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Relief Web: Major environmental issues arising for Haiti recovery

28 January 2010

Two weeks after the 7.0 magnitude earthquake that struck Haiti on 12 January, a massive humanitarian operation is underway and aid is beginning to reach those who desperately need it in Port-au-Prince and the surrounding areas. 
The most urgent priorities remain water, health care, shelter and food.

Thanks to a team of senior experts on the ground, UNEP continues to provide technical assistance and support on environmental matters to the Humanitarian Country Team and to the local government, including through emergency environmental assessments of affected sites and active participation in the humanitarian cluster system.

Field-based rapid assessments since 13 January have identified a number of major environmental issues for the short and medium term, including:

Medical waste: Emergency response operations are currently generating a very significant amount of medical waste, which is piling up in hospitals and medical treatment centers. 
No systems or equipment are yet in place to dispose of these potentially hazardous materials. UNEP is working with the Haitian Government and WHO to establish an appropriate containment space and handling procedures for this waste in the Port-au-Prince area.

Rubble and demolition material: In the epicenter and highly affected areas, the percentage of destruction or severe damage to buildings and other structures is 60-80%. The volume of demolition waste potentially generated by recovery and reconstruction operations has yet to be technically estimated, but will be in tens of millions of tons. 
Recycling efforts are already being observed, but debris is also being dumped in large quantities on the roadsides. Unless this issue is managed properly, additional environmental impacts will arise. 
UNEP is working with number of other partners to develop a Debris Management Strategy for Port-au-Prince and environs.

Secondary spills and hazardous chemicals: Recovery and reconstruction operations will in time work over a large number of badly damaged small industry and storage sites. This implies a risk of oil and chemical spills. 
The extent and impact of Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) from sources like damaged electric transformers also need to be assessed.

Landslides: Multiple small landslides visible on all hillsides in the impacted area. Little movement has been noted so far, mainly due to the coral sand geology and dry conditions. However, many more landslides are anticipated after the first heavy rains.

Geological and flood risks for rebuilt camps: Many damaged accommodation areas will be further degraded by the earthquake as it has destabilized slopes and blocked drainage lines with debris.
 There is a high potential for building back better and disaster risk reduction through improved hydrology, slope stabilization by revegetation, and geological engineering work.

Environmental impact of massive population displacements: The massive ongoing displacement of population represents an immediate pressure on local resources. 
It has been reported that over 1,000,000 people have moved to less affected rural and urban areas in the western part of the southern peninsula, central and northern part of the country. In the short term, these population's energy and livelihood needs will create additional pressure on Haiti's already exhausted natural resources.

Green food and cash for work schemes: Several million people have been economically affected by the quake, which has destroyed the Port-au-Prince regional economy for the medium term at least. It is anticipated that the most vulnerable will be assisted with large-scale food and cash for work schemes. 
Opportunities exist to direct these schemes to sustainable "green" and disaster risk reduction activities such as clean-up, urban catchment rehabilitation and reforestation.

UNEP will continue to support the people of Haiti and the international community throughout the emergency and early recovery phases, through targeted interventions aimed at mitigating further environmental risk, "building back better," and ensuring long-term sustainable recovery.

A Flash Appeal for USD 575 million, covering a period of six months, was launched by the UN and international partners on Friday 15 January. 
The Appeal includes USD 1 million for environmental interventions during the early recovery phase of operations.

In addition to post-disaster interventions, UNEP will continue to develop the Haiti Regeneration Initiative, a long-term programme to be implemented by a wide range of partners, aimed at reducing poverty and vulnerability to natural hazards through the restoration of ecosystems and sustainable natural resource management.
 Well planned, concerted action will be required over the next 20 years and beyond to halt the ongoing degradation and to gradually restore the Haitian environment and related livelihoods.
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Climate Post (Blog): Living Documents
28 January 2010

First Things First: With the electorate angry and frustrated, President Obama delivered a State of the Union address last night that articulated his goals for, among other things, modernizing the U.S. energy system and infrastructure, and addressing climate change. 
The president called for “a comprehensive energy and climate bill with incentives that will finally make clean energy the profitable kind of energy in America,” including nuclear power.
 New Virginia Gov. Bob McDonnell gave the Republican response, imploring the nation that, “Advances in technology can unleash more natural gas, nuclear, wind, coal, and alternative energy to lower your utility bills.”

The speech punctuated a week where everything in the climate-and-energy space appeared to be in motion. The troika of Sens. John Kerry (D-Mass.), Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.), and Joe Lieberman (I-Conn.) pressed ahead developing their legislation. Kerry shouted down the New York Times for an article suggesting the legislators had scaled back their goals. 
Graham told the Clean Energy, Jobs and Security Forum that “There will never be 60 votes for climate change legislation as it exists today. And it would be a shame if that is the end of the story.” 
Todd Wooten, director of the Nicholas Institute’s Southeast Climate Resources Center, spoke on a climate, security, and agriculture panel with Sen. Debbie Stabenow (D-Mich.) and Roger Johnson, president of the National Farmers Union.

The BASIC countries–Brazil, South Africa, India, and China–met this week in advance of the Jan. 31 Copenhagen Accord soft deadline for submitting descriptions of their greenhouse gas  mitigation actions to the UNFCC. They also called on developed nations to distribute their $10 billion in pledged adaptation aid to poor countries.

Business as Usual?: The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) will issue interpretive guidance to help companies evaluate in disclosure documents the risks and opportunities they face from climate legislation, treaties, and other developments–including potential global change itself. 
The move comes the same week that the CEOs of 83 companies sent a letter to Obama asking him to push for major legislation.

The five commissioners voted along party lines. Their statements provide an interesting snapshot of competing thought on how our venerable institutions are responding to climate risk (Schapiro; Casey; Walter; Paredes; Aguilar). 
Chairman Mary Schapiro emphasized that the guidance is neither commentary on the vast topic “climate change” nor a set of new rules for businesses to follow.
 Rather, the rules should help bring consistency to reporting on an emerging public concern.
 Dissenting commissioners (Casey and Paredes) questioned assigning SEC resources to the fruits of social and environmental advocacy when investors and markets require so much attention elsewhere.

These competing views encapsulate Washington’s two minds on the issues: One view, going forward and in the long term, the U.S. can not assume without risk that the relative climate stability it has enjoyed for 233 years will continue for, say, another 233 years; and a second view, that existing regulations cover what’s needed for climate disclosure, and the SEC should attend to immediate matters. (The actual guidance has not yet been published.)

Global Uncertainty: The SEC refrained from comment on climate change itself, or came close. Commissioner Kathleen Casey added this sentence to her critique of the interpretive guidance: “This guidance is premature at best, as the science surrounding global warming remains far from settled.” 
Certainly, that’s an easy conclusion to come to, looking at headlines. A new poll shows that Americans concern about climate change has dropped 14 points, to 57 percent, since 2008. It also shows that people trust their local weather forecasters more than traditional reporting outlets (although weather forecasters disproportionately resist global warming). 
Casey isn’t alone. Some legislators vocalized discomfort with Obama’s mention of climate science in his address. China’s top climate negotiator said he is unready to attribute observed warming to human activity.

IPCC Chair Rajendra Pachauri has come under fire for the body’s mistaken prediction that the Himalayan glaciers will melt by 2035, and for potential business conflicts with his IPCC work. 
The highest-profile all for his resignation came from the German newsmagazine Spiegel, where Richard Tol, Roger Pielke Jr, and Hans von Storch write, “Astoundingly, it appears that Pachauri has not broken any rules for the simple reason that there is no code of conduct governing conflicts of interest for IPCC participants and leaders.” 
Pachauri has defended himself and vowed to stay put. The IPCC has responded aggressively to [pdf] a Sunday Times (U.K.) article about climate change and extreme weather events.

Don’t Forget to Check Your Work: Last week, a reader wrote in for more information about which 2007 IPCC predictions have proven to be too modest. One of the sources I suggested as reference was the UNEP’s Climate Change Science Compendium 2009, a review of the professional literature for policymakers in advance of the Copenhagen meeting. 
The next day, thinking about the recently exposed IPCC error, I started checking through the footnotes.
 In the opening few pages of my hard copy, there’s a reproduction of the famous “hockey stick” graph, showing proxy evidence for temperature and CO2 over the last 1,000 years or so. I saw the reference, to “Hanno 2009,” and looked it up in the bibliography, but it wasn’t there. 
Another boneheaded fact-checking mistake, I thought. It’s actually worse than that. “Hanno 2009″ isn’t a peer-reviewed journal article at all but a Wikipedia entry (!). Steve McIntyre of ClimateAudit.org had found it last September and written about it here.

The Himalayan 2035 error returned to the conversation the phrase “gray literature” — science writing that has not been peer-reviewed and published in professional journals. But I was surprised and dismayed to see the UNEP rely on a source that wouldn’t pass muster in a descent high school composition class — and then not share the source.

The UNEP in October deleted the “Hanno 2009″ graph and replaced it with a graph from this peer-reviewed paper, and a note that says, in part, “UNEP welcomes further constructive comments so that the report evolves as a living document containing the latest peer-reviewed science.”
 Would I recommend the report again? Probably, keeping in mind that everything said on the topic is one or another kind of “living document.” 
If something else smells fishy, follow the notes. The ultimate value in these review reports isn’t the actual assembled narrative but in the bibliography of primary research papers. 
You just have to have time and patience to fall down the rabbit hole, which few people have. And there’s always plenty of other interesting material around to consider. Here’s the Wikipedia page with a history of Hanno 2009, clearly written by someone angry about the matter.

So, is the science unsettled? There are a lot of things we’d like to know better (Nature, sub. req.). But when it comes down to atmospheric physics, it sure seems like a lot of smart people have been working hard and coming up with the same answers for quite some time now. 
What to do about it is currently up to the Senate, in part. If you have any thoughts feel free to contribute to the comments section or e-mail since Climate Post is a living document.
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One Greentech (Blog): Biodiversità, il 2010 sarà un anno decisivo
28 January 2010

Con una cerimonia che ha avuto luogo a Berlino l’11 gennaio 2010, presenti Angela Merkel e Achim Steiner, direttore UNEP, è stato ufficialmente inaugurato l’Anno internazionale della biodiversità.

Proclamato nel 2006 dall’Onu con l’intenzione di celebrarlo in tutto il mondo, il 2010 è anche l’anno della verifica del Piano d’Azione per la biodiversità dell’UE.

Dal 18 al 20 gennaio si è tenuto a Londra, invece, un importante meeting cui hanno partecipato delegati di 55 nazioni per lavorare sulle nuove linee del piano strategico post-2010 della Convenzione sulla Diversità Biologica (CBD) al centro della riunione della Conferenza delle Parti (COP-10), suo massimo organo decisionale, fissata per il prossimo ottobre in Giappone.

Solo ieri, a Madrid, c’è stata una riunione tra i paesi europei che aderiscono alla Convenzione internazionale della Biodiversità, un primo passaggio che porterà all’appuntamento giapponese di Nagoya, dove i governi saranno chiamati a stabilire nuove regole per la salvaguardia della natura.

Comunicare il valore della biodiversità, convincere gli abitanti del pianeta ad agire per proteggere l’ambiente contro il suo degrado promuovendo pratiche sostenibili restano i principali impegni della comunità internazionale.

In base alla definizione adottata dal Vertice della Terra di Rio de Janeiro del 1992 la diversità biologica, o biodiversità, consiste nella “variabilità degli organismi viventi di tutte le fonti, incluse, tra l’altro, quelle terrestri, marine e altri ecosistemi acquatici, nonché i complessi ecologici dei quali essi fanno parte, tra cui la diversità all’interno di ogni specie, tra le specie e degli ecosistemi”.

Nella CBD, approvata alla Conferenza sull’Ambiente e lo Sviluppo delle Nazioni Unite del 1992, le parti contraenti sottolineano nel preambolo come la “diversità biologica è in fase di depauperamento a causa di talune attività umane”.

Per il Living Planet Report 2008 l’Indice del pianeta vivente globale, indicatore dello stato della biodiversità del mondo, basato sui trend di circa 5.000 popolazioni e di 1.686 specie animali, ha subito una variazione negativa del 30% tra il 1970 e il 2005.

Questa perdita appare senz’altro il sintomo di un indebolimento della capacità dei sistemi viventi da cui dipende anche l’essere umano che è chiamato con azioni coerenti a difendere la ricchezza insostituibile del patrimonio naturale.
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Reuters: U.S. formally embraces Copenhagen climate deal
28 January 2010

The United States on Thursday formally notified the United Nations that it has embraced the Copenhagen Accord setting nonbinding goals for reducing greenhouse gas emissions that was negotiated last month.
Todd Stern, the top U.S. climate negotiator for the Obama administration, also gave notice that, as expected, it will aim for a 17 percent reduction in emissions of carbon dioxide and other gases blamed for global warming by 2020, with 2005 as the base year.
A final emissions reduction target will be submitted, the U.S. said, once the U.S. Congress enacts domestic legislation requiring carbon pollution cuts. But such legislation has an uncertain fate in the Senate.
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Reuters: Factbox: Big emitters signal support for Copenhagen Accord

28 January 2010

Governments are meant to tell the United Nations by Sunday if they want to be associated with the accord, worked out last month, and submit their plans for curbing greenhouse gas emissions by 2020. The deadline is flexible.

The accord, falling far short of many countries' hopes, seeks to limit global warming to below 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 Fahrenheit) over pre-industrial times, with the prospect of an annual $100 billion in climate aid for the poor from 2020.

Worked out by big emitters led by China and the United States, the deal was not formally adopted by the U.N. summit on December 19 after objections by a few developing nations. That triggered a demand for all to take sides by the end of January.

Following are plans announced since Copenhagen (followed by percentage of world emissions in brackets -- based on U.S. Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center data of emissions from fossil fuels and cement production):

CHINA (22 percent), INDIA (6), SOUTH AFRICA (1), BRAZIL (1) -- known as the BASIC group. Environment ministers said after a meeting in New Delhi on January 24 they would respect the deadline to submit plans for 2020 emissions and challenged donors to deliver on aid promises.

Their past pledges are:

-- China said on November 26 it would cut the amount of carbon produced per unit of economic output by 40 to 45 percent below projected growth levels by 2020 from 2005. The "carbon intensity" goal would let emissions keep rising, but more slowly than economic growth.

-- India said on December 3 it would cut "carbon intensity" by between 20 and 25 percent by 2020 from 2005.

-- South Africa offered on December 6 to slow the growth of its emissions by 34 percent below projected levels by 2020, conditional on a broad international deal and aid.

-- Brazil reaffirmed on December 28 a goal announced before Copenhagen of reducing emissions by between 36 and 39 percent below projected levels by 2020. At the most ambitious end of the range, it said emissions would fall by 20 percent from 2005 levels back to 1994 levels.

United States (18) - U.S. climate envoy Todd Stern said on Thursday that the country will aim to cut emissions about 17 percent by 2020, from 2005 levels, confirming a goal set by the White House late last year. Earlier in the month he said, "We have an accord that is lumbering down the runway and we need for it to have enough speed to take off.

The target -- 4 percent below 1990 levels -- may be harder to achieve after the Democrats lost a key Senate seat.

European Union (15) - Reiterated on January 27 an offer of a unilateral goal of a 20 percent emissions cut by 2020, from 1990 levels, and 30 percent if other nations deepened their reductions.

Japan (4) - Japan's foreign ministry said on January 26 that it was reiterating an offer to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 25 percent below 1990 levels by 2020 -- on condition other emitters led by China and the United States agreed an ambitious deal.

Australia (1) - Australia reaffirmed its 5 to 25 percent emissions cut range, below 2000 levels and corresponding to 3-23 percent under 1990, the government said on January 27. A decision to move beyond a unilateral 5 percent would not happen until the "level of global ambition becomes sufficiently clear."

Smaller emitters:

Norway - Reiterated on January 28 a unilateral promise to cut emissions by 30 percent below 1990 levels by 2020, and by 40 percent if other nations set tougher goals.

Singapore - Restated plans to cut emissions by 7-11 percent below business as usual levels by 2020 on January 11. It would expand the offer to a 16 percent cut "when a global agreement on climate change is reached."

Mali - Said on January 22 it wanted to be associated with the deal.

Cuba - Wrote to U.N. Secretariat expressing opposition to the accord.

The U.S. Climate Action Network also published letters from Bangladesh, Samoa, The Marshall Islands and Macedonia expressing support for the accord. THE Philippines said it will back the deal if rich nations in the next few months make "deep and early cuts" in emissions.
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AFP: US recommits to climate goals

28 January 2010

The United States Thursday officially told theUnited Nations it will cut carbon emissions, predicting Congress would move ahead on fighting climate change but pressing other countries to do likewise.
President Barack Obama's administration outlined US climate goals in a submission to the United Nations, which was requested of all nations by January 31 as part of the Copenhagen summit held last month.
The United States, long the industrial world's main holdout from climate change agreements, said it would cut carbon emissions blamed forglobal warming "in the range of 17 percent" by 2020 compared with 2005 levels.
"The US submission reflects President Obama's continued commitment to meeting the climate change and clean energy challenge," US climate envoy Todd Stern said in a letter to Yvo de Boer, head of the UN's Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).
Stern said that robust action "will strengthen our economy, enhance our national security and protect our environment."
However, Stern said that the US pledges were made "on the assumption" that major developed and developing nations would make similar submissions.
"We expect that all major economies will honor their agreement in Copenhagen to submit their mitigation targets or actions," he said.
The summit had asked nations to report by January 31 whether they would associate themselves with the accord and join efforts to draft a successor to the Kyoto Protocol, whose legal obligations run out at the end of 2012.
The United States appears to be one of the first to formally submit its papers. The UNFCCC has indicated that it did not consider January 31 a strict deadline amid rancor around the world over how to battle rising temperatures.
The submission came hours after Obama made his first State of the Union address, where he urged a joint session of Congress to move ahead on climate legislation.

But Obama's Democratic Party last week suffered a stinging upset in which a Republican who opposes restrictions on carbon emissions won the seat held for decades by late liberal icon Ted Kennedy.
The Senate has yet to vote on climate legislation, which squeaked through the House of Representatives in June.
In the State of the Union address, Obama did not specifically ask the Senate to approve the House vision of a "cap-and-trade" system -- in which companies must curb emissions and have an economic incentive by trading credits.
Instead, Obama focused on building a green economy and supported nuclear power and offshore drilling for oiland gas -- measures opposed by many environmentalists but offered as a compromise to woo Republicans.
The two-week Copenhagen summit was marred by discord between wealthy nations and several developing countries, which have pressed for more action from nations historically responsible for climate change.
Only a handful of nations have submitted their papers to the UNFCCC including Bangladesh, the Marshall Islands, the Philippines and Samoa, according to a running list by the US Climate Action Network, which supports action against global warming.
However, other key players have indicated that they are in the process of submitting the papers.
The United States is the only major industrialized nation to shun the Kyoto Protocol. Former president George W. Bush argued that it was too costly and unfair by making no demands of fast-growing emerging economies such as China and India.
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AP: Watchdog: UK university hid climate data

28 January 2010

The university at the center of a climate change dispute over stolen e-mails broke freedom of information laws by refusing to handle public requests for climate data, Britain's data-protection watchdog said Thursday.
A cache of e-mail exchanges between leading climate scientists that were stolen from the University of East Anglia's climate research unit and recently made public show that the institution ignored at least one request from the public for data, the Information Commissioner's Office said.
The watchdog said it received complaints about the university from David Holland, a retired engineer, in 2007 to 2008, but it has only recently come to light that his requests for data were ignored.
"The e-mails which are now public reveal that Mr. Holland's requests under the Freedom of Information Act were not dealt with as they should have been under the legislation," it said in a statement.
The thousands of leaked e-mails — made public on the Internet just before the U.N. summit on global warming in Copenhagen in December — sparked an international debate over whether scientists had exaggerated the case for man-made climate change.

Climate skeptics — including Republican lawmakers in the U.S. — claimed that the e-mails showed scientists secretly manipulated climate data and suppressed contrary views about climate change.
One of the e-mails disparaged climate skeptics, and a scientist said "the last thing I need is news articles claiming to question temperature increases."
Another complained about "getting hassled by a couple of people" to release temperature data that suggests uncertainties about climate change. "Don't any of you three tell anybody that the U.K. has a Freedom of Information Act," Phil Jones, the director of climate research unit, wrote in one e-mail.
Jones temporarily stepped aside as unit director as an investigation into the matter proceeds. He has said the comments have been taken out of context and there never was an intent to manipulate data.
The Information Commissioner's Office said it could not prosecute the university for its breaches because it was too late to do so — it said the law requires action within six months of the offense taking place.
Edward Acton, the university's vice chancellor, denied that it hid data from the public and said there may have been a "misunderstanding."
He told the BBC on Thursday that most raw data at the climate research center have long been publicly available.
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Guardian (UK): University in hacked climate change emails row broke FOI rules

27 January 2010

The University of East Anglia flouted Freedom of Information regulations in its handling of requests for data from climate sceptics, according to the government body that administers the act.
In a statement, the deputy information commissioner Graham Smith said emails between scientists at the university's Climatic Research Unit (CRU) that were hacked and placed on the internet in Novemberrevealed that FOI requests were "not dealt with as they should have been under the legislation".
Some of the hacked emails reveal scientists encouraging their colleagues to delete emails, apparently to prevent them from being revealed to people making FOI requests. 
Such a breach of the act could carry an unlimited fine, but Smith said no action could be taken against the university because the specific request they had looked at happened in May 2008, well outside the six-month limit for such prosecutions under the act.

The hacked emails have created an international argument that has fuelled climate scepticism and led to questions about the operation of the UN's climate science body, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).
The circumstances surrounding the hacking and the actions of the scientists are the subject of an independent inquiry commissioned by the university and headed by Sir Muir Russell, formerly a civil servant and principal and vice chancellor of Glasgow University.
The pronouncement by the Information Commissioner's Office is likely to carry significant weight with the inquiry. The illegal hack is separately also being investigated by Norfolk police.

"I think that is an extremely serious charge," said Phil Willis, the Liberal Democrat MP who chairs the parliamentary science and technology select committee, which is conducting its own inquiry.
 He said that Smith's statement would be investigated by both the select committee and Russell's inquiry. "I don't think you can have the inquiry unless you have all the issues relating to it out in the open."

Willis said it would be wrong if there could be no legal sanction had the FOI act been breached. "Given the seriousness of this issue, the fact that it has caused global consternation, and has given ammunition to the climate sceptics – to have such a serious breach and for there to be no recourse in law requires urgent attention by the government."

He urged the university to be open with the data that was being requested. "If there has been a breach in this situation then the most honourable thing for the university to do would be to honour the request in its totality with all speed," said Willis.

Smith's statement refers to an FOI request from a retired engineer and climate sceptic in Northampton called David Holland. The CRU had been bombarded with similar requests for data, and the hacked emails between scientists suggest they were extremely frustrated with having to deal with them.

In response to the request, Dr Caspar Ammann, a scientist at the National Centre for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado, wrote back to three scientists, including the CRU's director, Dr Phil Jones: "Oh MAN! Will this crap ever end??"
In his statement, Smith said that Holland's request was not dealt with correctly by the university.
 "The emails which are now public reveal that Mr Holland's requests under the Freedom of Information Act were not dealt with as they should have been under the legislation. 
Section 77 of the Freedom of Information Act makes it an offence for public authorities to act so as to prevent intentionally the disclosure of requested information."

But he added that it was now too late to take action because the legislation requires that sanctions are imposed within six months of the offence.
 "The ICO is gathering evidence from this and other time-barred cases to support the case for a change in the law. It is important to note that the ICO enforces the law as it stands – we do not make it."

He said he would be advising UEA on its legal obligations. "We will also be studying the investigation reports [by Sir Muir Russell and Norfolk police], and we will then consider what regulatory action, if any, should then be taken under the Data Protection Act."

Bob Ward, policy director at the Grantham research institute on climate Change and the environment at the London School of Economics, said: "I think that anybody reading the emails that have been posted online will have concluded that some of those showed an intention to avoid complying with the FOI. I always thought that those emails were the most damning.

"I think this is quite damaging. It remains to be seen why these requests were not handled properly. I think regardless of any action by the information commissioner, the university should clearly take appropriate action in response to this."

A spokesperson for the University of East Anglia said that it was not aware of Smith's statement. "The way Freedom of Information requests have been handled is one of the main areas being explored by Sir Muir Russell's independent review. We have already made clear that the findings of the review will be made public and that we will act as appropriate on its recommendations," she said.
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BBC News: Climate change research sound, chief UK scientist says

28 January 2010

The government's chief scientist says his confidence in climate science remains unshaken despite allegations about the withholding of research data.

Professor John Beddington told the BBC the fundamental science behind man-made global warming was "correct".

He said was concerned that the debate on climate change was becoming artificially polarised.

But he urged scientists to be more open about the uncertainty of predicting the rate of climate change.

He was speaking in the light of reports that the University of East Anglia's Climatic Research Unit had refused to hand over data for public scrutiny.

The Information Commissioner's Office said messages obtained by hackers in November showed that requests by climate change sceptics under the Freedom of Information Act were "not dealt with as they should have been" under the law.

Glacier claims

Prof Beddington, chief scientific adviser to the government, said that even if there were more allegations of wrongdoing by climate scientists or mistakes, the basic science pointing to man-made global warming was very strong.

He told the BBC: "We know that the fundamental physics of the science of climate change is correct. Carbon dioxide, when it is in the atmosphere, increases global warning.

"We know we have increased carbon dioxide in the atmosphere since the pre-industrial period by something of the order of 38%."

He said the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change had done an enormous job.
But he added that the organisation was at fault by picking up a false claim that Himalayan glaciers would disappear by 2035.

He said it was wrong to attempt to predict something like that too precisely.

In an earlier interview with the Times, Prof Beddington said public confidence in climate science would be boosted by greater honesty about its uncertainties.

"I don't think it's healthy to dismiss proper scepticism.

"Science grows and improves in the light of criticism. There is a fundamental uncertainty about climate change prediction that can't be changed."
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AP: Social forum leftists decry climate talks failure
28 January 2010

Activists at the World Social forum sayworld leaders' failure to forge a new climate change treaty in Copenhagen shows the planet's most powerful nations are incapable of setting important global policy.
Patrick Bond of South Africa's Centre for Civil Society says the outcome of December's climate change talks means that people "cannot trust the elites to generate a new world order for the climate."
Bond spoke Thursday, on the fourth day of the forum. The gathering is an annual countercultural demonstration against the World Economic Forum now under way in Davos, Switzerland.

He also said rich countries and big emerging-market nations want to promote and expand fossil fuel industries that contribute to global warming.
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AFP: Egypt’s fertile Nile Delta falls prey to climate change

28 January 2010

The Nile Delta, Egypt's bread basket since antiquity, is being turned into a salty wasteland by rising seawaters, forcing some farmers off their lands and others to import sand in a desperate bid to turn back the tide.
Experts warn that global warming will have a major impact in the delta on agriculture resources, tourism and human migration besides shaking the region's fragile ecosystems.

Over the last century, the Mediterranean Sea, which fronts the coast of the Nile Delta, has risen by 20 centimetres (six inches) and saltwater intrusion has created a major challenge, experts say.
A recent government study on the coast of Alexandria, Egypt's second largest city, expects the sea to continue to rise and flood large swathes of land.
"A 30 centimetre rise in sea level is expected to occur by 2025, flooding approximately 200 square kilometres (77 square miles).
"As a result, over half a million inhabitants may be displaced and approximately 70,000 jobs could be lost," the study said.
Environmental damage to the Nile Delta is not yet one of Egypt's priorities, but experts say if the situation continues to deteriorate, it will trigger massive food shortages which could turn seven million people into "climate refugees" by the end of the century.
The fertile Nile Delta provides around a third of the crops for Egypt's population of 80 million and a large part of these crops are exported providing the country with an important source of revenue.
Climatic changes have forced some Delta farmers to abandon their land, while others are trying to adapt by covering their land with beds of sand to isolate it against seawater infiltrations, and grow crops.
"We buy these sacks of sand which cost a lot of money and use them to make a bed on which to grow crops so we can get by," said farmer ElSayed Saad.

"Life is difficult," said Saad, who like other farmers must repeat the procedure every 10 years in order to stay productive -- even if that in itself is not a guarantee.
Meanwhile engineering firms specialising in underwater projects have been looking for more long-term solutions.
Mamduh Hamza, of Hamza Associates, has floated a plan to build a waterproof wall or barrier that would effectively separate the sea from the land and raise the shore by two metres (six feet).
"The wall will prevent flooding as well as underground infiltration," Hamza told AFP.

The project was submitted to the authorities in 2007 but has not yet been given the go-ahead, amid fears that such a wall would undermine Egypt's Mediterranean beach resorts which are popular tourist destinations.
Some say that Egypt, like many other developing countries, is suffering from the mistakes of the industrialised West.
"Egypt is only responsible for 0.6 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions," said Mohammed al-Raey of the Regional Disaster Response Centre.
Raey and other experts believe that rising sea levels will not only risk inundating the fertile Nile Delta region but will also change the quality of water, as saltwater seeps into the groundwater.
"There is no doubt that (climate change) poses a threat to food security and a threat to social systems," Raey said.
People in affected areas will leave to find work elsewhere, this in turn will cause unemployment in other areas to rise, which leads to crime and threatens general security.

"So we consider this a matter of national security," said Raey who believes farming in the Delta needs to be restructured to confront the effects of climate change.
"For example, if there are areas that will be flooded, we should use them for fish farms. If there are areas that must be protected, we should protect them with walls," he said.

Egypt's Environmental Affairs Agency also believes that rising sea levels will have an impact on agricultural productivity and fisheries "thus influencing the country's food supply."
The complex ecosystem of the Nile, which has nurtured civilisations for millennia, has already been deeply affected in the last 60 years by the construction of the High Dam in the southern city of Aswan.
The giant project managed to regulate the often devastating effect of the Nile's yearly floods, but it also deprived lands of crucial nutrients and minerals.
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AFP: Climate change to triple Australia fire danger: report

28 January 2010

 Climate change could more than triple the risk of catastrophic wildfires in parts of Australia, a top environmental group warned Thursday, almost a year since savage firestorms that killed 173 people.
Greenpeace warned that, without a new climate treaty to replace theKyoto Protocol, the frequency of severe fire danger in drought-parched southeastern Australia would grow threefold by 2050.
"Catastrophic" conditions similar to those ahead of February's so-called "Black Saturday" wildfires which killed 173 people in towns around Melbourne would occur once every three years, instead of once in every 33.
"The frequency of catastrophic fire danger could increase more than tenfold in Melbourne, and the number of total fire ban days could triple in Sydney, Adelaide and Canberra by 2050," according to a Greenpeace report entitled "Future Risk."
If targets for emission cuts proposed by world leaders at December's Copenhagen summit were adopted in a new global treaty, southeastern Australia would still face at least a doubling of severe fire risk, Greenpeace said.
"If we do nothing to address climate change we are knowingly placing more lives and property at risk," said Greenpeace CEO Linda Selvey.
According to the report temperatures in Australia had warmed an average 0.9 degrees Celsius (33.6 F) since 1950, with the greatest intensification of heat in the country's east, which was accompanied by markedly declining rainfall.
"Hotter, drier weather is a recipe for bushfire disaster in regions of Australia home to the majority of the population," it said, adding that the changing climate had "noticeably" prolonged the annual fire season.
The February 7 Black Saturday fires were the worst natural disaster in Australia's modern history, with one expert likening their intensity to the energy produced by 1,500 Hiroshima atomic bombs.
More than 2,000 homes were destroyed, killing 173 people and injuring more than 400.

Australia this week reiterated its Copenhagen goal for emissions cuts of between five and 25 percent of 2000 levels by 2020, depending on commitments by other nations, and said they would be formally submitted to the UN.
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BBC News:Crunch time for the cosy cousin?
28 January 2010

You'd think that conserving the world's biodiversity would be a pretty uncontroversial aim - wouldn't you?

Who wouldn't think it a good idea that the giant panda survives for our children's children to marvel at, that the intricate dependencies of coral reef ecosystems remain un-ruptured by dynamite and fertilisers, that savannahs and forests and mangroves be allowed to continue providing humanity with game and oxygen and coastal protection?

According to York University's Alastair Fitter - you need to think again.

Co-chairing a wrap-up session at the recent InterAcademy Panel conference, the biologist suggested that biodiversity may not remain climate change's cosy cousin for much longer.

The fundamental reason why e-mails were stolen last year from the University of East Anglia's Climatic Research Unit was, he said, because climate change had reached such a fever pitch of political heat, and if it becomes evident that conserving biodiversity means changing lifestyles, those working in the field must expect debate to reach similar temperatures.

With this year being declared the International Year of Biodiversity, and with the critical session of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) coming up this October, you'd expect such heated conflict to materialise this year, if at all.

History suggests that Professor Fitter may be correct.

Just two countries in the world are not parties to the CBD: Andorra and the US.

I'm a little shaky on Andorra's reasons. But the aetiology of the US position speaks absolutely to the argument that the "mom and apple pie" view of biodiversity can quickly turn into "mom and a lacing of strychnine".

After President Bill Clinton signed the convention in 1993, it went swiftly into Congress for ratification, and the first indications were that it might well pass.

But a number of interested parties began to argue against - organisations concerned with land ownership and land rights, such as the Montana Farm Bureau Federation and Grassroots for Multiple Use, allied with groups opposed in principle to extensions of government and regulation.

Concerns were expressed about possible restrictions on the unfettered access that US pharmaceutical companies had to the developing world's biological riches, and on the nascent technology of genetic engineering.

With senators lining up to condemn the convention, using phrases such as "I am especially concerned about the effect of the treaty on private property rights in my state and throughout America" and "a rather common view among so-called developing nations that this treaty is some sort of an international cash cow to be milked", it went un-ratified - and remains so to this day.

In the domain of public opinion, the parallels are striking.

On the website of Sovereignty International, you'll find a video clip of Lord Monckton speaking against carbon curbs through the UN climate convention, and a video clip of US lobbyist Henry Lamb speaking against moves to protect wild lands through the UN biodiversity convention.

A related consultancy, Environmental Perspectives Incorporated, links the issues by talking of "false environmental catastrophes like global warming and ecosystem destruction" - both promoted by people who want to establish global governance.

The rhetoric on news media is also familiar: "Your instincts tell you there is something wrong, or incomplete about what the media is telling you... We provide information the media leaves out - the other side of the story!"

Now, this post isn't a history lesson, isn't an examination exclusively of US lobby groups, and doesn't assume that UN conventions are the only way to protect biodiversity.

But it does demonstrate the wider point that when panda push comes to financial shove, biodiversity can become every bit as heated as climate change.

Here's a hypothetical example raised at the InterAcademy panel meeting.

Let's say you want to protect the Amazon rainforest and the rich biodiversity it contains.

One way you might look to do that is by reducing deforestation; and one of the main causes of Amazonian deforestation is clearance for cattle ranches.

So you might choose to campaign among Western consumers, or to lobby Western governments, to reduce the amount of beef consumed on Western plates; less beef equals more trees.

Does the issue look uncontroversial now?

So with something of a nod to the industry of our regular commenter davblo2, and without a hint of judgement on their merits, here are just five arguments that I expect to see deployed at some point during the year:

• Biological diversity around the world isn't really declining

• Where it is, it's a product of natural cycles such as the normal run of predator-prey dynamics; species have always gone extinct and always will

• Much of the evidence for declining biological diversity comes from eco-extremist groups, so cannot be trusted, as these organisations have a financial stake in portraying a crisis

• Moves to protect biodiversity are just an excuse to raise taxes

• Developing countries should concentrate on economic growth first, then use their wealth to repair any damage caused; they have more to gain by ripping down their forests and selling the timber than by protecting them
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Mail Online (UK): Water vapour a 'major cause of global warming and cooling'
29 January 2010

Climate scientists have overlooked a major cause of global warming and cooling, a new study reveals today. 
American researchers have discovered that the amount of water high in the atmosphere is far more influential on world temperatures than previously thought. 
Although the findings do not challenge the theory of man-made global warming, they help explain why temperatures can rise and fall so dramatically from decade to decade.

The study, published in the journal Science, says a 10 per cent drop in humidity 10 miles above the Earth's surface explains why global temperatures have been stable since the start of the century, despite the rise in carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. 
And a rise in water vapour in the 1980s and 90s may also explain why temperatures shot up so quickly in the previous two decades, they say. 

Water vapour has long been recognised as an important greenhouse gas. Like methane and carbon dioxide, it absorbs heat from the sun that would otherwise be reflected back into space, keeping the planet warm. 
However, most computer models that predict climate concentrate on the levels of water lower down in the atmosphere. 
Dr Susan Solomon, of the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, said: 'Current climate models do a remarkable job on water vapour near the surface.

'But this is different — it’s a thin wedge of the upper atmosphere that packs a wallop from one decade to the next in a way we didn’t expect.' 
Observations from weather balloons and satellites show that 'stratospheric water vapour' increased in the 1980s and 1990s and dropped after 2000. 
The changes took place in a narrow altitude region of the atmosphere where they would have the biggest impact on climate. 
The reasons why water vapour rises and falls remain a mystery, the scientists say. 
However, the study estimates that the drop in water vapour since 2000 caused surface temperatures to rise 25 per cent more slowly than they would have done otherwise. 
And the increase in stratospheric water vapour in the 1990s is likely to have accelerated the rate of global warming by around 30 per cent, the scientists say. 
The stratosphere is a region of the atmosphere from about eight to 30 miles above the Earth’s surface. 
Water vapour enters the stratosphere mainly as air rises in the tropics. 
Dave Britton from the Met Office said the study highlighted the complexity of climate science. 'But it does not challenge the basic science that carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases released from human activity are warming the planet,' he said. 

Dr Vicky Pope, head of climate science at the Met Office, said: 'Whatever's causing this change from decade to decade is having an influence at the surface. But it is a small variation on top of the long term increase in manmade greenhouse gases.'
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Deutsche Welle (Germany): Solving the world's biggest puzzle on a tight deadline
28 January 2010

Adil Najam is the director of the Frederick S. Pardee Center for the Study of the Longer-Range Future and Professor of International Relations and Geography & Environment at Boston University. He was a leading author on the fourth assessment report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).

Najam was on a speaking tour of Europe when he dropped by the Deutsche Welle studios to talk about where action to tackle climate change is heading following the Copenhagen summit.

Deutsche Welle: UN climate chief Yvo de Boer said the result of Copenhagen was disappointing, not enough, and that a window of opportunity is now closing faster than before. Was Copenhagen a failure?

I think his general assessment is correct. Copenhagen wasn't a success. But it isn't a failure yet. The process is continuing and we must not let it fail.

What negative tendencies should we avoid repeating when delegates gather in Bonn in the middle of the year?

We didn't get the kind of targets, binding agreements or voluntary policy commitments we were hoping for from the major countries involved. And some people might be losing faith in the prospect of reaching a truly global agreement. I think that would be a terrible thing. We need a global process. We need a UN process. I think that is what we will be aiming towards in Bonn.

So you don't agree with the people calling for coalitions of the willing, to try and get things moving instead of allowing the UN to solve this problem?

No, this is a global problem, a planetary problem. You can't exclude people from the solution. Having said that, I think different countries have different roles to play and the negotiations should involve different countries addressing different aspects, like solving a big jigsaw puzzle together. 
The idea that you can get a handful of "important" countries together to solve the problem is only going to land us with more problems.

Securing adaptation funding was a major concern for developing countries at Copenhagen. You've compared the situation to that in Haiti with the extraordinarily high death toll there. Obviously, the earthquake wasn't caused by climate change, but why are poor countries so hung up about the issue of money?

I think they're hung up about the issue of adaptation rather than money. 
At Copenhagen many countries seem to have realized for the first time that this is going to mean some terrible things for them that will cost money. Most of the cost will be borne not just by poor countries, but by the poorest people. 
That's what happened in Haiti. That's what always happens. One of the amazing things that happened at Copenhagen was Brazil saying it didn't want money. It said it would fund itself provided it was given the right policy.

Interestingly, you've said you're not so worried about the binding targets for emissions cuts like those enshrined in the Kyoto protocol. Why is that?

I remember the binding targets and I remember countries not taking them seriously including countries that were at Kyoto. I'd like countries to set targets and stick to them. To me, the most important thing is concrete action. 
Since Kyoto, we've seen some countries without targets take action while other countries with targets haven't taken action. I'm interested in seeing real policy commitment. 
Whether it's voluntary or mandatory at the international level is less important, although I think mandatory is preferable as that signals to the rest of the world that we are serious about it.

The United States is going to be crucial for any serious efforts to tackle climate change but we're seeing President Obama's ratings slip. 
His healthcare legislation is taking a beating and it's taking up a lot of time. What are the prospects that the US can deliver any meaningful climate bill this year?

I hope it will. I think the presence of US leaders at Copenhagen and the statements and voluntary commitments they made sent a clear signal that the US is taking the issue seriously. 
I hope Copenhagen also sent a message to President Obama and the US public and business community that the issue is too important to ignore. I think it will largely depend on what happens to healthcare. 
But feelings about climate change have begun to shift in the US. People of all parties want climate regulations.

But right now, what's on the table is far from what the science demands…

Yes, and that's true for all countries, not just the US. But I'm concerned that in wanting to do more we might not even do the little we can. I'd like to see countries step up measures even if we can't reach our goals immediately.
 Let's start doing the things we can and then ramp it up. They have a fitting expression in the US: Let us not make the perfect the enemy of the good.

You liken the search for finding the right forum for addressing climate change to puzzling over a Rubik's Cube.

Yes, I think some people think there's a magic formula. If we figure out which two or three countries should sit down and solve the Rubik's Cube, everything will be alright. But I think it's more like solving a huge jigsaw puzzle, one so enormous that you can't do it alone, you need the whole planet.

The science of climate change can provoke very strong feelings. Who is responsible for injecting the heat into this debate? Is it politicians, the media or even the scientists themselves?

All of the above. I think they all need to take a step back and consider how high the stakes are. Politicians sometimes try to hide behind science because of the strength of public sentiment. 
They want the scientists to make the decisions but political decisions should be made by politicians. The scientists are there to understand and interpret the data but they shouldn't proscribe policy.
 And everyone should take care to avoid exaggeration. I believe the data proves that something serious is happening to the climate. 
The evidence that we can be sure of is overwhelming enough. It doesn't need to be dramatized. The debate is being played out in the public eye, in newspaper headlines. That's not how scientific debates are usually conducted. 
The credibility of science itself is at stake. If people keep hearing stories about scientifically inappropriate behavior, they'll start losing faith, not just in the climate issue, but in science itself. That can't be good for society.
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Independent (UK): Simulated volcanoes and man-made 'sun blocks' can rescue the planet

28 January 2010

It would be 100 times cheaper to shield the Earth from sunlight with a man-made "sun block" than to cut emissions of greenhouse gases. This is one of the reasons why the world needs an international project to investigate ways of safely manipulating the global climate in addition to cutting greenhouse gases, scientists have said.

Simulating a volcanic eruption by putting man-made aerosol particles into the atmosphere to reflect the Sun's heat would rapidly lower global temperatures and could provide a vital respite from global warming until cuts in carbon dioxide emissions begin to have the desired effect, they added.

It is important to start tests in "geoengineering" now rather than leave it until a full-blown emergency, according to three environmental scientists who argue that governments should establish a multimillion-pound fund to pay for research into solar-radiation management – techniques for shielding the Earth against sunlight.

"The idea of deliberately manipulating Earth's energy balance to offset human-driven climate change strikes many as dangerous hubris," said David Keith of the University of Calgary in Canada, Edward Parson of the University of Michigan and Granger Morgan of Carnegie Mellon University, writing in the journal Nature.

"Many scientists have argued against research on solar radiation management, saying that developing the capability to perform such tasks will reduce the political will to lower greenhouse gas emissions. We think that the risks of not doing research outweigh the risks of doing it," they wrote.

Until recently, even discussing the idea of manipulating the global climate artificially to combat rising temperatures has been considered a taboo subject among scientists. However, last year a survey of 50 climate scientists by The Independent found there was a growing appetite to at least investigate the idea, an approach supported by a report into geoengineering last September by the Royal Society.

The latest call by David Keith and his colleagues emphasises that there are serious potential problems with building a solar shield, and that it should never be seen as an alternative to cuts in greenhouse gases. Nevertheless, they argue that it is better for an international research project to be established rather than leaving it until a "rogue state" decides to go it alone. 

"It is plausible that, after exhausting other avenues to limit climate risks, such a nation might decide to begin a gradual, well-monitored programme of deployment, even without any international agreement on its regulation," the scientists said.

"In this case, one nation – which need not be a large and rich industrialised country – could seize the initiative on global climate, making it extremely difficult for other powers to restrain it."

An international research effort into such a project could begin with an annual budget of about $10m (£6.3m), rising to about $1bn by 2020. It could investigate the risks, such as altering weather patterns, as well as known drawbacks, such as it doing nothing to combat the increasing acidity of the oceans.

Scientists have suggested that generating sulphate aerosols in the upper atmosphere, which are naturally emitted during a volcanic eruption, could quickly lower global temperatures, which happened after the eruption of Mount Pinatubo in the Philippines in 1991. 
Another possibility is to spray fine droplets of seawater into the air to create low-level clouds that would lower daytime temperatures over the oceans.

"Opinions about solar radiation management are changing rapidly. Only a few years ago, many scientists opposed open discussion of the topic. Many now support model-based research, but field testing of the sort we advocate here is contentious and will probably grow more so," the three scientists wrote.

"The main argument against solar radiation management research is that it would undermine the already-inadequate resolve to cut emissions. We are keenly aware of this 'moral hazard'; but sceptical that suppressing research would in fact raise commitment to mitigation.

"Indeed, with the possibility of solar radiation management now widely recognised, failing to subject it to serious research and risk assessment may well pose the greater threat to mitigation efforts, by allowing implicit reliance on solar radiation management without scrutiny of its actual requirements, limitations and risks," they said.
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UNEP or UN in the news


Social forum leftists decry climate talks failure

San Francisco Chronicle, January 28, 2010

Activists at the World Social forum say world leaders' failure to forge a new climate change treaty in Copenhagen shows the planet's most powerful nations are incapable of setting important global policy.

Patrick Bond of South Africa's Centre for Civil Society says the outcome of December's climate change talks means that people "cannot trust the elites to generate a new world order for the climate."

Bond spoke Thursday, on the fourth day of the forum. The gathering is an annual countercultural demonstration against the World Economic Forum now under way in Davos, Switzerland.

He also said rich countries and big emerging-market nations want to promote and expand fossil fuel industries that contribute to global warming.


Japan moves to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 25%

Kentucky.com, January 27, 2010, by Yomiuri Shimbun

TOKYO -- The Japanese government officially decided Tuesday that it would participate in the Copenhagen climate agreement and pledge to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases, including carbon dioxide, by 25 percent from 1990 levels by 2020, government officials said.

The government submitted a document outlining the goal and measures to realize it to the secretariat office of the accord, they said.

Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama, Foreign Minister Katsuya Okada, Environment Minister Sakihito Ozawa and other ministers concerned met on the day at a ministerial committee on the matter, where they agreed to the policy. 

The government, however, added to the document a condition that major countries of the world participate in the treaty with aggressive reduction targets.

The Copenhagen Accord, which was tentatively agreed to last month at the 15th meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, sets a broad goal of endorsing the continuation of the Kyoto Protocol.

Delegates agreed to "take note of" the accord at the final plenary session of the conference but no consensus was reached to officially approve it.

Countries that agree to participate in the accord, which is not legally binding, are asked to submit reduction goals and specific measures to the secretariat.

With the decision, the Japanese government plans to submit a bill on a basic law on measures to fight global warming, which will stipulate the 25 percent reduction target and concrete measures to realize the goal. 

Norway reaffirms pledge to cut emissions by 30% by 2020

Calgary Herald, January 28, 2010, by Reuters

Norway reaffirmed on Thursday a unilateral pledge to cut its greenhouse gas emissions by at least 30 percent by 2020 as part of international efforts to combat global warming.

Environment Minister Erik Solheim also restated a policy announced in October that Oslo was willing to deepen the cuts to 40 percent below 1990 levels if other nations showed more ambition as part of an international agreement.

"For now we will report in the 30 to 40 percent range," he told a news conference, referring to a letter to be sent to the U.N. Climate Change Secretariat before a Jan. 31 deadline.

Even a pledge to cut by 30 percent would be among the most ambitious of any developed nation. Norway, which has a $450 billion fund built up from oil revenues, can afford to buy carbon emissions quotas to supplement cuts in domestic emissions.

Last month's Copenhagen Accord set a Jan. 31 deadline for countries to say if they want to be associated with a deal, worked out by nations including the United States and China, and to outline their greenhouse gas curbs to 2020.

"We have to ensure that everything promised in Copenhagen is carried out," Solheim said. The accord set a goal of limiting warming to below 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 Fahrenheit) and a target for aid to developing nations of $100 billion a year from 2020.

Other nations have also stuck to existing carbon promises without raising their ambitions since Copenhagen.

General environment news

Kerry to Climate Bill Backers -- 'Get Angry'
The New York Times, January 27, 2010, by Darren Samuelsohn

Sen. John Kerry (D-Mass.) urged climate bill supporters today to strike a populist note in lobbying for a sweeping new environmental law that will reduce traditional air pollutants while also tackling global warming.

"I want you to go out there and start knocking on doors and telling people this has to happen," Kerry said during a conference hosted by labor, farming, military veteran and environmental groups. "You know if the Tea Party folks can go out there and get angry because they think their taxes are too high, for God's sake, a lot of citizens ought to get angry about the fact that they're being killed and our planet is being injured by what's happening on a daily basis by the way we provide our power and our fuel and the old practices we have. That's something worth getting angry about."

Kerry, a lead author of Senate energy and climate legislation, tried to make the case that his efforts would help curtail summertime spikes in hospital visits for childhood asthma. And he also insisted that a cap on greenhouse gases would drive private investments in new clean-energy technologies and help restart the economy.

"We need to recognize that the biggest single stimulus package in the United States of America is the energy climate change legislation," he said.

Asked if he was urging activists to echo the tone of Tea Party activists who have tapped into public anger over the economy and Obama administration policies, Kerry replied, "We just have to take a page from who brought us the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, Safe Drinking Water Act. We've been doing this before, and we just have to get back to basics and make it happen again. It's called being active and not letting up."

Details remain under wraps on the bill that Kerry and Sens. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) and Joe Lieberman (I-Conn.) have been working on for several months. The trio are meeting this week and next with moderate Democratic and GOP senators as they look for new ideas on how to cap greenhouse gases while expanding domestic energy production.

All three have acknowledged over the last week that they are looking at a wide range of options for how to curb emissions, from a "hybrid" of caps and taxes to a cap-and-trade program that begins with the electric utility industry and then phases in other sectors of the economy (E&E Daily, Jan. 27).

Still, Kerry blasted The New York Times for a story published today that said the trio would end up drafting a bill that is more modest than their original expectations.

"Nothing could be further from the truth," Kerry said. "We're not scaling back our effort. We haven't changed our goals one bit. We're simply trying to figure out what the magic formula is to be able to get 60 votes. Our goal remains exactly what it was before, to price carbon and to create a target for the reduction of emissions that's real. That's the goal."

"There are any number of ways of skinning this cat, and we're not stuck on one idea, so that's what they're misinterpreting," he added. "We're looking around for a way to come at this that can get the job done."

The Times story said Kerry's efforts would be scaled back in the wake of Republican Sen.-elect Scott Brown's surprise special election victory last week in Massachusetts. It also quoted Graham appearing to raise doubts about the cap-and-trade components of the legislation he is working on with Kerry.

"Realistically, the cap-and-trade bills in the House and the Senate are going nowhere," Graham told the newspaper. "They're not business-friendly enough, and they don't lead to meaningful energy independence."

Graham's office today said that while his quote was accurate, it was taken out of context. 

The senator also released a prepared statement expanding on his comments in the Times article to explain that he is not satisfied with the climate and energy bills offered to date.

"The energy legislation that was passed by the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee is not strong enough to lead us to energy independence," Graham said. "The climate change legislation passed by the House of Representatives and Senate Environment and Public Works Committee is too onerous on business and does not enjoy bipartisan support. My goal is to continue working with Senators Kerry, Lieberman and my Senate colleagues to create a new pathway forward that focuses on a more robust energy security package and a more business-friendly climate legislation."

Several Senate moderates, including Byron Dorgan (D-N.D.), Blanche Lincoln (D-Ark.), George Voinovich (R-Ohio) and Lisa Murkowski (R-Alaska), have suggested that Congress move first on a pared-down approach that just addresses energy policy, with climate limits perhaps coming later. But there remain questions about what will actually gain momentum on Capitol Hill.

"The economy is the reason we have to focus on clean energy manufacturing, because that's the jobs," said Sen. Debbie Stabenow (D-Mich.). "I think we'll see an energy bill; whether it be the bill coming out of committee or a more comprehensive bill, I'm not sure."

But Stabenow also said a limit on greenhouse gas emissions could benefit agriculture interests by allowing them to participate in a market that pays them for environmentally friendly offset practices. "I think that it's important in some form to have a price on carbon," she said.

White House pushes back
The New York Times also reported that President Obama's State of the Union speech tonight would reaffirm his commitment to a comprehensive bill that includes a cap on greenhouse gases, as well as measures for energy efficiency, incentives for oil and gas drilling and construction of nuclear power plants.

The president will still insist on a bill that gets the United States to a 17 percent cut from 2005 levels by 2020, even though the president remains open to compromise. "At the end of the day, any and all ideas are on the table because the clock is ticking," an Obama official told the newspaper.

Speaking at the same Capitol Hill forum, the top White House climate adviser Carol Browner said the president's speech would touch on the "issues he ran on and the issues that we worked on in the first year of his presidency." But she declined to comment on any of the specifics.

"You will find out when it's delivered," Browner said. "The president, as you probably know, works on these things in the car on the drive up here to the chambers."

Browner joined Kerry in pushing back against media reports suggesting the energy and climate bill was dead.

"I've been in this town, in and out of this town, for a very long time," she said. "I think predicting when something is going to happen in the legislative process are very very hard to make. You have to just continue working at it and making steady progress. We're encouraged by what we're seeing, and we're going to continue to work at it. This is important for our country."

China sets up energy agency headed by PM

The Washington Post, January 28, 2010, by Gillian Wong

BEIJING -- China has set up a government agency headed by Premier Wen Jiabao to better coordinate energy policy, as world's second-largest power consumer faces growing domestic demand and struggles with shortages. 

The establishment of the National Energy Commission reflects Chinese leaders' concern over growing reliance on imported energy as a potential strategic weakness. They are also trying to curb environmental damage from the country's heavy use of fossil fuels. 

The high-level commission will draft energy development strategy, review energy security and coordinate international cooperation, according to a notice late Wednesday by the general office of the State Council, China's Cabinet. 

State media cited experts as saying that policymakers have faced difficulty in getting intra-agency cooperation on various initiatives, including reduction of carbon emissions and raising energy efficiency to help combat global warming. 

Vice Premier Li Keqiang will be the commission's deputy head. Its 21 other members include the head of the National Development and Reform Commission, China's main planning agency, and the ministers of finance, environmental protection, land and resources, and foreign affairs. 

"Many of the problems with energy now are beyond the ability of one department to solve and requires coordination from all departments," said Lin Boqiang, director of the China Center for Energy Economics Research at Xiamen University. 

"Today you can't talk about energy without mentioning food, environment, energy-saving and other issues. It's vital to set up an agency above all these departments in order to coordinate and make final decisions," Lin said. 

China is the world's second-largest energy consumer after the United States. It faces widespread difficulties in ensuring smooth supplies of fuel, coal and natural gas, partly due to conflicts over pricing policies that have caused widespread losses for refiners and utility companies. 

Earlier this month, authorities ordered rotating shutdowns of hundreds of factories in central China to ensure sufficient power to heat homes amid bitter winter cold. Power demands spiked after temperatures plunged and weekend storms dumped snow on northern China. Many homes, especially in the south, lack central heating and residents rely on electric space heaters. 

The surge in energy consumption due to the cold snap is typical of the challenges the country is facing as it struggles to meet demand from consumers whose growing earning power enables them to adopt more modern lifestyles. 

The potential weaknesses of China's energy planning were also highlighted in October 2007 when diesel supplies ran low, causing lines at filling stations and disrupting trucking services. Shortages cropped up after oil companies, barred by government controls from passing on record-high crude costs to consumers, responded by failing to expand refining to meet growing demand. 

China supplied its own energy needs for decades from domestic oil fields. But it became a net importer in the 1990s as its economy boomed and imports now supply nearly half of demand. 

Tories hedge on emissions targets

The Globe and Mail, January 27, 2010, by Shawn McCarthy

The Harper government is hedging on its target of reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 20 per cent by 2020, saying the actual Canadian goal will depend the level of ambition adopted by the United States.

In an interview Wednesday, Environment Minister Jim Prentice said the government's overwhelming priority is harmonizing its regulatory approach with that of the U.S. – including the targets for emissions reduction.

Mr. Prentice acknowledged that there are considerable questions about how Washington will proceed on climate change, which means a delay in Ottawa's plan to impose emission regulations on industries such as Alberta's oil sands.

“We are committed to harmonization with the United States on our climate change plans,” the minister said in his Parliament Hill office.

“By definition, that means we will want to see our targets and the American targets equated, we want to see our base years equated, and we condition our position [on targets] as requiring commensurate U.S. effort.”

Under an agreement reached last month in Copenhagen, countries are scheduled to submit their climate-change plans to the United Nations by the end of this month – a deadline that Canada will meet. 

Mr. Prentice wouldn't reveal precisely what Ottawa's submission will say, but it is expected to commit Canada to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 20 per cent from 2006 levels by 2020, subject to the U.S. adopting roughly equivalent targets.

In Copenhagen, U.S. negotiators pointed to legislation passed by the House of Representatives to cut emissions by 17 per cent from 2005 levels by 2020. However, prospects for getting similar legislation through the Senate have dimmed as President Barack Obama and the Democrats are being forced to focus more intensely on the economy and jobs. 

In the absence of cap-and-trade legislation, the Obama administration will likely use the Environmental Protection Agency to set limits on individual power plants, refineries and other industrial emitters. And Mr. Prentice said yesterday that Ottawa is prepared to pursue a similar regulatory approach.

“We have indicated a willingness to proceed with a North American cap-and-trade system; we've also indicated a willingness to proceed by way of a harmonized regulatory system,” he said. “But the United States government is going to have to make a choice.”

The minister insists Ottawa is not simply awaiting a U.S. decision, but is working with the Americans to set new emissions standards for planes, ships and trucks, having already toughened rules for passenger vehicles.

Dale Marshall, a policy analyst for the David Suzuki Foundation, said the delay in capping industrial emissions means Canada stands little chance of meeting Ottawa's emissions targets.

“They don't want to do anything, they're not going to do anything, and they'll use a multitude of excuses why they are not doing anything,” Mr. Marshall said.

He noted that Ottawa is delaying regulation as Alberta's oil industry rebounds from a year-long hiatus and has announced several new oil sands projects, the fastest growing source of industrial emissions in the county.

“At least a part of the reason, and probably a significant part of the reason that we haven't seen anything [on regulations] is that we know the oil sands will be the major political obstacle, but also the major challenge in terms of growth of emissions over the next decade,” he said.

A poll from the Washington-based Pew Center suggests that Americans place addressing climate change far below the economy, jobs, terrorism and health care.

And with his own slide in the polls, Mr. Obama has little political capital for getting a costly cap-and-trade bill through Congress.

However, the EPA and many states are moving ahead with regulations, said Gary Hufbauer of the Peterson Institute for International Economics. And, eventually, he added, Mr. Obama will use this to argue that Congress should pass legislation.

Arctic marine health focus of circumpolar meeting
CBC News, January 27, 2010

Scientists want to bring together people from Canada and other circumpolar nations in Iqaluit next year to talk about the health of the Arctic marine environment and the North's fisheries.

The annual Ocean Innovation Conference, to be held in the Nunavut capital in October 2011, is being organized amid concerns about the effects of climate change in the North.

Conference organizers from the Fisheries and Marine Institute at Memorial University in St. John's, N.L., are in Nunavut this week to meet with government officials and Inuit hunters.

Randy Gillespie, the institute's director of applied research, said organizers will work closely with partners in Nunavut to hold a conference that will include representatives from Iceland, Greenland, Norway, Russia and the United States.

"We want to explore the relationships between science and technology and traditional knowledge, recognizing that all three have something to contribute to a sustainable understanding of the marine environment," Gillespie told CBC News.

Conference delegates will discuss everything from pollution to ship traffic, Gillespie said.

Arctic fisheries will also be discussed, as Nunavut works to expand both its offshore and inshore fishing industries.

Joopa Sowdluapik, a board member with Pangnirtung Fisheries on Baffin Island, said representatives from his community will likely attend next year's conference.

"It's always good to hear ideas [of] what's going on in the fishery mostly, and let other people know what we do up here ... in Nunavut, in Cumberland Sound especially," he said. "So this meeting will be interesting for sure."

Obama eager to help advance climate bill
Reuters, January 28, 2010, by Timothy Gardner

WASHINGTON (Reuters) - President Barack Obama said on Wednesday he wants to advance a climate bill that has been stalled in the U.S. Senate, but he did not say it had to include a cap-and-trade market for emissions blamed for warming the planet.

Under cap-and-trade, utilities, oil refineries and factories would be required to reduce their emissions of greenhouse gases over the next 40 years. Companies would have to obtain permits for each ton of carbon dioxide they emit and those permits would be traded on a regulated exchange.

Obama did not mention the words cap-and-trade in his annual State of the Union speech to Congress. The market mechanism to cut pollution blamed for warming the planet was included in the bill the House of Representatives passed in June.

Obama said he wanted to pass a comprehensive energy and climate bill in the Senate that included incentives for clean energy and nuclear and offshore oil drilling.

"This year, I am eager to help advance the bipartisan effort in the Senate," Obama said.

In an effort to win votes from Republicans, like Senator John McCain, he said the country must build a new generation of clean nuclear plants.

Senators John Kerry, a Democrat, Lindsey Graham, a Republican, and Joe Lieberman, an independent, are working on a compromise climate bill that would include more incentives for nuclear and offshore oil drilling.

Obama acknowledged that some believe caps on emissions would raise energy prices, while others doubt the science of global warming.

"But even if you doubt the evidence, providing incentives for energy efficiency and clean energy are the right thing to do for our future because the nation that leads the clean energy economy will be the nation that leads the global economy," he said.

Obama said the country needs to make tough decisions on issues like climate and clean energy because countries like China and India are not waiting. "They are making serious investments in clean energy because they want those jobs."

He said investing in research on clean energy could create jobs.

"But to create more of these clean energy jobs, we need more production, more efficiency, more incentives," he said. "That means building a new generation of safe, clean nuclear power plants in this country."

SEC Prods Companies On Climate Change Disclosure
Reuters, January 28, 2010, by Rachelle Younglai

WASHINGTON - U.S. securities regulators on Wednesday nudged companies toward disclosing risks associated with climate change in their annual reports.

For years, big investors have urged the Securities and Exchange Commission to issue guidance telling firms to disclose climate change risks because it could have an impact on their financial results.

In a 3-2 vote, a divided SEC heeded investors calls and suggested that companies have a responsibility to discuss the effects of the environment and pending rules on their business.

"Climate change and related governmental action can create risks and opportunities for companies," said SEC Commissioner Luis Aguilar.

Under SEC rules, companies are required to disclose material information or information that an investor should possess in order to decide whether to buy a company's stock.

Many companies already disclose environmental risks, but investors, such as the largest public pension fund, Calpers, contend that the information is not consistently disclosed.

Climate Control Supporters Focus On Job Creation
Reuters, January 28, 2010, by Richard Cowan

WASHINGTON - The four-letter word that will dominate President Barack Obama's State of the Union address on Wednesday -- jobs -- could be the savior for faltering climate control legislation, or at least that's environmentalists' latest hope.

Supporters of a global warming bill have failed to captivate the country with warnings of drought, disappearing polar ice caps, refugees fleeing floods and worsening disease. So, they are ramping up a more positive-sounding argument.

Forget environmental benefits and saving the planet. Clean energy, they say, could create millions of new jobs, a potentially powerful argument amid a 10 percent U.S. unemployment rate, the worst in more than a quarter-century.

There are opposing opinions, however, on whether jobs would blossom by requiring factories and utilities to use less oil and coal, or whether the rise of more expensive solar, wind and other "green" energy would kill jobs.

"We know that clean energy is a proven job creator," Senate Environment and Public Works Committee Chairman Barbara Boxer recently told reporters.

She cited a 2009 study by researchers at the University of California Berkeley, the University of Illinois and Yale University that concluded between 918,000 and 1.9 million jobs would be created over 10 years by the climate bill passed last year by the House of Representatives.

Those added jobs would ripple through the economy, giving it a $39 billion to $111 billion boost, the researchers said.

BILLIONS FOR ALTERNATIVE ENERGY

Similarly, a study by the Center for American Progress and the University of Massachusetts economics department looked at the combined effects of the House-passed climate control bill and last year's economic stimulus law. The latter included tens of billions to encourage alternative energy investment.

Around 2.5 million new jobs would be created, this study concluded. But with a projected 800,000 jobs lost in connection with the declining use of fossil fuels, there would be a net 1.7 million new jobs, it said.

Neither study included the possibility of a significant expansion of construction jobs if a climate control bill is coupled with new incentives to build additional nuclear power plants, as many Senate Republicans demand.

Currently, there are about 130 million jobs in the United States. A 1-2 million jump in jobs "is not insignificant," said Gary Hufbauer, a senior fellow at the Peterson Institute for International Economics. It would help recoup some of the 7.7 million jobs lost over the past two years.

But Hufbauer, who has written extensively about global warming and economics, is no fan of pegging climate control legislation to job creation.

"To me, selling climate change as a job-creating measure is the modern equivalent of selling building the pyramids as a job creating measure in Egypt," Hufbauer said.

While jobs were created, he said the "actual increase in the amount of employment is questionable," as workers in Egypt could have been engaged in a variety of other activities, such as "growing more food."

Part of the problem in projecting job creation, according to some economists, is that there are many unknown factors that could intercede over the next decade.

The University of California study, for example, noted that efficiencies encouraged by climate legislation would reduce energy and transportation costs, saving families and businesses money "they can spend on domestic goods and services, which will create jobs for Americans."

That does not address the possible increase in consumer and business costs from using alternative energies, which are still much more expensive than coal or oil. Republicans, who mostly oppose climate legislation mandating lower carbon emissions, argue that manufacturing jobs will flee to countries that haven't imposed stringent global warming laws.

'REINVENTING POWER GENERATION'

China will build green factories and create jobs for windmills and solar power if the United States doesn't, green advocates say. In fact, China is expected to have pulled ahead of the United States in installed wind power in 2009.

Also unknown is whether the Federal Reserve, during a period of accelerated consumer spending the UC study envisions, might have to use monetary policy to put the brakes on spending to stave off inflation.

As politicians, economists and environmentalists battle it out, the climate-jobs debate has not been bolstered by firm government statistics.

At the international climate meeting in Copenhagen last month, U.S. Commerce Secretary Gary Locke touted the prospects of "millions of blue- green- and white-collar jobs" by "reinventing" power generation, transportation and manufacturing with alternative energy.

But Locke told Reuters his agency had not done any detailed analysis of job creation and instead was relying on estimates from industry and foreign countries.

Hufbauer said that to be "really intellectually honest," legislation controlling carbon emissions should be framed as a way of buying an insurance policy against possible climate-related disasters.

In a closely watched State of the Union speech, that's unlikely to score the applause line of a jobs pitch though.

S.E.C. Adds Climate Risk to Disclosure List
The New York Times, January 27, 2010, John Broder

WASHINGTON — The Securities and Exchange Commission said on Wednesday for the first time that public companies should warn investors of any serious risks that global warming might pose to their businesses.

Although the agency has long required companies to reveal possible financial or legal impacts from a variety of environmental challenges, it has never specifically cited climate change as bringing potentially significant business risks or rewards.

The S.E.C., on a party-line 3-2 vote, issued “interpretive guidance” to help companies decide when and whether to disclose matters related to climate change. The commission said that companies could be helped or hurt by climate-related lawsuits, business opportunities or legislation and should promptly disclose such potential impacts. Banks or insurance companies that invest in coastal property that could be affected by storms or rising seas, for example, should disclose such risks, the agency said.

Mary L. Schapiro, the S.E.C. chairwoman, who was appointed by President Obama, said that the commission was not creating new legal requirements for companies, nor did it intend to endorse any particular scientific or policy view of global warming. She said that including climate risks among other disclosures was a logical step.

“It is neither surprising nor especially remarkable for us to conclude that of course a company must consider whether potential legislation — whether that legislation concerns climate change or new licensing requirements — is likely to occur,” Ms. Schapiro said in her opening statement before Wednesday’s vote. “Similarly, a company must disclose the significant risks that it faces, whether those risks are due to increased competition or severe weather. These principles of materiality form the bedrock of our disclosure framework.”

The agency took the action in response to petitions from environmental and investor groups that wanted specific recognition of climate change as an important factor in the present and future business environment.

“We’re glad the S.E.C. is stepping up to the plate to protect investors,” said Anne Stausboll, chief executive of the California Public Employees Retirement System, the nation’s largest public pension fund and one of the parties that petitioned for the guidance. “Ensuring that investors are getting timely, material information on climate-related impacts, including regulatory and physical impacts, is absolutely essential. Investors have a fundamental right to know which companies are well positioned for the future and which are not.”

According to an S.E.C. staff paper, the new guidance urges companies to consider, for example, whether any new law or international treaty limiting carbon dioxide emissions might increase operating costs and prompt a disclosure requirement. A company might also be well positioned to take advantage of a new law mandating increased production of renewable electricity, again requiring disclosure.

The two Republicans on the commission voted against the proposal, while all three Democrats voted for it. Commissioner Kathleen L. Casey, a Republican appointed by former President George W. Bush, called the new guidance unnecessary because the agency already required extensive disclosure of environmental factors. She also said the decision was driven by the political motives of advocacy groups.

“I can only conclude that the purpose of this release is to place the imprimatur of the commission on the agenda of the social and environmental policy lobby, an agenda that falls outside of our expertise and beyond our fundamental mission of investor protection,” she said.

Ms. Casey said it made little sense to issue such guidance “at a time when the state of the science, law and policy relating to climate change appear to be increasingly in flux.”

Ms. Schapiro and the commission staff were careful to avoid expressing an opinion on the issue of global warming itself. Ms. Schapiro emphasized that “we are not opining on whether the world’s climate is changing; at what pace it might be changing; or due to what causes. Nothing that the commission does today should be construed as weighing in on those topics.”

More states require 'green' cleaning products
San Francisco Chronicle, January 27, 2010, by Ryan Foley

More states are requiring schools and government buildings to use environmentally friendly cleaning products, raising debate about their costs and benefits.

After a burst of legislation last year, 10 states including Connecticut, Illinois and New York require or encourage "green" floor waxes, window cleaners and other products in schools, according to Green Seal Inc., a nonprofit that certifies the products. Similar bills are expected to be debated this year in at least five states.

Critics say that while the measures are laudable, states should not mandate which products schools and agencies must buy, especially if they increase costs for governments that are struggling financially.

But supporters say the laws protect the environment and reduce the use of harsh chemicals that can harm workers' and children's health.

"The goal of the bill is to make schools and other public space less toxic and healthier for kids and the general public," said Democratic Rep. Cory Mason, sponsor of a bill in Wisconsin.

Nevada lawmakers watered down a bill last year that would have required green cleaning products in schools after school officials raised concerns about the cost and their lack of expertise in such cleaning. The bill signed by Republican Gov. Jim Gibbons only requires schools to use environmentally sensitive floor cleaners.

In Hawaii, Republican Gov. Linda Lingle last year vetoed a bill that would have required the Department of Education to give preference to products approved by Green Seal. She said it was inappropriate for the state to rely on certifications from "a single private organization." The Democratic-controlled Legislature overrode the veto.

Mason's plan, like those in other states, would require public buildings in Wisconsin to use cleaning and paper products certified as environmentally sensitive by the federal government or several private groups. But it also would encourage agencies to apply the products in ways that reduce water use and the amount of chemicals released into the air.

The Assembly natural resources committee voted 8-6 on Wednesday to approve the bill, which Republican critics said was unnecessary.

"It's an overreach of the state in telling local schools what they should do to keep themselves clean," said Rep. Jim Ott, R-Mequon.

The vote sends the measure to the full Assembly for approval. Senate sponsors of the bill have said they plan to seek approval after the Assembly.

Green cleaning products are widely available at prices comparable to traditional products. In some cases, manufacturers receive green certifications for products they have long had on the market. After a rocky start years ago, their effectiveness also is now comparable.

"There is no reason to pay a penny more to acquire green products. Plain and simple," said John Matthews, senior vice president for JohnsonDiversey, the Sturtevant, Wis.-based manufacturer of cleaning products used around the globe. "And across the board, reputable companies are capable of making green products that perform well."

But toilet paper, trash bags and paper towels made from recycled materials can still cost up to 20 percent more than traditional products, said Stephen Ashkin, executive director of the Green Cleaning Network in Bloomington, Ind.

Citing the potential higher costs, groups representing schools and municipalities fought Mason's original plan. A recent amendment would give them three years instead of one to comply and allow agencies to opt out if they could show their costs would increase.

"If the choice is between being mandated to buy a new vacuum cleaner or keep your elementary music teacher, I'm not sure that's the direction we ought to be going," said Dan Rossmiller, a lobbyist for the Wisconsin Association of School Boards.

In New York, schools that responded to a state survey said their costs went up 10 percent, on average, in the first year they complied with a 2005 cleaning law. But New York's Office of General Services said successful programs reduce levels of cleaning chemicals, mold and dust that cause asthma attacks, a top reason students miss school.

Linda Chipperfield, a vice president for Green Seal, said its certified products use less packaging and cannot contain chemicals that cause cancer, kill aquatic life or deplete the ozone layer, among other things.

The Wisconsin plan would apply to bathroom and floor cleaners, hand soap, toilet paper, paper towels, vacuum cleaners and carpet extractors. Among its supporters is the powerful Wisconsin Education Association Council, which represents public school teachers and staff.

"The move to make sure we're using the safest products in our schools is something parents expect and school staff certainly want for the kids they teach," spokeswoman Christina Brey said.

Republican Rep. Stephen Nass of Whitewater said it was "the dumbest bill" this session and accused Democrats of being out of touch as families continue to struggle economically. But Mason said it keeps with the goal of creating jobs in a "green economy" and would help Wisconsin companies such as JohnsonDiversey and Wausau Paper, a maker of recycled paper products.

Ashkin said it's unclear whether budget-focused legislators will find time to pass green cleaning laws in 2010.

"But without a doubt," he said, "the trend is definitely moving in this direction."

Climate change: Lead, follow or get out of the way
St. Louis Post-Dispatch (Editorial), January 27, 2010

The following editorial appeared in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch on Wednesday, Jan. 27:

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency is moving forward with plans to regulate greenhouse gas emissions that cause global warming.

At the same time, Congress - a leading source of hot air - is debating a resolution that would strip the EPA of its authority to act. 

Sen. Lisa Murkowski, R-Alaska, says she wants to prevent "federal bureaucrats" from enacting regulations that would destroy jobs. She has introduced a "resolution of disapproval" that has the support of 35 other Republicans and three conservative Democrats.

A landmark 2007 U.S. Supreme Court ruling gave the EPA authority to regulate greenhouse gas emissions under the Clean Air Act and directed the agency to set standards that would limit those releases.

Much of Murkowski's rhetoric is just plain wrong. On one point, however, she is absolutely correct: Ideally, Congress - not the EPA - should write rules to limit emissions of carbon dioxide, methane and other heat-trapping gases.

Unfortunately, Congress continues to do nothing. It's been unable to move forward even on bipartisan measures, including the McCain-Lieberman Climate Stewardship Act.

That 2003 bill, sponsored by Sens. John McCain, R-Ariz., and independent Joe Lieberman of Connecticut, who then was a Democrat, would have limited emissions beginning this year.

Like climate change legislation approved last year in the House, the McCain-Lieberman bill would have established a cap-and-trade system in which pollution credits could be bought and sold.

That's the only realistic, market-based solution that would reduce greenhouse gas emissions and encourage the development of new, nonpolluting technologies.

But even in the face of overwhelming scientific evidence, opposition from congressional Republicans has hardened. They've taken to demonizing cap-and-trade as a "radical" approach to reducing emissions.

Murkowski has said that her resolution "has nothing to do with the science of global climate change." That's disingenuous.

Her measure draws its deepest support from those who deny the reality of climate change. It would overturn an EPA finding based on scientific analysis that climate change fueled by greenhouse gas emissions poses a health hazard to the public.

That finding puts new pressure on Congress to act. For years, it dragged its feet and delayed addressing a serious issue.

Opponents claim that the recession makes it too expensive to address climate change now. But the longer we wait, the more expensive it becomes and the less likely we will be successful in staving off the worst consequences of climate change.

By refusing to act, Murkowski and her congressional allies are placing an enormous bet, based on sophistry and denial, that the mountain of scientific evidence is wrong. That's not a bet that we, or our children and grandchildren, can afford to lose.

The decade that ended in 2009 was the warmest on record, NASA reported earlier this month. It displaced the decade of the 1990s as the warmest ever. The 1990s displaced the 1980s.

Last year was the second-warmest since 1880, when modern temperature measurements began. The warmest year on record was 2005. All of the 10 warmest years on record have occurred since 1998. Perhaps you're starting to see a pattern.

Congress can choose to delay addressing global climate change, but it shouldn't prevent the EPA from doing its job.

The choice isn't between the status quo or the cost of limiting greenhouse gas emissions. It's between acting now or taking more drastic, expensive and uncertain action later. 

B.C. eco groups call for 50 per cent land conservation
The Globe and Mail, January 27, 2010, by Dirk Meissner

A coalition of environmental groups is calling on the B.C. government to conserve 50 per cent of the province's land base to fight climate change.

Seven B.C.-based groups, including the David Suzuki Foundation, ForestEthics and West Coast Environmental Law Society, are preparing to release a report Thursday that concludes a 50-per-cent conservation target gives plants and animals the opportunity to survive and adapt to the ravages of climate change.

The report is the work of B.C. ecologist and forester Dr. Jim Pojar, who has studied the B.C. ecosystem for more than 30 years.

“A minimum conservation target of 50 per cent is what's necessary to give our plants and animals a fighting chance to adapt while also keeping and drawing more carbon out of the atmosphere so that over time, we can slow and reduce climate change,” said Pojar in a statement released by the environmental groups.

Currently, about 12.5 per cent of B.C.'s land base is under some form of provincial, federal or local park or conservation designation.

John Yap, B.C.'s Climate Action Minister of State, could not be reached immediately for comment.

The report said the 50 per cent number includes expansion of current parks and protected areas, and restoration of other areas. It said the it still leaves room for sustainable resource development in British Columbia.

The report is accompanied by a letter to Premier Gordon Campbell signed by nine leading environmental thinkers who call on the province to move quickly to integrate nature conservation into its climate strategy.

“The continued and potentially dire impacts of climate change can only be avoided or forestalled if we act now to dramatically reduce greenhouse gas emissions and to slow the rate of ecosystem degradation,” said the one-page letter to Campbell.

University of Victoria climate scientist Andrew Weaver, who has provided climate advice to the B.C. government, is one of the people who signed the letter.

The B.C. government's climate action plan seeks to reduce carbon emissions by one-third by 2020.

Earth needs sunblock and fast, scientist says
The Toronto Star, January 28, 2010, by Joseph Hall

As greenhouse gases accumulate, the Earth could soon need a planetary sunblock to keep from frying.

But just what that block will consist of and who will slather it on are questions that need to be urgently answered, a Canadian researcher argued Wednesday in the world's premier science journal.

"Solar-radiation management may be the only human response that can fend off rapid and high-consequence climate change impacts," University of Calgary physicist David Keith writes in Nature. 

"But because there's particularly been a taboo about talking about this, there's been very little serious work done," Keith said in an interview with the Star.

The "geoengineering" of our atmosphere could involve shooting sulphur particles into the stratosphere to refract sunlight back into space, and creating low-altitude clouds using particles of sea salt.

Keith, head of the school's Energy and Environmental Systems Group, says many top climate scientists have resisted frank discussions about solar-radiation management (SRM) options because they fear such talk would stymie efforts to cut carbon emissions.

As well, Keith says, some have called it presumptuous to believe humans can responsibly and reliably control climate through the geoengineering techniques. But as climate change predictions grow ever more dire, the use of relatively rapid and cheap SRM technologies must be considered, he says.

"We believe that the risks of not doing research outweigh the risks of doing it," Keith said in Nature.

A website run by the journal Science reported Tuesday that Keith was one of two scientists chosen to dispense some $4.5 million (U.S.) for preliminary SRM research provided by Microsoft founder Bill Gates over the past three years. 

"The core thing that I and other folks are saying is that we need to start taking this seriously and think about how we understand the risks and how we do the governance," Keith says.

Planning is essential with global cooling technologies, he says, because they hold the promise of being much faster and cheaper than carbon emission cuts in stemming global warming, which could tempt countries to unilaterally deploy them as climate change affects their populations, instead of abiding by established international norms that research could create.

Block sun to cool off planet: researcher
Ottawa Citizen, January 28, 2010, by Kelly Cryderman

Blocking out some of the sun's rays is a faster and cheaper method of controlling the Earth's temperature than cutting greenhouse gas emissions, says a research paper authored by University of Calgary researcher David Keith.

And the unconventional work being done by the prominent Calgary physicist appears to have attracted the attention of the world's richest man.

On Wednesday -- the same day Keith's research paper was released by the science journal Nature -- a blog titled ScienceInsider reported that Keith and U.S. climate change researchers are being bankrolled by billionaire and Microsoft founder Bill Gates.

The blog said a U.S. researcher and Keith are in charge of deciding how millions of dollars are dispersed to geoengineering -- or climate manipulating -- research projects.

In an interview Wednesday, Keith declined to provide more details about the funding, but confirmed the report was correct.

An inquiry to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation Wednesday went unanswered.

Keith preferred to speak Wednesday about how solar radiation could be reflected back into space by releasing megatonnes of light-scattering aerosol particles, or how low-altitude clouds could be created with sea salts.

The Nature article, which calls for a co-operative international research effort worth $1 billion by 2020, suggests a number of sun-reflecting techniques be investigated.

Shale worries rattle investors
Calgary Herald, January 27, 2010, by Anna Driver

 A group of shareholders who focus on the environment said Tuesday they are targeting companies operating in the Marcellus shale to ensure development of natural gas does not pollute or endanger human health.

The shareholder proposal campaign, aimed at 12 companies, including Chesapeake Energy Corp., EOG Resources Inc. and Exxon- Mobil Corp., was sparked by mounting worry about chemicals used in a process to extract gas from rock called hydraulic fracturing, the groups said.

"There is real business risk here," said Larisa Ruoff , an offi cial with the $100-million US Green Century Funds. "Companies and regulators must ensure this development is done in a way that protects the environment and drinking water."

Hydraulic fracturing -- where water, sand and chemicals are pumped into formations at pressures high enough to crack the rock and allow gas to escape -- has helped fuel a drilling boom in the United States.

That technology and others have allowed companies to tap vast supplies of natural gas locked in big formations such as the Marcellus shale, which spans parts of New York, Pennsylvania and West Virginia.

But environmentalists and critics say the drilling chemicals have polluted aquifers in Pennsylvania and Colorado and can cause cancer and other serious illnesses.

The shareholder proposals sponsored by Green Century Funds and the Investor Environment Health Network ask companies to increase transparency about the effect of their drilling on the environment and encourage companies to switch to less-toxic hydraulic fracturing fluids.

The oil and gas industry says the process is safe, and there has never been a documented case of groundwater contamination because of hydraulic fracturing.

"Ultimately, the facts are going to bear out," said Tom Price, a spokesman for Chesapeake Energy. "I think that is all we can do, is to continue to point to the facts."

Chesapeake holds the largest number of drilling leases in the Marcellus along with its partner, Statoil ASA.

Still, opponents are becoming more vocal. On Monday, New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg said he opposed natural gas drilling in the city's upstate watershed, saying it posed too many risks.

Ruoff said she has heard back from several of the companies about the proposals, but she declined to name them.

Gates backing U of C climate research

Calgary Herald, January 28, 2010, by Kelly Cryderman

A University of Calgary physicist's unconventional research into global warming appears to have attracted the attention of the world's richest man.

Blocking out some of the sun's rays is a faster and cheaper way of cooling the Earth's temperature than cutting greenhouse-gas emissions, says a research paper authored by David Keith.

On Wednesday -- the same day Keith's research paper was released by the science journal Nature -- a blog titled ScienceInsider reported that Keith and several American climate change researchers are being bankrolled by billionaire Bill Gates, founder of Microsoft.

The blog said a U.S. researcher and Keith are in charge of deciding how millions of dollars are being dispersed to geoengineering research -- or climate manipulating projects.

In an interview Wednesday, Keith declined to provide further details about the funding, but confirmed the report was correct.

"Yes, it's true. Bill is funding our stuff," Keith said.

An inquiry to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation on Wednesday went unanswered.

Keith preferred to speak Wednesday about how solar radiation could be reflected back into space by releasing megatonnes of light-scattering aerosol particles, or how low-altitude clouds could be created with sea salts.

The Nature article, which calls for a co-operative international research effort worth $1 billion, suggests a number of sun-reflecting techniques be investigated.

"Many scientists have argued against research on solar-radiation management, saying that developing the capability to perform such tasks will reduce the political will to lower greenhouse-gas emissions," says the article, which was authored by Keith and two other researchers.

"We believe that the risks of not doing research outweigh the risks of doing it."

Bouncing solar rays back into space carries numerous environmental and geopolitical dangers, and has, until very recently, been frowned upon by the scientific community.

However, the report says geoengineering could offset temperature increases much more cheaply than cutting the world's greenhouse gas emissions.

Keith cautions that geoengineering should only complement greenhouse gas reductions, not replace cuts. The article also cautions that countries must work collaboratively so that no "rogue state" takes unilateral action.

"There's the beginning of serious research projects, but really just starting up, literally, right now," Keith said in an interview.

It may sound like science fiction, but last year the Royal Society -- the national academy of science of the U.K. and the Commonwealth -- also released a report calling for large-scale intervention in the Earth's climate system.

That report said giant space mirrors may be required as backups to blunt the effects of climate change if emission reductions prove to be too little too late to stop the predicted effects of human-caused climate change.

Wednesday's article in Nature noted that Keith has a commercial interest in carbon dioxide extraction technology.

 U.S. senators to look at alternatives to cap-and-trade

Calgary Herald, January 28, 2010, by Reuters

U.S. Senate negotiations on a climate control bill will continue with senators looking at possible alternatives to the cap-and-trade plan for reducing carbon dioxide emissions, U.S. Senator Lindsey Graham told Reuters on Thursday.

Graham, a Republican, said President Barack Obama's State of the Union speech opening the door for nuclear power and oil drilling helped efforts for a bill that could include "a hybrid system" for reducing U.S. carbon emissions.

He added it was "yet to be determined" if senators could come up with a bill that could pass.

Senators John Kerry, a Democrat, Joe Lieberman, an independent, and Graham are trying to hammer out compromise climate bill that would include incentives for nuclear, offshore oil drilling, and clean technology jobs.

The bill has been delayed in the Senate by the healthcare debate. It faces an uphill battle as lawmakers from oil and coal producing states say it could raise energy prices.

Graham said cap-and-dividend, under which emissions would be limited but trade of credits representing pollution reductions would be prohibited, could be one option.

A carbon tax has little support in Congress, Graham said.

U.S. senators to look at alternatives to cap-and-trade
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In Haiti, UN staff remember their fallen colleagues 

Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today paid tribute to United Nations personnel who perished in the devastating earthquake that struck Haiti earlier this month, hailing their courage and dedication in the face of catastrophe. 

“You, yourselves, lost loved ones,” Mr. Ban said in a message to a memorial service for staff members of the UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) in the capital, Port-au-Prince. “Yet your thoughts were with those who could yet be saved.” 

Yesterday, he put the UN death toll at 83, with 32 people still unaccounted for. 

“In the face of such terrible adversity, you showed your humanity and your strength,” the Secretary-General said in his address, delivered by his acting Special Representative Edmond Mulet. 

His two top envoys – Hédi Annabi and Luiz Carlos da Costa – were both killed in the quake, which registered 7.0 on the Richter scale. 

Days after the disaster, Mr. Ban travelled to Haiti to show his support to the country’s people and to UN staff, returning to New York with the bodies of Mr. Annabi and Mr. da Costa, an experience which he said was one of the saddest in his life, but also one of “the most privileged.” 

In his message to MINUSTAH staff members, he stressed, “we are with you in spirit. To those no longer with us, I say: we will never forget you.” 

Once all of the fallen UN personnel have been recovered, a memorial service will be held in New York, where their names will be read out, the Secretary-General announced today. 

In Geneva, the Human Rights Council today adopted a resolution calling for the international community to supporting the people and Government of Haiti, stressing the importance of taking a human rights approach to the relief and recovery effort.

During a special session, the 47-member body expressed its concern over the rights situation in the country, calling for children to be protected from violence, injury, abuse and exploitation. 

In the town of Jacmel, south of Port-au-Prince, MINUSTAH Police and Sri Lankan blue helmets yesterday helped the Haitian National Police provide security for the UN World Food Programme (WFP), which distributed almost 20,000 food rations. 
In the capital, MINUSTAH Police carried out almost 300 security patrols, assisted with 10 humanitarian escorts and provided security for dozens of banks which re-opened for business at the end of last week. 

The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reports that hundreds of thousands of people still need food and shelter. Thousands of stoves are required to transition from providing ready-to-eat meals to dry rations of rice and beans. 

On health, the World Health Organization (WHO) notes that tetanus and suspected measles cases have been reported in Léogâne, a city just to the west of Port-au-Prince. A vaccination campaign for diphtheria, tetanus and measles will kick off next week. 

For its part, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is registering unaccompanied children found on the streets of the capital, with plans to shortly start tracing their families’ whereabouts. 

The agency has also set up so-called safe spaces for these children to protect them until their families are found or alternative arrangements are made. 

In a related development, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) has identified major short- and longer-term environmental issues in Haiti, including an ever-increasing amount of medical waste, with no systems or equipment in place to dispose of potentially hazardous materials. 

The agency also warned of the large volume of rubble, which could be in the tens of millions of ton, as well as the risk of landslides, which have already been witnessed on hillsides and could worsen after the season’s first heavy rains.
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COPENHAGEN ACCORD ON CLIMATE CHANGE SHOWS POLITICAL WILL OF COUNTRIES

Asked whether there was a deadline for states to associate themselves with the Accord, the Spokesperson later said that there was no deadline. 

Rather, he said, the Executive Secretary of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) had invited parties that wish to be associated with the Copenhagen Accord to transmit this information by 31 January in order to be included in the finalized version of the Conference of Parties report. 
However, he also said that the Parties who would associated themselves with the Accord after the finalization of the report would be updated on the UNFCCC website. 

In addition, he said that parties to Annex I of the Accord could submit information on their emissions targets for 2020 by 31 January. The decision to submit such information is for individual parties to make.
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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
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San Francisco Chronicle: Social forum leftists decry climate talks failure


Kentucky.com: Japan moves to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 25%


Calgary Herald: Norway reaffirms pledge to cut emissions by 30% by 2020




































































The New York Times: Kerry to Climate Bill Backers -- 'Get Angry'


The Washington Post: China sets up energy agency headed by PM


The Globe and Mail: Tories hedge on emissions targets


CBC News: Arctic marine health focus of circumpolar meeting


Reuters: Obama eager to help advance climate bill


Reuters: SEC Prods Companies On Climate Change Disclosure


Reuters: Climate Control Supporters Focus On Job Creation


The New York Times: S.E.C. Adds Climate Risk to Disclosure List


San Francisco Chronicle: More states require 'green' cleaning products


St. Louis Post-Dispatch (Editorial): Climate change: Lead, follow or get out of the way


The Globe and Mail: B.C. eco groups call for 50 per cent land conservation


The Toronto Star: Earth needs sunblock and fast, scientist says


Ottawa Citizen: Block sun to cool off planet: researcher


Calgary Herald: Shale worries rattle investors


Calgary Herald: Gates backing U of C climate research


Calgary Herald: U.S. senators to look at alternatives to cap-and-trade
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