships says, 'Our people are suffering. We're having a famine. Let's put aerosols in the stratosphere to restore our climate.' It's hard to imagine they would resist deploying that system. 

Imagine they do this and then the U.S. goes into a decade or two of similar deep drought. Whether the Chinese intervention was the cause of the American drought or not is almost irrelevant. The U.S. population is highly likely to blame the Chinese for the descent into arid conditions. The potential for great political tension and possibly even military action is high.

I think it's highly likely that as a result of any climate intervention there will be winners and losers. In a nuclear-armed world, a world with terrorism and where losers have the ability to strike back at winners, the potential for the kind of political or military risk to overwhelm any environmental benefits is very real.

The clearest path to environmental risk reduction is greenhouse gas emission reductions. But emissions and global temperatures keep going up and up and up. We need to think about what we'll do if bad things happen…. If we were already on a trajectory of reducing greenhouse gas emissions and helping the most vulnerable develop their economies, I would feel very comfortable about developing these options. If we're still building coal-fired power plants and gas-guzzling SUVs at the same time we're developing these options? You wonder to what extent are these options facilitating bad behavior.

Can these risks be overcome?
The best way from the environmental perspective would be to kind of tiptoe into climate intervention: ramping it up gradually so if bad things started happening you could ramp it back down again. Unfortunately, that's probably the most politically difficult thing to do. We're never going to get consensus to deploy anything until a real climate crisis in which case the motivation will be to turn on the spigot at once to avert catastrophe. From an environmental perspective, that's the riskiest thing you can do.

Do we need to test these ideas? Or just model them?
It's premature to be doing field-testing of deployment systems. [But] a lot of the science you need to do around climate intervention is the same science you need to understand climate change, like understanding how do particles in the stratosphere affect stratospheric chemistry? How do particles in the lower atmosphere affect cloud formation?… It's really research that climate scientists should be doing anyway. 

Where things get more controversial is when you start doing tests that are so big that they start affecting people across international borders or you want to conduct these tests in the oceans. These tests are controversial enough that it would be good to wait until there's a little more consensus that they need to be done. 

Who can be trusted with this? There are companies looking to invest in this research, can they be trusted?
It's a slippery slope. Take the cloud whitening approach. It might be if you had a bunch of ships lightening clouds off the coast of Los Angeles and San Diego, it would blow cooler, moister air over the Desert Southwest of the U.S. There could be a big economic value to producing lighter clouds and there might be a role for private companies in that endeavor. But it's important to develop consensus about how these different issues will be handled before companies go out there doing their own field tests.

… I would like to see government investment. My druthers would be for the [U.S. National Science Foundation] to take leadership in this scientific investigation because I think a lot of the best science is really driven by university-based researchers motivated by the pursuit of truth and not any single outcome. 

But can we trust the government?
I don't think we can trust the government. It's willing to kidnap and torture people and engage in secret wars…. [But] peer-reviewed open inquiry promoted by the normal scientific method is an institution that is really wonderful. It's not perfect in that bad papers get published and sometimes results are kept secret that should be more open.  Keeping this research in publicly funded, non-classified, open journals is very good.

What is the significance of the recent Asilomar conference on geoengineering?
… The Council on Foreign Relations held a meeting two years ago in [Washington], D.C., on governance of these technologies. Another group held a meeting in Lisbon last year on similar issues. The Royal Society is holding a meeting this fall. There is an ongoing conversation about how to govern these technologies. I see this meeting as a continuation and broadening of that discussion. I have no issue with what happened at the meeting at all. [Caldeira did not attend, because of concerns about the financial interests of the organizers.] These issues are complex and are not going to be resolved in a few days.

Ultimately, do you think we'll ever use these ideas?
Nobody can foresee the future. I have friends who think it's almost certain that these kinds of systems will someday be deployed. My hunch is that we will never deploy these systems.

But I think the stakes are high enough that we need to understand whether these systems can help in the event of a climate crisis…. Experts are very bad at predicting the future. All we can do is develop options that we think can reduce risk under a wide range of scenarios. There's a non-zero chance that terrible outcomes might happen [as a result of climate change]. We should prepare for them. Because the cost of catastrophe is so large and the cost of developing [geoengineering] is so relatively small. 

Whether it's ever deployed? I hope not.

EarthTalk
NJtoday.net, April 6, 2010

Dear EarthTalk: Oceans are in big trouble and I understand President Obama is creating a high level ocean council to address them. What are the major issues? — Steve Sullivan, Bothell, WA 
Our oceans are indeed in a terrible state, thanks primarily to unrestrained commercial and industrial activity. Overfishing and pollution have decimated once abundant stocks of fish and other marine life, and the damaging practices continue to this day despite international agreements outlawing them.

Our appetite for seafood has pushed three-quarters of the world’s fisheries to or beyond the limits of sustainability, while nine out of 10 of the sea’s large fish like tuna and swordfish have disappeared. And while it is still unclear what toll global warming will have on oceans—coral reefs dying and powerful ocean currents shifting or shutting down are two scary scenarios—the outlook is grim at best.

While George W. Bush was no friend to the environment overall, his record on ocean protection is actually not too bad. After convening a commission of experts from various disciplines to report on the state of U.S. oceans, his administration took steps to protect 215 million acres of biologically rich deep sea ocean habitat in the Pacific near Hawaii and Guam.

The newly protected areas are off limits to resource extraction and commercial fishing but open for shipping traffic, scientific research and minimal impact recreation—and should provide a boon for fish and other marine species trying to recover from decades of abuse. But while such protections are a huge step in the right direction, they represent less than a drop in the bucket as to what still needs to be done to help fish stocks and marine ecosystems recover.

In light of ongoing threats, President Obama last June set up a task force to craft a national ocean stewardship policy. Led by Nancy Sutley, chair of the White House’s Council on Environmental Quality, the task force is currently working to draft a framework for sustainable management of American coastal and ocean resources. Currently 20 different federal agencies oversee some 140 ocean protection laws; Obama has charged his task force with pulling together all the different authorities and laws to focus attention on addressing the most serious challenges facing the oceans and those who manage them.

Environmentalists have been quick to praise Obama for creating the task force—something called for by Bush’s oceans commission and other experts—but it is unclear how effective it can be given competing political priorities. Some members of Congress are pushing an omnibus ocean protection bill called Oceans-21, which aims to regulate fisheries, establish a network of protected areas, provide an oceans management framework to rescue coasts and off-shore areas, and help ocean life survive global warming.

Fortunately, Americans are not the only ones concerned about the world’s oceans. The United Nations launched its Oceans and Coastal Areas Network—later renamed UN Oceans—in 2003 to coordinate ocean and coastal efforts around the world. More recently, several island nations in the western Pacific and Indian oceans formed the Coral Triangle Initiative, adopting a 10-year plan of action to avert growing threats to coral reefs, fish, coastal mangrove buffers and other marine resources across the region. While the challenges may be greater than ever, at least now our oceans are getting some long-overdue attention; only time will tell if we took action in time to stave off a global collapse of marine ecosystems.

Dear EarthTalk: I’ve often cooked canned foods in their own can, things like condensed milk and mushroom soup. I put the can without opening in the pressure cooker, cover it with water and let it cook for 30 minutes. The results are amazing. Is it safe to do that? Can metals leach into my food?           — Mercedes Kupres, via e-mail 
For starters, can makers don’t recommend using their products for anything but storing food unopened until it’s ready to eat. “Cans are reliable, recyclable, durable packages that keep beverages and foods fresh and allow them to be transported safely for thousands of miles, even into remote regions—but they were not made to be used as cooking containers,” says Scott McCarty of Colorado-based Ball Corporation, a leading U.S. food and beverage packaging maker.

Proponents of can-cooking cite the fact that many canned goods are already heated up in their cans to kill bacteria during the canning process, so what harm could a little more heating do? McCarty concedes that some cans are indeed heated during the packing process. “But that isn’t all cans or all foods, and it is a carefully controlled and monitored process done in an environment that is made to do it.”

As for what metals may be leaching into your canned food, it depends. In the U.S., most food cans are made of steel while beverage cans are usually made out of aluminum. Chromium and nickel can find their way out of steel, but the amounts would be miniscule to nil. Slightly more troubling is the fact that aluminum—large amounts of which have been linked to nervous system disorders and other health problems—could in theory leach out of cans into their food or drink contents.

In order to prevent any such leaching—which is bad for the food and eater but also for the can (as it can cause corrosion)—the insides of most cans on grocery shelves today are coated with food-grade epoxy. But these liners have been shown to contain Bisphenol-A (BPA) and other potentially harmful chemicals. BPA is a synthetic plastic hardener that has been linked to human reproductive problems and an increased risk of cancer and diabetes. A 2009 analysis of common canned foods by the non-profit Consumers Union found measurable levels of BPA in a wide range of items including some bearing a “BPA Free” label.

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration is currently reviewing whether or not to allow BPA to come into contact with food items at all. In the meantime, some forward-thinking companies aren’t waiting around for an FDA ruling. Eden Foods, which prides itself on the wholesomeness of its products, worked with its packaging manufacturer, Ball Corporation, back in 1999 to switch out traditional epoxy-based liners with a baked-on, BPA-free enamel lining derived from plant oils and resins.

This technology is nothing new; in fact, Eden stumbled upon it by asking Ball what it used before epoxy liners became standard some three decades earlier. While the custom-made cans cost 14 percent more than industry-standard cans would, Eden maintains it’s worth the extra expense (which amounts to some $300,000 extra per year). “It was the right thing to do,” says Michael Potter, Eden’s president. “I didn’t want BPA in food I was serving to my kids, my grandkids or my customers.”

Green Groups Fight to Keep EPA's Power Over Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

The New York Times, April 6, 2010, by Anne Mulkern

Environmental activists this week are stepping up a battle to protect U.S. EPA's ability to regulate greenhouse gas emissions, staging demonstrations and lobbying lawmakers at their local offices.

Carrying signs with slogans like "Fight Climate Change Now" and "We Can't Wait for Climate Action," members of the coalition 1Sky already have rallied outside the regional offices of 10 senators and seven House members. They plan to visit at least three more senators' offices this week.

Calling their effort "the storm," 1Sky protestors don rain gear to symbolize weather changes that scientists predict climate change will bring.

The Sierra Club, meanwhile, is targeting about 40 House members with phone calls and office visits. The environmental group is urging lawmakers not to support any of the House measures that would restrict EPA's authority under the Clean Air Act. Moveon.org is using calls and faxes to urge Sen. John Kerry (D-Mass.) as he crafts a new climate bill not to include language that would hobble EPA's authority over carbon emissions.

The moves come as lobbyists for utilities, refineries and large businesses press lawmakers and their aides to back legislation and climate bill language that would block EPA. It is a top goal for many industries. At the same time, legislators in 17 states have introduced measures that would block or limit EPA's authority to regulate greenhouse gases. Five of those bills came from Democrats.

"The question of EPA regulating is extremely significant," said Sam Thernstrom, who worked at President George W. Bush's White House Council on Environmental Quality and now is a fellow at the American Enterprise Institute.

"The Clean Air Act gives EPA the power to impose very expensive, burdensome and highly inefficient regulations upon American businesses and consumers," Thernstrom added.

EPA in December released a finding that greenhouse gases endanger human health and welfare, a determination that opens the door for rules aimed at slashing emissions from a broad range of sources. EPA has indicated it will target the largest sources, with EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson saying the agency plans to begin regulating some big stationary facilities in January 2011 when automakers must start complying with EPA's new rules for tailpipe emissions.

There are multiple measures in Congress to stop EPA. Legislation from Sen. Lisa Murkowski (R-Alaska) that would veto EPA's endangerment finding has 41 Senate co-sponsors, including three moderate Democrats. The resolution would need 51 votes to clear the chamber. There are multiple companion bills in the House with Democratic sponsors.

And Kerry and his fellow senators who are crafting a new climate bill are considering language that would bar EPA from regulating greenhouse gases. Language stripping EPA of its power is needed in the bill to gain support from moderate Democrats and Republicans, Sen. Joe Lieberman (I-Conn.) has said. He is working on that bill with Kerry and Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.).

Stopping those measures and protecting the Clean Air Act is a top goal of 1Sky, said Alex Posorske, the coalition's field and communications manager. The coalition includes environmental groups, businesses, religious groups, health organizations, social justice and military leaders, and others.

"It's a critical tool especially if a climate bill doesn't go through," Posorske said of the Clean Air Act. The act, he said, "is something for the administration to use in cracking down on coal plants that are responsible for some of the greatest emissions."

As senators craft a new climate bill, so many concessions are being made for conservatives that the measure is hemorrhaging support from progressive Democrats, said Steven Biel, Moveon.org's campaign director.After Kerry told E&E he would consider trading EPA's Clean Air Act authority for a carbon cap, Moveon.org polled members on whether they would support such a climate bill. The survey found that 64 percent of members would "definitely oppose" and 23.3 percent would "probably oppose," Biel said.

If the group's 5 million members do not rally behind climate legislation with calls, e-mails and letters to moderate Democrats, Biel said, those key lawmakers won't feel the need to back the bill.

"You get Senator [Claire] McCaskill by having her feel from her constituents that she needs to be with the bill politically," Biel said, referring to the Democratic senator from Missouri.

The Sierra Club's new executive director, Michael Brune, told the Los Angeles Times last week that the group would oppose climate legislation that revoked EPA's ability to regulate greenhouse gases.

But environmentalists are not united on the EPA issue. Groups like the Natural Resources Defense Council have said they could support a comprehensive climate bill that forces EPA to relinquish some power on greenhouse gases.

Fighting to keep EPA authority and also pass a comprehensive climate bill is a big request, Thernstrom said.

"The threat of EPA regulations is a potentially useful bargaining chip for environmental advocates who are trying to influence swing voters in Congress," Thernstrom said.

"The real challenge of climate change is to be able to govern from the center, something that is going to be politically popular with the voters and therefore sustainable for generations," Thernstrom added.

Targeting moderates
So far, 1Sky coalition members have visited the local offices of McCaskill, Kerry, Sens. Michael Bennet (D-Colo.), Blanche Lincoln (D-Ark.), Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.), Scott Brown (R-Mass.) Mark Pryor (D-Ark.), Susan Collins (R-Maine) and Olympia Snowe (R-Maine), and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-Nev.) The activists plan this week to stop at the offices of Sens. Arlen Specter (D-Pa.), Byron Dorgan (D-N.D.) and Judd Gregg (R-N.H.).

Between 40 and 70 alliance members have participated in each of the events, Posorske said. The group picked the lawmakers because they are seen as moderates or otherwise central to protecting EPA's powers, Posorske said.

So far Bennet is the only senator to commit to backing EPA and the Clean Air Act, Posorske said.

"The Clean Air Act is one of our nation's strongest and most effective pieces of legislation, and for 40 years we have seen that protecting the air we breathe does not have to come at a cost to the national economy -- both can improve hand-in-hand," a Bennet spokesman said in an e-mail. "The Clean Air Act has been successful in reducing dozens of different air pollutants and protecting the health and environment of millions of Americans -- particularly our most vulnerable populations."

Bennet will "strongly oppose efforts to gut the Clean Air Act," the Bennet spokesman said.

Sierra Club members are talking to House members and their aides because so much attention has been focused on the Senate with Murkowski's measure, said David Hamilton, the Sierra Club's director of global warming and energy programs. The environmental group is urging lawmakers "to defend the Clean Air Act," he said.

"This is the point at which one of our bedrock environmental acts is under attack," Hamilton said.

Industry groups, meanwhile, continue their lobbying for legislation that will yank EPA's authority under the Clean Air Act.

"Pre-emption of both overlapping EPA authority and state actions are an essential prerequisite for passing climate change legislation," said Scott Segal, a Bracewell & Giuliani lobbyist who represents coal-fired utilities and energy companies. "Without such pre-emption it's almost impossible to estimate how expensive the legislation will be because we don't know what combinations of authorities and actions will eventually be applicable."

Pressure is coming from multiple segments of the business community, Segal said.

"Every potentially regulated company that I am familiar with are asking the Congress with clarity to address EPA authority and overlapping state authorities," Segal said, adding that "pre-emption is on almost every trade association's list of issues to be addressed."

Congress does not necessarily need to block EPA if it can pressure President Obama to restrain the agency, said Charles Ebinger, director of the Energy Security Initiative at the Brookings Institution, a Washington think tank. Obama may be "willing to give up the EPA to get an energy bill," he said.

"What is more likely to happen [is] that you don't pre-empt EPA's authority but you don't exercise it," Ebinger said. "You don't move aggressively to push the EPA to enforce it. You leave it in limbo."

South African Coal Plant Proposal Strains 'Culture' of World Bank 

The New York Times, April 5, 2010, by Lisa Friedman

"No" isn't a word the World Bank hears often from the United States. 

In the past five years, the United States has opposed less than 3 percent of more than 3,400 World Bank Group loans and grants, a ClimateWire analysis has found.

Despite the country's being the largest shareholder, American opposition failed to stop any of the $183 billion worth of roads, dams, hospitals, irrigation systems or other projects that came before the bank's executive directors for approval. Nevertheless, America exerts a powerful influence on the bank, and its opposition is often enough to steer major policy shifts behind the scenes.

That clout is about to be tested. On Wednesday, the World Bank board is expected to vote on a $3.75 billion loan to help South Africa build a 4,800-megawatt coal-fired power plant. The plant will release an estimated 25 million metric tons of global warming pollution into the atmosphere. Its loan application has sparked some of the fiercest public outcry the World Bank has seen in years.

Opponents are leaning hard on the United States to cast one of its rare but potent "no" votes, shining a spotlight on the secretive World Bank decisionmaking process, in which critical choices are made behind closed doors and, analysts say, diplomatic sensitivities mingle with an institutional drive to approve loans. Actual "yea and nay" votes, in fact, are almost unheard of at the World Bank, where the money flow is virtually always given the green light by a well-orchestrated consensus.

"It's a culture of loan approval," said Bruce Rich, an international environmental lawyer and longtime World Bank critic. "The board members tend to almost rubber-stamp these projects. They almost never say no."

By most accounts, the 24-member board won't say no to South Africa's state-owned Eskom Holdings Ltd. this week, either. Analysts and congressional aides said they expect the U.S. director to abstain, an objection that would still allow the project to move ahead.

The South African government has lobbied fiercely for the loan. In a Washington Post op-ed last month, South African Finance Minister Pravin Gordhan argued that the country's economic health depends on it.

'Stunting' future growth prospects
"To sustain the growth rates we need to create jobs, we have no choice but to build new generating capacity -- relying on what, for now, remains our most abundant and affordable energy source: coal," Gordhan wrote. He said South Africa is working to address climate chnage and would prefer to build capacity with clean technologies. But, he said, options like wind and solar are not yet affordable enough, nor can they provide energy at the needed scale.

"A question that has to be faced is whether stunting growth prospects in our region will in any way serve the goal we all share of eliminating greenhouse gas emissions over the long term," Gordhan wrote.

Environmental groups also mounted a thundering campaign. South African opponents of the coal plant traveled to Washington, D.C., to meet with congressional leaders and World Bank executive directors. From the Netherlands to France, activists wrote letters urging directors to stand against the plant, on the grounds that limited public funding for energy should not go to fossil fuels.

European leaders are under the gun -- pressed on the one hand to act as leaders in fighting climate change, yet worried on the other about appearing to block economic development in Africa. In Norway, for example, the Ministry of the Environment is urging its government to reject the loan, while the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Agency for Development Cooperation want to support it.

But no country is facing more pressure than the United States.

Last year, the Obama administration issued internal guidelines to discourage U.S. executive directors from approving coal power plants at any of the World Bank Group institutions. Green groups are pressuring the administration to make good on that promise and vote "no." But doing so, analysts said, could rupture relations between America and South Africa.

Diplomatic concerns are a major reason why countries almost never reject projects once they come for a vote, current and former World Bank officials said.

The 'optics' filter through a lens of consensus
"The optics of this are complicated," said Manish Bapna, executive vice president of the World Resources Institute and a former World Bank economist and team leader.

"The highly visible international arena in which these decisions are taken make it difficult for significant disagreements or dissension to manifest itself," he said. "When it does, it's a significant statement."

An analysis of five years' worth of positions on World Bank projects, data made public monthly by the U.S. Treasury Department, indicates that a "no" vote on the Eskom project would be highly unusual for the United States.

Of the 3,404 projects the World Bank Group approved in that period, the United States rejected only 88. Of those, 43 percent were loans to Serbia or Bosnia-Herzegovina, opposed on the basis of a law prohibiting America to approve loans for countries that have not taken the necessary steps to apprehend war criminals.

Enacted in 2006, that law is one of about 64 provisions (pdf) that Congress created requiring the U.S. executive director of oppose the World Bank for a variety of reasons. America's representative at the bank also is expected to oppose loans to terrorist states and human rights violators, countries that practice female genital mutilation, and countries where budgets and audits of military expenditures are not transparent. Some laws govern or bar loans to specific countries like Cuba, Sudan, Myanmar and Iraq.

Far more common than a "no" vote, though, is an abstention. Since loans are approved by a majority of the World Bank shareholders' votes cast, abstaining is essentially the same as not voting. In practice, it allows a country to state objections to a project without the diplomatic unpleasantness of outright opposition.

Abstention, a diplomatic 'no'?
Congressional aides said last week that they expect the United States to abstain on the Eskom vote.

Most U.S. laws governing foreign assistance give its World Bank directors wide leeway to abstain rather than vote "no," and they take it. America abstained 282 times since 2004 -- about 8 percent of the time -- on a wide variety of projects, ranging from a tiny $3.9 million credit for a biosafety plan in Burkina Faso to a $2.1 billion loan for a roads project in Kazakhstan.

U.S. Treasury officials declined to discuss World Bank voting patterns or explain any specific votes. The Treasury is required by law to post its "no" and "abstain" positions, and each month releases a list of recent board decisions. A handful of other countries, like the United Kingdom, Switzerland and Germany, issue annual reports that may contain a record of their countries' positions, but no other nations release the same volume of data as the United States, according to the Bank Information Center watchdog group.

And the reality is that by the time the World Bank board votes on a project, the outcome has already been decided -- favorably. Much like the way congressional leaders won't bring a major bill to the House or Senate floor without knowing they've got the votes for passage, World Bank management also delays board decisions until a broad consensus has been reached.

David Wheeler, a former World Bank economist and now a senior fellow at the Center for Global Development, said the bank's consensus culture has its roots in history. The original mission of the World Bank, which was created during World War II in Bretton Woods, N.H., was to help rebuild Europe. Even as the mission changed toward poverty alleviation, the United States and Europe dominated both financing and policy.

"Although they had differences among themselves, they basically were aligned in their worldview. I think there was a general sense of commonality in policy," Wheeler said. "Imagine the view of a country club that hasn't let anyone new in in a long time. It's a consensus culture."

That's changing, he and others said, as the geopolitics of the world -- and the World Bank -- shift. Major developing countries like China and India have more clout than ever before, in large part because they can easily access capital in the private markets. The World Bank, though, wants to retain those creditworthy big-borrowing countries as lenders.

"For some of the larger developing countries, the World Bank needs those countries more than those countries need the World Bank," Bapna said. In the future, he predicted, "instead of the rich countries being able to call all the shots, increasingly, it's going to require even more negotiation than we've seen in the past."

Bucking institutional momentum is rare
Per Kurowski, a former World Bank executive director from Venezuela, said the institution has no internal mechanism for handling a loan that is rejected. So taking a loan before the board without ironing out problems is, he said, "a no-no."

"You want to make absolutely sure you have the necessary consensus. They are risk-averse, and they don't want embarrassment," he said, adding, "Managements are afraid of risk and embarrassment no matter where they are."

In some instances, a country will withdraw a project if there is strong opposition or if the outcome appears uncertain. In 2000, for example, China withdrew a $40 million loan request for a controversial project involving the resettling of nearly 58,000 mainly Chinese farmers into a traditionally Tibetan and Mongolian area of Qinghai province.

Those instances of public clashes reverberating outside of the institution are rare. According to Rich, they also are the bank's "worst nightmare." He argued that from the time a country approaches the World Bank for a loan or -- as also often happens -- a country director helps a government design a project, all the gears in the bank already are working to see the money through. Loan packages take time to prepare, and by the time a proposal gets to the board, it's gone through months, maybe years, of intense staff and management work.

"There's already a big institutional momentum, and by the time it gets to the board, there are huge political costs for the bank as an institution," Rich said. "For the board to turn it down, the borrowing country is offended, it's bad for the careers of the management and the staff, it makes everyone look bad."

Yet opposition can also steer policy. When the Chinese Western Poverty Reduction Project fell through, it was widely understood that World Bank funds would not be used for Beijing's projects aimed at demographic restructuring and development of Tibetan areas. And while loans to countries that the United States regards as supporting terrorism, like Iran and Syria, go through despite American objections, they also don't come up very often. The bank has approved only three loans for Iran in the past five years, for example, and one $5 million equity investment in Syria.

Whether the United States abstains or votes "no" on Eskom, analysts watching the process say the debate is sending a strong signal that the World Bank will have to do more to encourage renewable energy and may even have to sideline loans for future coal plants.

Public supports energy over environment: poll

Reuters, April 6, 2010, by Timothy Gardner

For the first time in 10 years Americans are more likely to say the United States should give more priority to developing oil, natural gas and coal than to protecting the environment, according to a poll on Tuesday.

The poll was conducted a few weeks before President Barack Obama announced he would open offshore oil drilling in some parts the U.S. East Coast, Alaska and the Gulf of Mexico.

Half of 1,014 U.S. adults, who were surveyed March 4-7 by Gallup, said the country should give more priority to developing and producing the fossil fuels. Only 43 percent said protection of the environment should be given priority, even at the risk of limiting the amount of energy supplies.

It was the first time in the 10 years that Gallup has been asking the question that energy production was favored over environment.

The poll was released a few weeks before Senators John Kerry, a Democrat, Lindsey Graham, a Republican and Joe Lieberman, an independent, hope to unveil a compromise climate bill that would effectively put fees on fuels such as gasoline and coal to reduce emissions of gases blamed for warming the planet. The bill would also seek to increase incentives for offshore drilling and nuclear power.

According to the poll, 52 percent of Americans favored greater energy conservation while only 36 percent favored greater production of oil, natural gas, and coal as a means of solving the country's energy problems.

Oil prices have risen about $6 since early March to about $87 per barrel, an 18-month high, on strong economic data in the United States, the world's top petroleum consumer.

The Gallup data have a 4 percentage point margin of error.

U.S. Sued Over Nuclear Waste Fees

The New York Times, April 5, 2010, by Matthew Wald

WASHINGTON — Sixteen utilities and a trade association sued the Energy Department on Monday to halt the government’s collection of nuclear waste disposal fees, arguing that the country no longer had a disposal plan after ruling out Yucca Mountain, Nev., as a repository. 

The utilities, which filed the lawsuit in the United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia, jointly pay about $750 million a year — amounting to a tenth of a cent per kilowatt hour — into the fund. It now stands at about $24 billion and earns about $1 billion annually in interest. 

The money was supposed to pay for the development of the Yucca Mountain repository, about 90 miles northwest of Las Vegas, but the Energy Department said last month that it was formally seeking to withdraw its application with the Nuclear Regulatory Commission to operate the site. 

President Obama had promised while campaigning for office that he would kill the project, in large part at the urging of Senator Harry Reid of Nevada, now the majority leader. But it was also far from clear that the site was technically suitable for waste disposal. 

A federal advisory commission on a new waste strategy met for the first time last week, but it is focusing on broad issues like choosing a disposal technology, not finding a new site. 

Ellen C. Ginsberg, general counsel for the Nuclear Energy Institute, said there was therefore no longer a basis for collecting the fee. The federal energy secretary makes annual estimates called “fee adequacy reports,” based on the cost to build, operate and close up the repository, but there is now no repository to base a cost estimate on, she said. 

“Where there is no program being implemented, we don’t want to have to pay for something while there’s no way to determine whether the number is correct or not,” she said. 

But an Energy Department spokeswoman, Stephanie Mueller, countered that the fees were legally mandated and would eventually go to waste disposal. The advisory commission will recommend how the fees should be handled, she added. 

The utilities have been paying into the fund since April 1983. On Friday, the National Association of Regulatory Utility Commissioners, a Washington-based group that represents members of state public service commissions, said in a court filing that the payments should be stopped. It noted that the money was paid by the utilities, but that ultimately the bill was passed to ratepayers. 

Two suits have been filed contesting the Obama administration’s decision to stop work on Yucca. 

Under contracts with the utilities, the Energy Department was to begin taking delivery of the fuel in 1998. It has been sued by many of them and has been forced to pay damages, mostly for the utilities’ costs to build additional storage at the reactor sites. 

But the waste impasse has gone on so long that in some places, the reactors have been retired and demolished, leaving nothing but small concrete-and-steel silos holding the waste. 

Ms. Ginsberg said she hoped that the department would move that waste to a central location, a step the industry said would reduce costs. But the department argues that the 1982 law under which it collects the waste fees does not permit it to use the money for “interim storage.” 

Natural Gas Output Overestimated, Shale Blamed

Reuters, April 6, 2010, by Eileen Moustakis

The U.S. Energy Information Administration is revamping the way it calculates domestic natural gas production after it overestimated output from key producer states Texas and Louisiana, an agency official said on Monday.

Rapid changes to U.S. natural gas output involving a wave of new small producers of shale gas made it difficult to get an accurate picture of the market, said Gary Long, acting director of the reserves and production division of the agency's oil and gas office.

U.S. natural gas data is being watched perhaps closer than ever as a drilling technique known as hydraulic fracturing, or "fracking," has led to excitement about the potential of vast new supplies of the relatively clean burning fuel from New York to Louisiana. Fracking, which gets to natural gas deposits associated with shale, has helped boost U.S. reserves of the fuel by a third since 2006, according to the EIA.

The EIA, the statistics arm of the Department of Energy, found that some of its output numbers were inflated in the monthly release, known as the 914 report, Long said.

"Things changed but we weren't seeing that change in our methodology," Long told Reuters in an interview.

To remedy this, the EIA is moving to use more up-to-date data to help estimate U.S. natural gas output, starting with the next report due out on April 29, he said.

The report has relied on frequent surveys of the largest natural gas producers, but has only estimated output from about 13,000 smaller producers, which are harder to track.

In an effort to make the data more accurate, the EIA will estimate output from small producers using data that is six to 18 months old, rather than the previous practice that used data that was two to seven years old, the agency said.

The changes in its monthly natural gas production report will likely lead to smaller natural gas output figures from Texas and Louisiana.

"I think we'll see probably see a lower volume in Louisiana," said Long. Louisiana was the fifth largest U.S. natural gas producer in 2007, according to the EIA website and is home to a significant deposit of natural gas in the Haynesville Shale formation.

About a year ago, the EIA began to notice some irregularities in its monthly report regarding production figures in Texas, where output from the Barnett Shale play was booming. "We had a feeling that our estimates were probably a little too high," Long said.

In 2007, Texas was the top U.S. natural gas producer and Louisiana was No. 5, according to the latest EIA data.

The upgrade of the report is "significant" and will likely lead to tighter fundamentals in a market that has already tightened considerably in the past six months, said Chris Jarvis, senior analyst with Caprock Risk Management in New Hampshire.

"With the changes, and given the short positions in the market, some traders will be on edge and uncomfortable not knowing the extent of the revisions for some time," he said.

"Longer term, the new collection process should yield tighter data points and increase the level of confidence in the numbers that has been lacking for some time now," Jarvis said.

The revisions could provide some support for natural gas prices, said Tim Evans, an energy analyst at Citi Futures Perspective in New York.

Front-month May natural gas futures on the New York Mercantile Exchange were trading up about 16 cents, or 4 percent, at $4.245 per million British thermal units early Monday. Last week, they hit a six-month low of $3.832 per mmBtu on concerns about a sluggish economy and rising supplies.

But the report is not as critical to natural gas traders as the weekly storage figures, which are more timely, Evans said.

The changes come as the EIA's market-moving reports come under heightened criticism for using outdated technology and methods that may result in skewed data.

Last month, the EIA came under criticism for errors in its flagship weekly oil inventory report.

U.S., Canada Crack Down On Vehicle Emissions
Reuters, April 6, 2010, by Tom Doggett and Timothy Gardner

The United States finalized on Thursday its first greenhouse gas emissions rules on automobiles and boosted fuel efficiency standards, moves Canada is jointly imposing on its industry.

The rules are part of President Barack Obama's goal to cut emissions of gases blamed for warming the planet by about 17 percent by 2020, under 2005 levels.

Obama wants Congress to pass a long-delayed climate bill, but to push it along, he has also set in motion steps for the Environmental Protection Agency to begin regulating the emissions from cars and large polluters like power plants.

"By working together with industry and capitalizing on our capacity for innovation, we've developed a clean cars program that is a win for automakers and drivers, a win for innovators and entrepreneurs, and a win for our planet," said Lisa Jackson, the administrator of the EPA, which finalized the rules with the Department of Transportation.

The rules, which the agencies had laid out since last year, require that cars and trucks get on average 35.5 miles per gallon (15 kilometers per liter) by 2016. The current limit is just under 25 miles per gallon. The EPA also ruled that average vehicle emissions will be limited to 250 grams of carbon dioxide per mile by 2016, down about 15 percent from 2012.

Canada's government also finalized fuel efficiency rules on Thursday. Canadian Environment Minister Jim Prentice said Canada and the United States "will effectively share common standards" for limiting vehicle greenhouse gas emissions.

The two countries are working together on proposed standards for tractor-trailer trucks, which should be released in the next few months, Prentice said.

The North American auto industry is highly interlinked, and Canada has said its strategy for emissions also hinges on U.S. policy because of the two nations' integrated economies.

PATCHWORK REGULATION AVOIDED

The U.S. vehicle emissions standards, which will be phased in starting with the 2012 model year, will reduce the country's greenhouse gas emissions by 900 million metric tons, the EPA said.

The program will add about $52 billion in vehicle costs, but benefits should hit $240 billion, the EPA said. The savings would come in lower fuel bills and in reduced health care costs as soot and other particulate emissions fall.

The U.S. rule will save 1.8 billion barrels of oil and 960 million metric tons of carbon emissions over the life of vehicles, equivalent to taking 58 million cars off the road for a year, the EPA said.

Oil refiners have joined other industries and lawmakers in challenging EPA's authority under the Clean Air Act to impose emissions rules on big business.

"Such misguided and flawed policy has the potential for devastating consequences to American consumers, businesses, jobs, and the economy," said Charles Drevna, the president of the National Petrochemical and Refiners Association.

But automakers support the separate vehicle regulations because it would create the first national standard for controlling car and truck emissions, superseding state plans that would have created a patchwork of regulations.

CONSUMERS GET WHAT THEY WANT

One auto dealer called the rule a victory for consumers and U.S. automakers.

"Every day customers walk into my stores asking for the same thing -- cars that go farther on a dollar. For the most part that was not an American car. Now domestic cars will become more competitive," said Adam Lee, president of Lee Auto Malls, a string of dealerships selling both foreign and domestic cars.

Many new vehicles, especially hybrid cars, already meet or exceed the planned standards. Car companies are considering a range of ways to meet the new standards including more efficient combustion engines, new fuels and batteries.

The rules are expected to add an average of $950 to the cost of new vehicles, the EPA said Thursday, down about $350 from earlier projections. That said, a driver would save about $3,000 over the life of a vehicle when the rules are fully implemented.

Plug-in electric cars will initially get a "zero" emissions rating as an incentive, a U.S. government official told Reuters.

Now that the rules are in place, the EPA will look to limit emissions from stationary sources like power plants and factories. But the EPA's Jackson said no polluters would be regulated before 2011, in part to give Congress time to pass climate and energy legislation.

"It's entirely consistent with allowing Congress, especially the Senate, time to work on a bill, we are trying to be very mindful of where they are going as we work on regulations," Jackson said.

Panel Advises Against Cape Cod Wind Project
Reuters, April 6, 2010, by Tom Doggett

A federal advisory panel urged the U.S. Interior Department on Friday to block a $1 billion wind project off Cape Cod opposed by local business leaders and politicians but seen as helpful to the Obama administration's energy strategy.

Cape Wind Associates LLC has proposed building 130 wind towers that would soar 440 feet above the surface of Nantucket Sound near the popular Massachusetts tourist areas of Cape Cod, Martha's Vineyard and Nantucket Island.

The proposed wind farm would provide electricity to about 400,000 homes but would be within view of the popular resorts. It would be the country's first major offshore wind farm.

The Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, however, said the project would adversely affect 34 historic properties, including 16 historic districts, 12 individually significant historic properties and six properties of religious and cultural significance to local Indian tribes.

"The indirect and direct effects of the project on the collection of historic properties would be pervasive, destructive and, in the instance of seabed construction, permanent. By their nature and scope, the effects cannot be adequately mitigated at the proposed site," it said.

Interior Secretary Ken Salazar had asked the panel for advice but does not have to follow its recommendations when deciding whether to give the green light to the project.

The Obama administration is keen to increase the amount of electricity generated from wind and solar power and other forms of renewable energy, which could help reduce U.S. greenhouse gas emissions.

"Secretary Salazar appreciates the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation's expeditious review of these important issues. He will fully and carefully consider the information and recommendations provided by the Council as he moves forward to make a final decision on the Cape Wind power project," Interior Department spokeswoman Kendra Barkoff said.

The panel's recommendation came two days after Cape Wind's developers chose Siemens AG to provide the turbines for the project.

"The final approval of the Cape Wind offshore wind farm will be key to the success of the offshore wind industry in the U.S.," Randy Zwirn, President and CEO of Siemens Energy, said.

Campaign to suspend state emission law heats up

San Francisco Chronicle, April 4, 2010, by Wyatt Buchanan

Debate over the state's landmark greenhouse gas reduction law has simmered at the Capitol for months and Californians will soon be inundated with assertions about the economic havoc the law will create when full implementation begins in 2012.

Critics of AB32, which Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger signed into law in 2006, say it will destroy jobs, and they want the regulations suspended until the economy improves. Backed largely by Texas oil company Valero, the critics plan to place a measure on the November ballot asking voters to suspend AB32. 

The campaign for and against the ballot measure already has begun and there are deep pockets on both sides.

Steven Maviglio, a consultant for supporters of AB32, paints the campaign as an "old economy versus new economy, polluters versus clean energy" debate.

Prominent California groups and businesses, including the state chamber of commerce and Chevron, have not endorsed the suspension measure. Republican gubernatorial front-runner and former eBay CEO Meg Whitman has promised she will immediately suspend AB32 for at least a year if she is elected, though eBay as a company and Silicon Valley in general supported the measure's passage.

AB32 opponents want to put the regulations on hold until unemployment falls to an average of 4.8 percent over a year. That has happened four times since 1976 according to the state unemployment department, the last time being 2006, the year AB32 became law.

'Unachievable goal'

Anita Mangels, spokeswoman for the campaign to suspend AB32, called the law an "unachievable goal at the worst time possible."

The law requires the California Air Resources Board to develop regulations and promote new sources of energy to reduce the state's carbon emissions by 25 percent by 2020. One of the most controversial parts of AB32 is its cap-and-trade program, which begins this year by forcing high-emission businesses to reduce pollution or pay to offset the gases they spew into the atmosphere.

Supporters deny that AB32 will cost the state jobs. Schwarzenegger, a Republican who has championed the law, has steadfastly refused calls for a suspension.

The most comprehensive analysis of AB32's impact was released last month by the California Air Resources Board, which concluded that California's economy will grow, but that gross state product would fall slightly by 2020 if the plan is implemented.

Personal income, per capita income and employment would increase, all by one-tenth of one percent, according to the analysis. That equals roughly $300 more per capita and 10,000 more jobs. The analysis did not include estimates of growth of green technology jobs or health and environmental benefits of cleaner air.

Steve Levy, senior economist and director of the Center for the Continuing Study of the California Economy in Palo Alto was an adviser to air board staff on the study. He said that the cost of AB32 "will affect everybody, but it won't affect everybody very much."

One of those businesses that says it could be hurt by AB32 is CalPortland Co., a Los Angeles County cementmaker that has operations throughout western North America and employed about 1,000 people in California before the recession. That number has dropped to about 700 today, according to a company official.

CalPortland has received awards for its energy efficiency, but the energy-intensive cement-making process means that it is a prime target of AB32 regulations on emissions, including the yet-to-be determined cap-and-trade regulations.

Draft proposal

A draft proposal of that policy will be released soon by the California Air Resources Board.

Steve Regis, vice president of engineering for CalPortland, said the company already has temporarily shut down the kiln at one cement plant in San Bernardino County because of the recession. 

But the carbon fees are the real concern - "It's the 800-pound gorilla in every meeting we have," Regis said.

"The big thing, and a lot of this is unknown, is if there is a $50-a-ton fee for CO{-2} emissions, we can't pass that on to customers because we're in a world market," he said. The company competes against other manufacturers in countries like China that do not have those fees.

"If we can't pass it on, it would shut us down." 

Building a plant in another state would cost about $400 million, he said.

And then there's what Regis calls the cruel irony: concrete, which requires cement, is an energy-efficient building material. Its use in construction is expanding, he said, and instead of buying the material in California, builders will buy it from countries that have to ship it to the United States and thereby increase overall global emissions, both by production and shipping.

On the other side of the spectrum are companies like Propel, which is developing alternative-fuel service stations in Washington state and California. There are 11 such stations now, five in the Sacramento region, and the company is planning 20 in the Bay Area and several hundred statewide, said Matt Horton, the company's CEO.

Horton said the company recently moved its headquarters and management team of 15 people from Seattle to Sacramento because of the large market in California and the state's support of alternative-energy policies. The company recently raised $20 million from venture capitalists.

"The most important thing is California has decided that it really wants to be a leader in terms of building an 

alternative-fuel infrastructure," Horton said, adding that investors would get cold feet if the state backed off implementing AB32.

"If it's on-again, off-again, it sends a terrible signal. It would be damaging if support (for AB 32) were withdrawn," he said.

All eyes on California

States following the national debate over climate-change regulations are looking to California to see how the law plays out. A climate bill in Congress appears stalled, and the international climate change summit in Copenhagen last year produced only voluntary measures.

"Many other states are looking to the AB32 ... plan and other actions as examples of what they themselves can do," said Michael Gerrard, professor of law at Columbia University and director of the Center for Climate Change Law there.

"It would be enormously disheartening to other states and to everyone pushing for U.S. climate action if California were to back off," he said.

Poll: Albertans least worried about water quality
Toronto Sun, April 4, 2010, by Peter Zimonjic

OTTAWA — Eight in 10 Canadians worry about the water quality at their local beaches and swimming holes, according to a new and exclusive Leger Marketing poll for QMI. 

The poll also found that just 14% of Canadians have “complete faith” in the safety of their local water body and would feel safe swimming in it. 

“It seems that in the eastern provinces, the Maritimes and Quebec, there’s fear of raw sewage, but in the rest of the country the fear of the water is unknown,” said pollster Lesli Martin. “They know there’s a problem with it, but they just don’t know what the problem is.” 

In Atlantic Canada 35% said they were worried about raw sewage being dumped into water bodies while in Quebec that number was 34%. 

While there is no publicly available list explaining just how good each of Canada’s near 3,700 sewage treatment plants are, an Environment Canada list of Canada’s best and worst 10 facilities, revealed by QMI Agency last week, might explain some of the numbers. 

The city of St John New Brunswick, for example, proved to have the worst sewage management system on the list with raw sewage literally being pumped straight into the harbour, while Montreal and Laval Quebec had only marginal treatment facilities. 

The poll showed that Alberta residents, on the other hand, had the greatest confidence in their local beaches with one in four saying they had “complete faith” in the quality of the water and would swim in it without reservation. 

That seems roughly in step with the Environment Canada list that singled out Edmonton and Calgary as having the best sewage treatment of any large Canadian cities. 

“If its been touted that a certain area does have the best water treatment facilities residents seem to know that and reflect that in their answers,” said Martin. 

Overall, 37% said they were suspicious of water quality and would only swim if municipal officials said the water was safe, 17% said they were worried of water quality but they weren’t sure why. 

Just over one in four, 26%, of those polled said they were specifically concerned about raw sewage being pumped into the water while 7% said they didn’t know either way. 

Martin says that while concern was spread across all age groups, those aged 18 to 34 were not sure why they were suspicious, while older people expressed concerns about raw sewage specifically. 

An online survey of 1,510 Canadian adults aged 18 and over was conducted between March 15 – 19, 2010. This poll has a margin of error of +/-2.5%, 19 times out of 20. 

Rules dull lustre of electric vehicles

The Montreal Gazette, April 6, 2010, by Nicolas Van Praet

The new Canada-U.S. rules governing fuel efficiency for automobiles acknowledge for the first time that electric cars are not "zero-emission," undermining the marketing lustre that has coated such vehicles for years.

Federal Environment Minister Jim Prentice unveiled the new regulations in Ottawa on Thursday in tandem with lawmakers in the United States. They set a mandatory reduction in greenhouse-gas pollution from cars and trucks, aiming to improve the average emission performance of new vehicles 25 per cent by 2016.

But instead of counting electric cars as zero-emission vehicles and allowing the automakers to fully offset sales of gasoline-thirsty vehicles that pollute more, the governments admitted electric models are not pollution-free.

Under the new rules for 2012 to 2016, each carmaker can count the first 200,000 electric vehicles it sells as zero-emission vehicles. After that volume is reached, automakers have to account for the emissions from the utility that created the electricity to power the vehicle.

Automakers are angry about the regulations as they relate to electric vehicles.

"We just build the vehicles up until the plug that goes into the wall. We're not in charge of where the energy comes from," said Gloria Bergquist, spokesperson for the Alliance of Automobile Manufacturers, which represents 11 automakers.

"It makes it harder for us to meet these standards. It's another barrier."

The governments' halfway approach raises a major new issue - namely, how do you measure energy efficiency when normal miles per gallon or kilometres per litre of gasoline no longer apply? Electric vehicles currently on the market and being developed, such as Tesla Motors' $130,000 roadster or Nissan's coming Leaf, can use a variety of power from dirtier coal-fired generation or cleaner wind.

"For each (electric vehicle) that is sold, in reality the total emissions offset relative to the typical gasoline or diesel powered vehicle is not zero, as there is a corresponding increase in upstream (carbon dioxide) emissions due to an increase in the requirements for electric utility generation," the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency wrote when it proposed its first draft of the new rules last September.

Governments are letting makers of electric cars and other so-called advanced-technology vehicles get double the number of credits applicable to their overall fleet emission output, counting each vehicle they sell as two. But the automakers argue credit should be unlimited to encourage them to undertake the billions in development costs of such vehicles.

Environmental groups have stressed electric cars are not pollution-free unless it can be proved the electricity generation that powers them is, too. They fretted automakers would use electric cars as a subsidy to counter sales of gas-guzzling models.


New iPad contributes to global warming -- Greenpeace

ClimateWire, April 6, 2010, by Wendy Koch


A report from Greenpeace is charging that the new Apple iPad is contributing to global warming and calls on the computer giant to use more renewable energy to power its vast data centers.

The report says the iPad, which debuted this weekend, relies on "cloud-based computing" for its wireless features, including streaming video, music and books. That practice involves storing data in power centers, which could triple their power use in the next decade.

"We are not picking on Apple," Greenpeace says in the report. "While we marvel at the sleek unpolluted design of the iPad, we need to think about where this is all leading and how, like all good surfers, we can make sure our environment stays clean and green."

A Greenpeace representative writing in the Huffington Post added that Apple and other tech companies, including Google and Yahoo, should power their data centers with renewable energy. Greenpeace has previously attacked Facebook for its plans to open a data center in Oregon next year that will be partly powered by coal.

Other environmentalists are calling on Greenpeace to focus their attention elsewhere. "Computing accounts for a bit less than 3 percent of U.S. energy usage, but cars are the single largest contributor to climate change," wrote Alex Steffen on the sustainability blog "Worldchanging." He added that the iPad could ultimately save energy by allowing people to work and shop from home and travel less 

Landmark health law includes enviro provisions
Greenwire, April 6, 2010, by Jason Plautz

President Obama's landmark health care law includes programs that extend across a variety of sectors, including language that could affect environmental programs.

One such provision, Section 10323, extends Medicare coverage to citizens exposed to an environmental health hazard. Inserted by Sen. Max Baucus (D-Mont.), the language will extend more health benefits to people living near Superfund sites.

Residents of an area deemed a public health emergency by the Department of Health and Human Services would be eligible for Medicare coverage and medical screening services. The law will set up pilot programs for coverage in affected areas with the goal of establishing a national strategy for health emergencies and will also offer grants for screening services in the area to evaluate the population's health impact.

To date, only Libby, Mont., has been declared a public health emergency under federal law (E&ENews PM, June 17, 2009). Nearly 200 residents of the town have died and nearly 2,000 have gotten sick from asbestos-related diseases linked to vermiculite mining by W.R. Grace & Co. Vermiculite insulation was used in homes and other mine waste was used in driveways, gardens and playgrounds, exposing most of the town to the potential toxin.

Kimberly Rowse, the clinical coordinator for Center for Asbestos-Related Disease, said her organization has been working with others in Libby and across the country to develop a national strategy for extending care to those affected by asbestos and other health emergencies.

Because of the presence of specialized clinics in Libby, access to care has not been a problem, she said. But people who have left the town have had problems getting proper medical care because the widespread effects of asbestos are still largely unknown.

"Other providers are not knowledgeable of this specific disease," Rowse said. "It's a new face on an old disease. Often times those folks fall through the cracks." She added that having a national plan and coverage through Medicare would help get those residents access to the necessary medical care.

Black lung benefits extensions

The law also includes language aimed at making it easier for miners and their widows to get benefits for black lung disease.

Section 1556, drafted by Sen. Robert Byrd (D-W.Va.), expands on a section of the Federal Coal Mine Health and Safety Act of 1969, creating a "legal presumption" that miners with at least 15 years of experience working in mines and medical evidence of black lung disease can get benefits. It also ensures that widows do not have to reapply for benefits after their spouse dies from the disease.

Black lung, also known as coal worker's pneumoconiosis, is caused by long-term exposure to coal dust and can lead to respiratory problems, including fibrosis and necrosis. According to data from the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, there were more than 10,000 new cases of the disease between 1996 and 2005, and it is occurring more frequently in young miners.

Companies would have to prove that respiratory problems were caused by another issue, such as smoking, or that the employee did not work in the mines for 15 years to avoid paying benefits. While many have been pushing for greater coverage and more limits on the dust that workers inhale, the language was praised by the United Mine Workers of America.

The amendment "means that some measure of fairness and compassion has been restored to the process of miners getting -- and their widows keeping -- black lung benefits for those miners who have been totally disabled by this insidious disease," said UMWA President Cecil E. Roberts in a statement.

Some groups, including the West Virginia Chamber of Commerce, have criticized the benefit extensions because they could place undue burden on mining companies. However, Jim DeMarce, director of the Division of Coal Mine Workers' Compensation at the Department of Labor, said the additional payouts would be "relatively modest." While DeMarce said the Labor Department did not have firm estimates on the number of new claims or the total amount, he did not expect a big rush.

"About 50 to 60 percent of survivors have been able to prove [they had black lung]," DeMarce said. "The group that will benefit will be the less than half of survivors that weren't able to."

DeMarce added that his department estimated there would be 311 pending cases for widows resolved under the new language, with another 250 widow cases dealt with each year.

The National Mining Association declined to comment.

Parks for prevention

A large but relatively noncontroversial part of the law expands prevention and public health, an effort to keep people healthy before they needed treatment. As part of this effort, the government will set up a National Prevention, Health Promotion and Public Health Council, offer better insurance coverage for preventative screenings, encourage workplaces to offer incentives for employees that lose weight or stay healthy and require restaurants and vending machines to post nutritional information. One measure could even mean more money for parks and public lands.

Section 4201 allows the secretary of the Health and Human Services Department to assign community transformation grants to towns or communities to make wholesale changes to make the population healthier. Communities applying would have to propose changes across a variety of areas, improving nutrition and physical activity in schools, offering better food choices, establishing exercise programs and making infrastructure changes to the town to encourage more activity. Daniella Gratale, the government relations manager for Trust for America's Health, said the infrastructures get at environmental efforts.

"You probably wouldn't be constructing a park, but you could be refurbishing a trail or creating infrastructure in a park. That could even just be setting up lighting," Gratale said. "For the most part in the past, infrastructure hasn't been a large part of these programs."

However, there is research that links access to parks to a community's overall health. Randy Rosenberger, an environmental economist and associate professor at Oregon State University, studied Oregon's 36 counties and found that those with more access to outdoor areas also reported better health status, measured through obesity and other risk factors.

"People get out with the kids, they go jogging, they skateboard," Rosenberger said. "From a health policy standpoint, tying in parks and recreations becomes a preventative measure."

Fishing gear poses greatest threat to sea turtles -- study
Greenwire, April 6, 2010, by Patrick Reis

Accidental capture by commercial fishing gear poses a worldwide threat to sea turtles, according to a study released today.

Millions of sea turtles have been snagged by the gear in the past 20 years, according to a peer-reviewed study from researchers at the environmental group Conservation International, San Diego State University and Duke University.

Accidentally caught turtles often drown when held underwater by gillnets and trawls or are fatally pierced by the hooks attached to fishing lines that stretch behind fishing vessels. Some 85,000 accidental turtle catches have been recorded in the past two decades, but for every catch reported, 100 more go unrecorded, according to the study's authors.

Sea turtles take decades to reach reproductive maturity and a small percentage of juveniles take decades to do so, and so the death of adults can have long-term effects on species survival.

Six of the seven major sea turtle species are listed as vulnerable, endangered or critically endangered by the International Union for Conservation of Nature. The Obama administration in March proposed new Endangered Species Act protections for loggerhead sea turtles on both coasts (E&ENews PM, March 10).

"Our hope is that this study gives governments and fisheries alike another impetus for bolstering ongoing efforts to reduce sea turtle bycatch and to promote more sustainable fishing practices as soon as possible," said study author Bryan Wallace of Conservation International. The study is scheduled to be published this week in the journal Conservation Letters.

Fishery regulators can protect sea turtles by establishing fishing sanctuaries and temporarily closing fisheries during seasons with high prevalence of turtles, the study's authors said.

Nations can also require commercial fishers to modify their hooks and nets to make them more turtle-friendly.

Many of those regulations are already in place in the United States, said Barbara Schroeder, the national sea turtle coordinator for the National Marine Fisheries Service.

In the Southeast, shrimp and flounder trawlers are required to fit their nets with "turtle excluder devices," small escape hatches for the turtles to escape through. NMFS is considering expanding those rules to other fisheries and regions, Schroeder said.

Longline fishermen are also required in some regions to use "circle hooks." Longliners traditionally used J-shaped hooks that would embed themselves deep into turtles' throats and stomachs. Circle hooks loop further back around, making them more likely to hook turtles' mouths and giving the reptiles a better chance of escaping alive, Schroeder said.

NMFS closed shallow sections of the eastern Gulf of Mexico last year after state and federal reports indicated high numbers of turtles had been snared (E&ENews PM, April 29, 2009).

"The best practice is not to catch turtles at all," Schroeder said. "We have some work left to do."

Scientists' use of computer models to predict climate change is under attack
The Washington Post, April 6, 2010, by David A. Fahrenthold

The Washington Nationals will win 74 games this year. The Democrats will lose five Senate seats in November. The high Tuesday will be 86 degrees, but it will feel like 84. 

And, depending on how much greenhouse gas emissions increase, the world's average temperature will rise between 2 and 11.5 degrees by 2100. 

The computer models used to predict climate change are far more sophisticated than the ones that forecast the weather, elections or sporting results. They are multilayered programs in which scientists try to replicate the physics behind things such as rainfall, ocean currents and the melting of sea ice. Then, they try to estimate how emissions from smokestacks and auto tailpipes might alter those patterns in the future, as the effects of warmer temperatures echo through these complex and interrelated systems. 

To check these programs' accuracy, scientists plug in data from previous years to see if the model's predictions match what really happened. 

But these models still have the same caveat as other computer-generated futures. They are man-made, so their results are shaped by human judgment. 

This year, critics have harped on that fact, attacking models of climate change that have been used to illustrate what will happen if the United States and other countries do nothing to limit greenhouse gas emissions. Climate scientists have responded that their models are imperfect, but still provide invaluable glimpses of change to come. 

They have found themselves trying to persuade the public -- now surrounded by computerized predictions of the future -- to believe in these. 

If policymakers don't heed the models, "you're throwing away information. And if you throw away information, then you know less about the future than we actually do," said Gavin Schmidt, a climate scientist at NASA's Goddard Institute for Space Studies. 

"You can say, 'You know what, I don't trust the climate models, so I'm going to walk into the middle of the road with a blindfold on,' " Schmidt said. "But you know what, that's not smart." 

Climate scientists admit that some models overestimated how much the Earth would warm in the past decade. But they say this might just be natural variation in weather, not a disproof of their methods. 

As computers have become faster and cheaper, models both simple and sophisticated have proliferated across government, business and sports, appearing to offer precise answers to questions that used to be rhetorical. 

How many games will the Redskins win next season? 

The Web site Footballoutsiders.com, which uses computers to show fans hidden dimensions of pro football, uses a model with about 80 variables. It looks at a team's third-down conversions, the experience of its coaches, even the age of its defensive backs. 

No crystal balls
How much cleaner would the Chesapeake Bay be if it had twice as many oysters? 

The Environmental Protection Agency uses a model that divides the bay into 55,000 slices, and maps how pollution progresses through them, from upstream tributaries into the deeper waters of the Chesapeake. It could imagine thousands more oysters -- which filter water as they feed -- and watch cleaner water spread out via currents and tides. 

But, some of the time, these electronic futures haven't come true. 

The Footballoutsiders site predicted the Redskins would win 7.8 games in 2009. The real-world team won four. The EPA's Chesapeake Bay model has been criticized repeatedly for over-optimism, for creating a virtual bay that looked cleaner than the real one. Last month, another model's prediction was busted: a Georgia Tech professor's computer said Kansas would win the NCAA men's basketball tournament. The Jayhawks lost in the second round. 

These and other models are only as smart as the scientists who build them -- they rely on data that scientists have gathered about the real world, and the accuracy of estimates about how all the factors fit together (Is an experienced coach more or less important than young defensive backs?). 

They also depend on the computers running them. To accurately depict how individual clouds form and disappear, for instance, the computers that model climate change would need to be a million times faster. For now, the effects of clouds have to be estimated. 

But scientists say complexity doesn't guarantee accuracy. The best test of a model is to check it against reality. 

"We're never going to perfectly model reality. We would need a system as complicated as the world around us," said Ken Fleischmann, a professor of information studies at the University of Maryland. He said scientists needed to make the uncertainties inherent in models clear: "You let people know: It's a model. It's not reality. We haven't invented a crystal ball." 

Scientists say they don't need models to know that the world is warming: There is plenty of real-world evidence, gathered since the mid-1800s, to suggest that. "There's no climate model in that conclusion," said Christopher Field, of the Carnegie Institution for Science in California. 

There are more than a dozen such models running around the world: mega-computers whose job is creating a virtual Earth. 

These usually combine a weather simulation with other programs that mimic effects of rain and sun on the land, currents in the ocean, and emissions of greenhouse gases. First, these models imagine all the factors interacting within a "grid box" -- an imaginary cube of land, water and sky that might be 60 miles long and 60 miles wide. 

Then, the computer imagines effects in one box spilling into the next, and so on. 

As the model runs, imaginary cold fronts sweep over virtual oceans, simulating weather at rates such as five years per day. In some cases, the models are re-run with different weather conditions, until a pattern emerges in global temperatures. 

The pattern is the point. It is man's signature, a guide to what could happen in the real world. All the major climate models seem to show that greenhouse gases are causing warming, climate scientists say, although they don't agree about how much. A 2007 United Nations report cited a range of estimates from 2 to 11.5 degrees over the next century. 

"It's an educated, scientifically based guess," said Michael Winton, an oceanographer at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. "But it's a guess nonetheless." 

Raining on their parade
But Warren Meyer, a mechanical and aerospace engineer by training who blogs at www.climate-skeptic.com, said that climate models are highly flawed. He said the scientists who build them don't know enough about solar cycles, ocean temperatures and other things that can nudge the earth's temperature up or down. He said that because models produce results that sound impressively exact, they can give off an air of infallibility. 

But, Meyer said -- if the model isn't built correctly -- its results can be both precise-sounding and wrong. 

"The hubris that can be associated with a model is amazing, because suddenly you take this sketchy understanding of a process, and you embody it in a model," and it appears more trustworthy, Meyer said. "It's almost like money laundering." 

Last month, a Gallup poll provided the latest evidence of a public U-turn on climate change. Asked if the threat of global warming was "generally exaggerated," 48 percent said yes. That was up 13 points from 2008, the highest level of skepticism since Gallup started asking the question in 1997. 

But scientists say that, during this time, they have only become more certain that their models work. 

Put in the conditions on Earth more than 20,000 years ago: they produce an Ice Age, NASA's Schmidt said. Put in the conditions from 1991, when a volcanic eruption filled the earth's atmosphere with a sun-shade of dust. The models produce cooling temperatures and shifts in wind patterns, Schmidt said, just like the real world did. 

If the models are as flawed as critics say, Schmidt said, "You have to ask yourself, 'How come they work?' " 

NASA Slated To Receive Billions To Study Earth
NPR, April 6, 2010, by Jon Hamilton

NASA, the agency known for exploring space, will be spending a lot more time studying Earth in the next few years.

The Obama administration has proposed a budget for NASA that includes billions of dollars for satellites and other tools to help scientists investigate Earth-bound problems, especially climate change. 

That represents a major turnaround for NASA's Earth Science Division, which had been allowed to languish during much of the 2000s. 

Back then, the division had so little money it wasn't able to replace aging satellites that monitor things such as polar ice, coastal wetlands, ocean temperatures and chemicals in the atmosphere.

New Administration, New Priorities
But things have changed dramatically since the arrival of the Obama administration, says Edward Weiler, associate administrator of NASA's Science Mission Directorate.

"This administration has a clear priority for science in general and Earth science in specific," he says.

And now the White House has unveiled plans to give NASA's Earth science programs $2.4 billion in new money over the next five years. That's an increase of more than 60 percent. 

Much of the new money will be spent trying to reinvigorate efforts to determine how fast the Earth's climate is changing, Weiler says.

"We've got to measure how fast the ice is being depleted, how fast carbon dioxide is being added to the atmosphere as opposed to being taken out of it," he says.

Unlocking Atmospheric Mysteries
Scientists think carbon dioxide from sources like cars and power plants is the most important contributor to global warming. But they still don't know much about what happens to carbon dioxide once it gets into the atmosphere, says Michael Freilich, director of NASA's Earth Science Division. 

"In order to figure out where it's going, how it's being exchanged between the atmosphere and the ocean, and the atmosphere and the land, you have to make a whole variety of measurements," Freilich says.

The extra funding will help scientists get those measurements. One chunk is paying for a new Orbiting Carbon Observatory to replace the original, which crashed into the ocean last year just after it was launched.

Amazing GRACE
The new funding will also allow NASA to replace twin satellites called GRACE that have been making detailed measurements of the Earth's gravity field since 2002. 

That may sound like something only science wonks would care about. But GRACE has proved to have many more practical applications than anyone expected, Weiler says.

For example, he says, GRACE has been used to collect data on gravitational fields to measure the amount of ground water in California's San Joaquin Valley, an important agricultural resource. And the measurements are showing that "ground water is disappearing more quickly than it's being replenished," Weiler says.

Scientists say global warming may be contributing to this loss of water by changing rainfall patterns in the western U.S.

The proposed NASA budget still needs approval from Congress. But NASA officials say lawmakers seem to like the space agency's new focus on the Earth.
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