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UN Daily News: UN agency sets out priority steps to realize Green Economy for 21st century

The United Nations environmental agency has identified three priority areas in the race to mitigate climate change based on harnessing the benefits of ecosystems, from coral reefs to forests, coupled with non-fossil fuel technology that exploits solar, geothermal and wind energy.

“It is now widely recognized that healthy ecosystems from coral reefs and wetlands to mangroves and fertile soils are a key to successfully adapting to climate change,” the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said in a news release on what it called a rapidly evolving strategy “in response to the needs of Member States and the growing number of requests on how best to realize a low carbon, resource efficient Green Economy for the 21st century.”

Calling the management and maintenance of such systems “a buffer and an insurance policy against extreme weather events and a rapidly changing climate,” UNEP stressed that ecosystems and the services they provide represent serious, multitrillion dollar economic assets.

It cites a recent UNEP report compiled with scientists that estimates that carbon emissions equal to half the annual emissions of the global transport sector are being captured and stored by marine ecosystems such as mangroves, salt marshes and sea grasses alone.

Based on this, UNEP is helping Member States in demonstration projects such as assisting Iraq in rehabilitating the marshlands of Mesopotamia, supporting Kenya in restoring the Mau forest complex and aiding Mali in reviving Lake Faguibine. Plans are also under way for ecosystem rehabilitation in Haiti.

“UNEP is ready to support Member States in gearing up their economies to overcome policy and financial barriers and to incorporate ecosystem adaptation measures into national climate, development and sectoral strategies,” the agency said.

The second priority area concerns the so-called REDD and REDD+ programme – Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation. Emissions linked with deforestation and forest degradation may account for close to 20 per cent of current global greenhouse gas emissions and UNEP is part of the international effort to prepare developing economies for a REDD regime.

Through the UN-REDD Programme – a partnership between UNEP, the UN Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and the UN Development Programme (UNDP) – nine countries are being made ready for REDD with methodologies,monitoring and verification systems and safeguards to ensure value not only in climate and national economic terms but in terms of livelihoods for local communities.

Methodologies, monitoring and verification techniques are being tested in western Kenya, China, Niger and Nigeria. 

It should soon allow farmers and landowners to benefit from carbon sequestration of different farming and land management regimes including agro-forestry. By some estimates a country such as Indonesia could generate revenues of around $1billion a year initially if deforestation rates are halved.

The third priority area is clean technology readiness. “Investing in low-carbon energy alternatives and reducing emissions from inefficient energy consumption also make economic and environmental sense,” UNEP noted.

 “However, although many low-carbon technologies are already commercially viable, transferring them to new markets and mainstreaming their use globally remains a challenge.”

To bridge this gap, UNEP and its partners are already delivering via smart market mechanisms. 

In India, a joint project withthe UN Foundation, the Shell Foundation and Indian banks has brought down the cost of solar technology loans. 

Within a matter of a few years, 100,000 people have accessed solar electricity in rural areas and the initiative is now self-financing.

Another project, with funding from the Global Environment Facility (GEF), targets more efficient geothermal exploration in East Africa. 

The penetration of solar water heater systems in North Africa has also been pioneered by UNEP and partners with the critical linking of loans to electricity utility bills – the key to unlocking the market.

Meanwhile, UNEP has undertaken renewable energy mapping assessments, helping 15 developing countries determine their solar and wind potential and devise policies to tap them. 

It has also launched an effort to help more than 35 countries determine the specific low greenhouse gas technologies best able to meet their development needs and prepare national plans to acquire and use those technologies.
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The Nation (Pakistan): Deforestation tolls natural capital worth $4.5tr every year
3 January 2009

The United Nations is marking 2010 as the International Year of Biodiversity to curb the unprecedented loss of the world’s species due to human activity at an alarming rate some experts put at 1,000 times the natural progression. 
In this connection, a slew of events highlighting the vital role of the phenomenon play an important role in maintaining the life support system on Earth, the Environment, Wild Life and Flora and Fauna related organisations informed The Nation on Saturday. 
“Humans are part of nature’s rich diversity and have the power to protect or destroy it,” the secretariat of the convention on biological diversity, which is hosted by the UN Environment Programme UNEP, said in summarising the year’s main message, with its focus on raising awareness to generate public pressure for action by the world’s decision makers.
“Biodiversity, the variety of life on Earth, is essential to sustaining the living networks and systems that provide us all with health, wealth, food, fuel and the vital services our lives depend on. Human activity is causing the diversity of life on Earth to be lost at a greatly accelerated rate. 
These losses are irreversible, impoverish us all and damage the life support systems we rely on everyday but we can prevent them.”
Although initial celebrations began in November under the slogan “Biodiversity is life, biodiversity is our life,” the official launch will take place in Berlin on January 11. 
This will be followed on January 21 and 22 by the first major event of the year, a high-profile meeting at the Paris headquarters of the UNESCO. 
A host of other events, meetings, symposia and multi-media exhibitions will follow throughout the year in venues around the world, from Trondheim, Norway, to Delhi, India, from Doha, Qatar, to Cartagena, Colombia, and from Shanghai, China, to Nairobi, Kenya. 
These events will culminate in a high-level meeting at UN Headquarters in New York at the start of the General Assembly’s 65th Annual General Debate in September and an official closing in Kana Zawa, Japan, in December.
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New Nation (Bangladesh): Meeting the climate change challenge
4 January 2010
In response to the needs of Member States and the growing number of requests on how best to realize a low carbon, resource efficient Green Economy for the 21st century, the United Nations Environment Programme has formulated a rapidly evolving strategy. 
The strategy identifies three priority areas that match calls for international guidance, the urgent need for action at a national level on climate change and the organization's skill set, experience and mandate. 

It is now widely recognized that healthy ecosystems from coral reefs and wetlands to mangroves and fertile soils are a key to successfully adapting to climate change. 
Their management and maintenance is a buffer and an insurance policy against extreme weather events and a rapidly changing climate. 

Equally, as revealed by The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity, whose secretariat is hosted by UNEP, there is an understanding that ecosystems and the services they provide represent serious, multi-trillion dollar economic assets and natural infrastructure 

A recent UNEP report compiled with scientists also brings to the fore new evidence on the climate mitigation potential of ecosystems. 
The report estimates that carbon emissions equal to half the annual emissions of the global transport sector are being captured and stored by marine ecosystems such as mangroves, salt marshes and sea grasses alone. 

In light of such emerging evidence, UNEP is supporting Member States to implement demonstration projects which include: assistance to the Government of Iraq in rehabilitating the marshlands of Mesopotamia; support to the Government of Kenya in restoring the Mau forest complex and to the Government of Mali in reviving Lake Faguibine.
 Plans are at an advanced stage to deploy, in partnership with others, the necessary assessment and project management measures for ecosystem renovation in Haiti. 

UNEP is ready to support Member States in gearing up their economies to overcome policy and financial barriers and to incorporate ecosystem adaptation measures into national climate, development and sectoral strategies. 

Emissions linked with deforestation and forest degradation may account for close to 20 per cent of current global greenhouse gas emissions. 

Against this backdrop, UNEP is part of the international effort to prepare developing economies for a REDD regime. 
Through the UN-REDD Programme, a partnership between UNEP, the Food and Agricultural Organization and the United Nations Development Programme, nine countries are being made ready for REDD. 

The Programme is supporting those countries through appropriate methodologies, monitoring and verification systems and safeguards in order to ensure REDD delivers value not only in climate and national economic terms but in terms of livelihoods for local communities. Methodologies, monitoring and verification techniques are being tested in western Kenya, China, Niger and Nigeria. 
It should soon allow farmers and landowners to benefit from carbon sequestration of different farming and land management regimes including agroforestry. 

By some estimates a country such as Indonesia could generate revenues of around $1 billion a year initially if deforestation rates are halved. 

UNEP is ready to support Member States in gearing up their economies to incorporate REDD and REDD+ measures into national climate, development and sectoral strategies. 

CLEAN TECHNOLOGY READINESS 
Other than offering best way to achieve immediate and sustained reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, investing in low-carbon energy alternatives and reducing emissions from inefficient energy consumption also make economic and environmental sense. 

However, although many low-carbon technologies are already commercially viable, transferring them to new markets and mainstreaming their use globally remains a challenge. 

To bridge this gap, UNEP and its collaborative partners come in. UNEP and partners are already delivering clean tech via smart market mechanisms. In India, for example, UNEP in collaboration with the United Nations Foundation, the Shell Foundation and Indian banks have brought down the cost of solar technology loans. 
Within a matter of a few years, 100,000 people have accessed solar electricity in rural areas and the initiative is now self-financing. 

Another success story is a pioneering project with funding from the Global Environment Facility to deliver more efficient geothermal exploration in East Africa. 
The penetration of solar water heater systems in North Africa has also been pioneered by UNEP and partners with the critical linking of loans to electricity utility bills: the key to unlocking the market. 

Meanwhile, UNEP has undertaken renewable energy mapping assessments, helping 15 developing countries determine their solar and wind potential and devise policies to tap these clean energy sources. 
The organization has launched an effort to help more than 35 countries determine the specific low greenhouse gas technologies best able to meet their development needs and prepare national plans to acquire and use those technologies. 

To complement its work on policies, UNEP is also helping more than 25 countries identify and overcome financial and other barriers that hinder the financing of cleaner technologies. 

In terms of catalysing a set of global norms and standards, UNEP is currently working in four sectors: energy efficiency in building, vehicle fuel efficiency, efficient lighting, and biofuels. 

UNEP in partnership with others is ready to support Member States in gearing up their economies to incorporate clean tech and renewable energies into national climate, development and sectoral strategies on the road to a low-carbon future.
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New Design World (Blog): The Billion Tree Campaign: 7.4 Billion Trees and Counting
1 January 2010
A phenomenal year for the Billion Tree Campaign ended on a high note as all 32 pupils at Rushbury CE Primary School in Shropshire went tree planting just before the end of term. The children had a fantastic day out, planting 50 trees with the help of Wardens from the National Trust. 

The tree planting in England brings to a close a landmark year in which the Billion Tree Campaign reached and overtook its new goal to see 7 billion trees planted around the world, one for each person on the planet. 

Some 7.4 billion trees have now been planted on every continent. The campaign's success is a result of the collective participation of people from of all walks of life and from every corner of the planet - from scouts to presidents and from schoolchildren to city dwellers and CEOs. 

Another highlight of 2009 was the designation of BTC patron Wangari Maathai as a United Nations Messenger of Peace with a special focus on the environment and climate change. Pr Maathai was designated in her new function during the Copenhagen climate talks in December. 

The billion tree campaign is a global tree planting initiative that was launched in November 2006 at the climate change conference held in Nairobi. Its initial goal was to catalyze the pledging and the planting of one billion trees every year as a way of giving public expression to the challenges of climate change and also forest and ecosystem degradation. 

In May 2008, UNEP raised its target to seven billion trees - about one tree per person in time for the Climate Change conference in Copenhagen this December. This target was reached and surpassed in September 2009, after the Chinese government officially joined the campaign. 

The leading planting countries include the People's Republic of China, Ethiopia, Turkey, Mexico, Kenya, Cuba, and Indonesia.
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Walta Info (Ethiopia): UN agency sets out priority steps to realize Green Economy for 21st century
1 January 2009

The United Nations environmental agency has identified three priority areas in the race to mitigate climate change based on harnessing the benefits of ecosystems, from coral reefs to forests, coupled with non-fossil fuel technology that exploits solar, geo-thermal and wind energy.

“It is now widely recognized that healthy ecosystems from coral reefs and wetlands to mangroves and fertile soils are a key to successfully adapting to climate change,” the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said in a news release on what it called a rapidly evolving strategy “in response to the needs of Member States and the growing number of requests on how best to realize a low carbon, resource efficient Green Economy for the 21st century.”
Calling the management and maintenance of such systems “a buffer and an insurance policy against extreme weather events and a rapidly changing climate,” UNEP stressed that ecosystems and the services they provide represent serious, multi-trillion dollar economic assets.

It cites a recent UNEP report compiled with scientists that estimates that carbon emissions equal to half the annual emissions of the global transport sector are being captured and stored by marine ecosystems such as mangroves, salt marshes and sea grasses alone.

Based on this, UNEP is helping Member States in demonstration projects such as assisting Iraq in rehabilitating the marshlands of Mesopotamia, supporting Kenya in restoring the Mau forest complex and aiding Mali in reviving Lake Faguibine. Plans are also under way for ecosystem rehabilitation in Haiti. 

 “UNEP is ready to support Member States in gearing up their economies to overcome policy and financial barriers and to incorporate ecosystem adaptation measures into national climate, development and sectoral strategies,” the agency said.   

The second priority area concerns the so-called REDD and REDD+ programme – Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation. Emissions linked with deforestation and forest degradation may account for close to 20 per cent of current global greenhouse gas emissions and UNEP is part of the international effort to prepare developing economies for a REDD regime.

Through the UN-REDD Programme – a partnership between UNEP, the UN Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and the UN Development Programme (UNDP) – nine countries are being made ready for REDD with methodologies, monitoring and verification systems and safeguards to ensure value not only in climate and national economic terms but in terms of livelihoods for local communities.    

Methodologies, monitoring and verification techniques are being tested in western Kenya, China, Niger and Nigeria. It should soon allow farmers and landowners to benefit from carbon sequestration of different farming and land management regimes including agro-forestry. By some estimates a country such as Indonesia could generate revenues of around $1 billion a year initially if deforestation rates are halved. 

The third priority area is clean technology readiness. “Investing in low-carbon energy alternatives and reducing emissions from inefficient energy consumption also make economic and environmental sense,” UNEP noted. “However, although many low-carbon technologies are already commercially viable, transferring them to new markets and mainstreaming their use globally remains a challenge.”  

To bridge this gap, UNEP and its partners are already delivering via smart market mechanisms. In India, a joint project with the UN Foundation, the Shell Foundation and Indian banks has brought down the cost of solar technology loans. Within a matter of a few years, 100,000 people have accessed solar electricity in rural areas and the initiative is now self-financing. 

Another project, with funding from the Global Environment Facility (GEF), targets more efficient geothermal exploration in East Africa. The penetration of solar water heater systems in North Africa has also been pioneered by UNEP and partners with the critical linking of loans to electricity utility bills – the key to unlocking the market.   Meanwhile, UNEP has undertaken renewable energy mapping assessments, helping 15 developing countries determine their solar and wind potential and devise policies to tap them. It has also launched an effort to help more than 35 countries determine the specific low greenhouse gas technologies best able to meet their development needs and prepare national plans to acquire and use those technologies
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TSF Radio Noticias (Portugal):Prioridade de biodiversidade está a ser abafada por alterações climáticas

4 de janeiro de 2010

A prioridade que deveria estar a ser dada à biodiversidade está a ser abafada pelas alterações climáticas, diz o director executivo do Progama da ONU para o Ambiente. No Ano Internacional da Biodiversidade, Achim Steiner disse que pretende tornar 2010 como uma «nova plataforma de acção» para este tópico.

O director-executivo do Programa das Nações Unidas para o Ambiente entende que a atenção e a prioridade que a biodiversidade deveria ter está a ser abafada pelas alterações climáticas, o que faz com que o problemas da perda das espécies tenha ficado em segundo plano. 

«A questão da biodiversidade, o desafio da perda das espécies, da degradação dos habitats e a perda de ecossistemas está na mente de alguns como algo de segunda ordem», afirmou Achim Steiner.

Para este especialista, «no contexto das alterações climáticas começámos a tratar de alguns serviços fundamentais que a natureza nos dá».

«Há mais recursos científicos e mais compreensão nas ligações entre o bem-estar humano e ecossistemas saudáveis de que dependemos», acrescentou.

Achim Steiner quer ainda tornar 2010 como uma «nova plataforma de acção para o tópico da biodiversidade, de que dependemos, em termos do que podemos fazer nos próximos meses».

Estas declarações foram feitas à entrada do Ano Internacional da Biodiversidade, numa altura em que se acredita que um quarto dos seres vivos pode desaparecer do planeta nos próximos 90 anos.
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Other Environment News
Reuters: Pope urges lifestyle changes to save environment
1 January 2009

Pope Benedict used his traditional New Year address on Friday to call on people to change their lifestyles to save the planet, saying environmental responsibility was essential for global peace.

Recalling that world leaders had gathered in Copenhagen last month for the U.N. climate conference, the pope said action at a personal and community level was just as important to safeguard the environment.

"Nevertheless, in this moment, I would like to underline the importance of the choices of individuals, families and local administrations in preserving the environment," the Pope told the thousands of faithful gathered in St. Peter's Square.

"An objective shared by all, an indispensable condition for peace, is that of overseeing the earth's natural resources with justice and wisdom."

The pope, who had a scare last week when a woman with a history of mental problems knocked him down during Christmas Eve mass, also said "ecological responsibility" should be taught as part of the education syllabus.

The pope and his predecessor John Paul have put the Vatican firmly on an environmentalist footing. Last month, in a message sent to heads of state and international organizations, the pope called on rich nations to acknowledge responsibility for the environmental crisis and shed consumerism.
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Reuters: Endangered species to get daily web spot in 2010
31 December 2009

Endangered species from polar bears to giant salamanders, great white sharks to beluga whales and Namibian quiver trees to Cuban crocodiles will have their day on the Internet throughout 2010.

The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) said on Thursday it would issue throughout the coming year an extensive daily portrait of each of the 365 animals, birds and plants most under threat of disappearance.

"It is time for governments to get serious about saving species and making sure it is high on their agenda for next year, as we're really running out of time," said Jane Smart, a biodiversity expert at the Swiss-based IUCN.

"The scientific evidence of a serious extinction crisis is mounting," Smart said. A third of the some 1.8 million identified species were under growing threat.

Experts believe there could be as many as 6 to 12 million more species as yet unknown to science.

From January 1 2010, declared the U.N. Year of Biodiversity, IUCN will draw on latest research for its annual Red List of endangered wildlife to portray in detail the possibly doomed species of the day.

The material will be posted on the IUCN website (www.iucn.org).

"We will start with some better known species before moving to cover plants, fungi, invertebrates, and more, including less charismatic ones," the inter-governmental body said.

The polar bear, whose fate as the arctic ice-shelf melts has been widely recognized, will have star billing on January 1.

Before December's U.N. Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen, IUCN said inaction would put the future of some of the world's best-known creatures at risk.

These also included the emperor penguin, the arctic fox, clownfish which were popularized by the hit film "Finding Nemo," Australia's koala bear and almost every species of salmon, both marine and freshwater.
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Telegraph (UK): Battle to save tigers intensifies with only 3,200 left on Earth
3 January 2009

Conservationists say there are just 3,200 tigers left in the world as the future of the species is threatened by poachers, destruction of their habitat and climate change. 

The world population of tigers has fallen by 95 per cent in the past century.
The WWF said it intends to intensify pressure to save the Panthera tigris by classifying it as the most at risk on its roster of 10 critically endangered animals. 

It hopes to increase patrols and work with politicians to eradicate poaching and thwart illegal trade of tiger skins and body parts. 

The wildlife charity also aims to work with governments to encourage more responsible forest management and compensation for farmers whose livestock are killed by tigers to avoid them being hunted. 

Diane Walkington, head of species programme for the WWF in Britain, said: "This year has been designated the International Year of Biodiversity by the United Nations and so we have created a list of 10 critically important endangered animals that we believe will need special monitoring over the next 12 months. 

"This year will also be the Chinese Year of the Tiger, and so we have put it at the top of our list. It will have special iconic importance. 

"Of course, there are thousands of other species on the endangered list. However, there is particular importance in selecting a creature such as the tiger for special attention. 

"To save the tiger, we have to save its habitat – which is also home to many other threatened species. 

"So if we get things right and save the tiger, we will also save many other species at the same time." 

Also on the WWF's endangered list are bluefin tuna, whose population has been devasted by overfishing, and leatherback turtles which are slaughtered by fishing vessels. 

The polar bear, whose polar ice hunting ground is melting through climate change, also makes the top 10, as does the mountain gorilla, whose population has fallen to just 720 in the wild amid poaching and deforestation. 

Tiger numbers have dwindled due to a combination of activities by humans. 

Demand for their skins, still regarded as luxury items in some countries, has left them at the mercy of poachers who have increasingly targeted the animals. The threat is compounded by the market for their body parts, which are deemed to hold medicinal properties in some cultures. 

Poachers also hunt many species which are tigers’ prey, diminishing their natural food supply, and forcing them to attack farmers’ livestock instead. 

At the same time, destruction of forests for timber, agriculture and road building has forced tigers into ever smaller areas where they are increasingly vulnerable. 

Climate change also poses a growing threat – 70 per cent of the Bengal tiger’s remaining habitat in the Sunderbans mangrove forest may be lost within 50 years due to rising sea levels. 

Of its nine main subspecies, three – the Bali, Caspian and Java tigers – are now extinct, while there has been no reliable siting of a fourth, the South China tiger, for 25 years. 

Only the Bengal, Amur, Indo-Chinese, Sumatran and Malayan tigers remain but their the numbers have been reduced to a few hundred per species, save the Bengal and Indo-Chinese.
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Telegraph (UK): We’re losing the riches of the world
1 January 2009

Another year. After the official 2009 International Year of Natural Fibres – following my favourite, the International Year of the Potato in 2008 – we are now two days into the UN-designated International Year of Biodiversity. 
And though the celebrations of spuds and sisal may have happily passed you by, this one, I would suggest, is worth noticing.

For a start, it marks one of the most spectacularly broken, but least-known, of all environmental promises.
 In 2001, EU heads of governments said they would aim to "halt" human destruction of the world's wildlife and wild places by 2010, and the next year world leaders, meeting at the Johannesburg Earth Summit, committed themselves to "a significant reduction" in the rate of loss by the same date.
Fat chance. Not the slightest effort has been made to deliver on those undertakings: if anything, the extermination has accelerated. 
And the UN's attempt to shame governments by designating the Year does not look like having much effect either.

This is serious stuff. Species are now going extinct at between 1,000 and 10,000 times the natural rate: by some estimates, half of the 13 million or so forms of life on the planet will disappear by the end of the century. 
That would be the greatest extinction since the death of the dinosaurs 65 million years ago, from which life took millions of years to recover.

The destruction of the wild places where the species live is even more damaging than the extinctions themselves.
And it is increasingly clear that this threatens even more of an economic crisis than an ecological one. For the world's economies are wholly owned subsidiaries of the environment.

We depend on soil and the seas for food, on forests for much of our fresh water, on trees to reduce air pollution, on wild species for many of our medicines, and so on. Without such "ecosystem services", societies – rich and poor – would collapse. And we are beginning to cut it rather fine.

Forty per cent of the world's forests – which absorb rainwater, releasing it gradually rather than letting it run straight off to cause floods – have been felled in the last three centuries. 
A third of its coral reefs – the most vital breeding grounds for fish – have been seriously damaged. And every year a staggering 25 billion tons of precious topsoil is eroded away. 

In all, the most thorough international study into the issue concluded, 60 per cent of the world's ecosystem services have been degraded in the past 50 years.

Haiti is the poorest country in the Western hemisphere and one of the most environmentally degraded – and its two curses are interlinked. 
Once, almost all of it was covered in trees: Christopher Columbus said he had "never beheld so fair a thing" as its forests and praised its fertility, which in the 18th century made it one of the most prosperous colonies in the French empire, producing about half the sugar and coffee consumed throughout Europe.

But 99 per cent of its forests have now been felled. 
The soil, once held in place by the vegetation, has so eroded that half its farmland has been lost. 
Rainfall has diminished by 40 per cent in many places, and what does come down tends to flood. Freshwater has become rare, and what remains is polluted: nine out of every 10 children suffer from intestinal worms picked up from drinking water.

The Third World rural poor are, of course, most dependent on nature, but the links extend even into rich cities, sometimes in surprising ways. Some 400 London children, for example, have leukaemia or lymphoma. 
Forty years ago two thirds would have died, now 80 per cent will live. The difference? Drugs derived from the rosy periwinkle, a Madagascan rainforest plant that was endangered before its lifesaving properties were discovered.

In all, about half of all drugs – and about three quarters of cancer-fighting ones – have natural origins. What cures are being lost as species go extinct?

All these services are priceless – and that is the problem. No cost is put on their loss and so their destruction is encouraged. 

As The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity, a study set up on the recommendation of environment ministers for the world's leading powers, commented in November: "It is hard to think of any other asset where we would tolerate its loss without asking ourselves what we risk losing and why". And yet it is our most precious asset of all.

A follow-up study will examine ways of putting an economic value on biodiversity and ecosystem services. It could be the most important thing to come out of the Year, even the year, on which we have just embarked.
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BBC News: 2010: Intruders on a biodiverse year?
31 December 2009

In a somewhat dank and dreary London back garden, I've just been watching grey squirrels carrying off and eating bits of stale Christmas cake that we'd left out for them and the birds.

If we'd been quick enough with the camera, it would have made a fantastic picture, with the bushy-tailed squirrel perched on the back fence holding an impossibly big slice of cake in its paws.

But would it have qualified as a true nature picture - feeding by humans in an urban setting of an introduced species that has out-competed (and probably passed disease to) its local counterpart, the red squirrel, displacing it from the region?

It may be a somewhat boring question to ask given the visually charming vignette being played out - but it serves perhaps as a reminder that amid all the climate change clamour of the last few months, other issues of how the human hand is changing the natural world has not gone away.

The effects of cities and introduced species on nature are, in fact, a couple of strands that ought to feature prominently on these pages during 2010. 

The UN system has declared it the International Year of Biodiversity - and the big political set-piece is October's meeting of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), in Japan.

Eight years ago, governments set themselves the target of significantly curbing the rate of biodiversity loss by 2010. 
It's a target that isn't going to be met - that's been clear for some time - but the October meeting will see ministers batting around some ideas on why it hasn't been met, whether anything can be done about it, and whether a different kind of target is needed now.

We know the most important reason why biodiversity loss isn't being curbed already: the expanding human footprint. 
But do governments have the capacity or the nerve to tackle issues such as the growth of the human population, the rate of resource consumption, the spread of agriculture, and so on - all (as some will see it) to save a few birds and trees?

If the Copenhagen climate summit had produced anything resembling a definitive conclusion, I would be confident about biodiversity loss assuming centre stage during 2010 - and not before time, many would argue.

As it is, I'm not sure whether it is destined once more to languish in the shadow of climate change. 
The bones of Copenhagen are going to be picked over during the next few months, that's for sure; and as we go through the year, governments will have to decide whether they want to invest political capital once more in the idea of a negotiated, legally-binding treaty.

Given public statements on the issue, you might assume that many of them will find the heart, and that Mexico (the location for the next UN climate summit) will become as talked about during 2010 as Copenhagen was during 2009.

But as I wrote in my final post from Copenhagen, events there left many people absolutely stunned - and it is not clear whether the most important governments now want climate change to be dealt with in the forum of a UN convention.

Many "non-state actors", though, surely do; and we'll need to keep more of an eye than usual on the groups that make up what we usually refer to as "the environmental movement".
 Copenhagen was a disaster for them - and how they respond, whether they step up the scale of direct action on climate change, and whether their capacity to lobby is changed in a recessionary world may all be "live" issues as 2010 speeds by.

The lack of appetite within some important governments for tackling climate change on a global basis also calls into question whether they will continue to back a global approach to curbing biodiversity loss.

What else can we look forward to over the next 12 months? Well, the story of the e-mail hack from the University of East Anglia ("Climategate" in some quarters) is definitely not played out yet, with investigations running and with the identity of the hacker(s) and any significant paymasters still to be revealed.

That's one for any budding John le Carré to savour; and also one to watch in the context of the severely delayed cap-and-trade legislation now before the US Senate.

The conclusion of a two-year "peace process" within the International Whaling Commission (IWC) falls in the middle of the year, a process that could conceivably see agreement between vehemently opposed countries to regularise some of the practices that currently cause so much dispute.

Or will politics intervene? Will Japan's budgetary review curb its Antarctic hunt, or will an end to Iceland's whaling be made a condition of its probable EU accession?

In March, we'll see a different battleground being prepared for the camps fighting over bluefin tuna, when the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) is due to consider whether stocks are so low that an international trade ban should be invoked.

It'll probably be a bloody conflict, because once one commercially important fish species is made subject to a CITES ban, campaigners will be queuing up to protect others under the same convention - and some countries are adamant that such a precedent must not be set. 

As far as UK domestic issues are concerned, 2010 is a key target year on waste. Under EU legislation, the amount of biodegradable waste going into landfill is supposed to have been cut by 25% from a 1995 baseline. The government reckons the country is more or less on course - we'll see.

The year will also see the introduction of the CRC Energy Efficiency Scheme, a cap-and-trade system that aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from about 5,000 UK businesses and institutions not covered by the EU Emission Trading Scheme. 
It'll be a challenge for some of the organisations involved; in the post-Copenhagen-non-agreement period, how enthusiastic are they likely to be?

A general election is looming - May is the bookies' favourite; March a distant second.

Based on past experience, it seems unlikely that environmental concerns will become big election issues nationally, particularly as - on the surface - there's not the breadth of a wind turbine's blade between the major parties on climate change.

But you never know. The Tories have a powerful "climate-sceptical" contingent in their hinterland, while there are significant divides (for example on nuclear power) with the Lib Dems.

In wind-abundant Scotland, it seems likely that energy independence and methods of electricity generation will feature on party manifestos; while in Wales, the simmering row over culling badgers for bovine TB could become something of electoral significance. 

For those of us immersed in environmental issues, as well as for anyone who likes to spend time following them, it looks like the antithesis of a quiet year ahead.

Better grab any slices of Christmas cake that remain while you can.
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Guardian (UK):10:10 - The time for action
31 December 2009

What does the British embassy in Dubai have in common with West Leeds Rugby Club? Or the Institute of Psychoanalysis with Newquay zoo? Or Thom Yorke with Blandford Garrison, home of the Royal Corps of Signals? Or Pret a Manger with the National Council of Hindu Temples? Or Cheshire Constabulary with the First Calvary Brownie troop in Leeds? Or Walverden primary school in Lancashire with the phone giant O2?

The answer is that all of them have joined the improbable coalition pledging to cut their carbon emissions this year as part of the 10:10 campaign, launched on these pages in September. 
After the despair of the great Copenhagen cop-out, here's a bit of good news: while the politicians bicker and backbite, thousands of people, organisations and companies have been quietly taking the battle against climate change into their own hands.

At the campaign's launch, TV presenter and low-carbon proselytiser Kevin McCloud told the crowd gathered outside London's Tate Modern: "If you all go out and get 10 people to sign up to 10:10 and get them to sign up another 10 people on Friday, then by next Tuesday the whole planet will have signed up and we will have won.
" Well it didn't go exactly to Kevin's plan, but the campaign's progress has been extraordinary nonetheless.

A brief tally of sign-ups gives an idea of the topsy-like like growth 10:10 has enjoyed in its first 120 days or so: more than 50,000 individuals promising to cut their carbon footprint by 10% in 2010; more than 2,000 companies, from high-street giants such as Adidas and B&Q to tiny family businesses; some 100 councils, including major cities such as Manchester and Edinburgh; over 1,500 schools, further education colleges and universities, and at least 1,000 other organisations ranging from churches and hospitals (10% of NHS Trusts have now signed up) to Bafta and the Lovebox and Bestival pop festivals.

Perhaps the most striking aspect of 10:10's rise has been the breadth of its appeal: Barnet Labour Group alongside the Cambridge University Conservative Association, the London Jewish Film festival alongside Islamic publishers MELS (as well as Quaker, Catholic and Hindu groups); comprehensives alongside the country's most famous public schools; Tottenham Hotspur next to the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists. As one NGO veteran put it: "10:10 is the first climate campaign to reach beyond the usual suspects."

But the campaign's commitment to inclusiveness has thrown up some ticklish moral questions.
 Most controversially, it allowed the missile giant MBDA, manufacturers of the Exocet among other profoundly unpleasant items, to sign up. "10:10 focuses specifically on emissions reductions," explained executive director Eugenie Harvey.
 "So we will only reject potential participants on those grounds. We feel it would be neither appropriate nor feasible for the campaign to exclude organisations based on other ethical or moral criteria, however much we disapprove of their core activities.
“Not all supporters were convinced – a number left, complaining that the campaign was helping to sanitise morally unconscionable activities.

The only organisation refused entry to the 10:10 tent, meanwhile, was Manchester Airport. 
Although Manchester insisted it was introducing measures that would reduce its operational emissions by more than 10%, the campaign argued it was simultaneously planning for a growth in flight numbers that would dwarf any savings made by the airport itself. 
The decision prompted considerable debate: what about other, less totemic, companies planning expansion? Weren't they just as bad?

Sceptics point out that signing up to a campaign is the easy bit – how many of the companies, organisations and individuals will actually make the changes necessary to achieve real carbon cuts? Over the coming year 10:10 is planning to offer detailed, step-by-step advice to individuals on how to reduce their emissions, but the campaign has already amassed a collection of inspiring stories from individuals and organisations who have taken their first steps towards a lower carbon future.

From the Scottish island of Islay comes news of a small company offering birdwatching tours which has retired its Land Rover in favour of bicycles.
 From Uttoxeter comes word that the posh crisps manufacturer Glennans is investigating using its waste oil to power its factory. In the Peak District National Park they are moving rangers out of carbon-hungry 4x4s into greener vans; at Newquay zoo they are looking into how much they can reduce the temperature without upsetting the tropical animals.

Many bigger companies and organisations have taken less eye-catching (in fact, let's face it, rather boring) measures that may prove more revolutionary: University College hospital has appointed an army of energy champions charged with slashing the hospital's energy consumption; mobile phone giant O2 is planning to install 4,500 energy meters across its network; outsourcing firm Eaga is applying speed limiters to its new vans; construction firm BAM is introducing energy audits of its sites; and Sony UK is planning, among other measures, to cut down on flying by its staff.

Critics of 10:10 point out that, although the campaign is built around the idea of a 10% cut in emissions by the end of 2010, many organisations have been allowed to sign up with a promise of smaller savings. 
They also wonder how companies will be held to their pledges.
 Harvey says the bar was lowered (to a minimum 3% cut) to allow companies and organisations that had already made substantial cuts in previous years to take part, though all are urged to shoot for 10%. 
Firms will be asked to declare their emissions at the start of the year and at the end of 2010, while the campaign will offer simple ways for individuals to calculate their footprint.
 "We can't afford to be a carbon policeman so we're relying on transparency – and people's honesty – to ensure that people do what they say they will," says Harvey.

Some question what any campaign appealing to people's better nature can achieve. Steven Levitt, the US economist who is one half of the much feted Freakonomics duo, describes it as "a noble invitation. 
But as incentives go, not a very strong one." Recently he told the Guardian: "Behaviour change is hopeless. 
One thing we know is that I'm not going to sacrifice, materially, my own life to help an anonymous person in Bangladesh who might not even have been born yet, when I know that there will be no help for that person anyway."

It is true that even the small army of carbon cutters 10:10 has assembled in a few short months will barely make a dent in Britain's carbon emissions (themselves just 2% of the world's total), but what Levitt and co miss is the ability of individual action, properly coordinated, to create the space for political action. 
Perhaps the most cheering aspect of 10:10's early life has been the speed with which it has coloured the political response to climate change, both nationally and locally.

When the front benches of both major parties signed up to the campaign within 72 hours of its launch, sceptics muttered about empty gestures.
 But three months on, the Tories have committed to a 10% reduction in government emissions within a year of taking office, while Gordon Brown has said he hopes to match that pledge. 
When the Lib Dems brought an opposition motion calling for 10% cuts across the public sector, more than 10,000 people mailed their MPs in a 48-hour period calling on them to back the bill; so far more than 150 MPs have signed up to cut their own emissions.
 Last month, the Welsh Assembly did the same and, in the coming year, 10:10 plans to flex its political muscle by pressing the case for a number of innovative carbon-cutting measures.

Perhaps the most heartening twist in the 10:10 story has been the emergence of the first "10:10 towns". 
While many towns and cities have seen their councils committing to a 10% cut, Stoke-on-Trent moved a step further when its MP Joan Walley secured the agreement of 65 of the town's organisations to take up the 10:10 challenge. 
They include the city council, the police force, the fire brigade union, the local NHS primary care trust, half a dozen schools, the radio station, Port Vale football club, the Mothers' Union, some allotment associations and a bible centre.

For someone who has devoted much of her adult life to campaigning for a global deal to fight climate change, Franny Armstrong, the film-maker who founded 10:10, seems unfazed by the failure of the Copenhagen summit. 
In fact, she enthuses (from a broken-down train somewhere in Germany), it merely underscores the importance of ordinary people taking action.
 "I think Copenhagen marks the end of traditional campaigning on climate change. Enough banners, enough websites, enough shouting in the streets.
 Now we need to roll up our sleeves and start solving the problem, all together. If we wait until the politicians get their act together, it will be too late."

If launching a grassroots climate campaign from scratch in the space of a few months was not ambitious enough, Armstrong and Harvey plan to roll 10:10 out in up to 30 rich countries during 2010.

"What we need is a war-effort scale push to slash emissions from the top down and the bottom up," Armstrong adds.
 "That's why we'll be campaigning for simple government action, like forcing supermarkets to put doors on their freezers, as well as asking every school, church, business, and household to cut their emissions. 
If we can get enough sane people around the world to make the cuts we all know we need, we might just shove a rocket up the rear of the politicians before they sign a suicide pact."
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NY Times (US): Environmental refugees unable to return home
3 January 2009

Mahe Noor left her village in southern Bangladesh after Cyclone Sidr flattened her family’s home and small market in 2007. Jobless and homeless, she and her husband, Nizam Hawladar, moved to this crowded megalopolis, hoping that they might soon return home.
Two years later, they are still here. Ms. Noor, 25, and Mr. Hawladar, 35, work long hours at low-paying jobs — she at a garment factory and he at a roadside tea stall. 
They are unable to save money after paying for food and rent on their dark shanty in Korail, one of the largest slums in Dhaka. And in their village, more people are leaving because of river erosion and dwindling job opportunities.

“We’re trapped,” Ms. Noor said.

Natural calamities have plagued humanity for generations. But with the prospect of worsening climate conditions over the next few decades, experts on migration say tens of millions more people in the developing world could be on the move because of disasters.

Rather than seeking a new life elsewhere in a mass international “climate migration,” as some analysts had once predicted, many of these migrants are now expected to move to nearby megacities in their own countries.

“Environmental refugees have lost everything,” said Rabab Fatima, the South Asia representative of the International Organization for Migration. “They don’t have the money to make a big move. 
They move to the next village, the next town and eventually to a city.”

Such rapid and unplanned urbanization is expected to put even further strains on scarce water, energy and food resources, said Koko Warner, who works in environmental migration at the United Nations University Institute for Environment and Human Security in Bonn. 

In Bangladesh, a largely flat, riverine nation where more than 140 million people live in one of the most densely populated countries in the world, past generations often moved to cities seasonally. 
They worked to send money home to their villages and usually returned there during planting season.

But in recent years, the moves are more likely to be permanent. More intense storms and floods, salinization damage to crops caused by the encroaching sea and especially worsening river erosion have left many people rootless, Ms. Fatima said.

Dhaka, the capital, is often the only real option in this region. It is the fastest-growing megacity in the world, according to the World Bank. 
At least 12 million people live in Dhaka, and there are more than 400,000 newcomers each year. The World Bank predicts that the population could grow dramatically by 2020.

Like the rest of Bangladesh, Dhaka is also extremely vulnerable to climate change: It is just a few meters above sea level and is regularly hit by cyclones and floods.
 The environmental group WWF recently rated it among the megacities most vulnerable to the effects of global warming, after Jakarta and Manila.

As many as half of the people in Dhaka live in shantytowns and slums, says Atiq Rahman, a climate change researcher and executive director of the Bangladesh Center for Advanced Studies. 
Of those, Mr. Rahman and Ms. Fatima estimate that three million people have been displaced by environmental degradation or disasters.

The most destitute people live in clusters of improvised tents made of plastic sheets and discarded bamboo and often erected on private land near markets, railroad tracks and the city’s rivers.

Most poor, working-class families end up in minicities like Korail, where Ms. Noor, the migrant from southern Bangladesh, lives with her husband and two daughters. Ms. Noor’s third child, a son, lives with his grandmother in the family’s village. 

Korail sits on public land and is shared by at least 40,000 people crowded into cramped, cockroach-infested rental shanties made of mud, bamboo and corrugated tin. 

Barefoot children play with broken marbles on narrow mud lanes filled with garbage and streams of raw sewage. A few enterprising residents have opened vegetable stands, tailor shops, carpentry mills and teahouses in tiny shacks.

Aid groups run primary schools in Korail and other slums, but many children work or stay home to mind younger siblings while their parents work.

Child trafficking and arson are serious problems, experts here say. Ms. Noor says she worries she will come home one day and find her young daughters kidnapped, or worse.

“Every day I hear about a fire or about someone’s child missing,” Ms. Noor said.

Ms. Noor’s next-door neighbor, Aklima Akhter, 22, also lost her home and her family’s small market in her southern Bangladesh village to flooding caused by Cyclone Sidr.

Another neighbor, Mukhles Rahman, 38, and his brother Mohammad Farid Uddin, 56, left their village of Chawlakathi in the division of Barisal eight years ago because of river erosion. 

Their family once grew rice, jute, sugar cane, mustard seed and radishes on four hectares, or 10 acres. Over a couple of decades, the Sandhya River washed away the farmland and the family home.
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NY Times (US): Polar Pressure, Snowstorms and Sea Ice
31 December 2009

The unusual pattern of atmospheric high and low pressure over and around the Arctic that has contributed to the recent snow and cold from Alabama to Washington, to East Anglia, England (and rain and warmth along the west coast of Greenland) is also an important influence on the shifting sheath of sea ice on the Arctic Ocean.
Several specialists studying Arctic sea ice told me that there’s a good chance that, if current conditions persist, the ice this spring could be in better shape than it has been over the last few years. 
In all of this, though, it’s important to step back from the lure of the moment, which quickly attracts bursts of attention from climate commentators when conditions favor one view or another, and examine long-term trends.

The polar pressure pattern, called the  Arctic Oscillation (often abbreviated as A.O.), is deep in its negative phase at the moment — a depth not seen since the 1980s, according to  Ignatius Rigor of the Polar Science Center at the University of Washington. 
Look at the lower right-hand corner of the graph above to see a blue dot signifying current conditions. 
But also be sure to note the red line indicating the running trend, which is slowly toward the positive side.
The fate of sea ice in the Arctic Ocean is determined by a complicated mix of factors, including the pressure changes, with the biggest loss of old thick ice resulting more from a great “flush” of floes than melting, Dr. Rigor and many other scientists tracking the region say. (Watch the animation below, provided by Dr. Rigor, to see the importance of motion in shaping ice conditions.)
Over all, Dr. Rigor says, the enduring trend is toward diminishing sea ice in summers. He and many other Arctic specialists say that human-caused climate change is undoubtedly playing a role, but one still largely hidden amid layers of complex natural influences and variability.
Florence Fetterer of the National Snow and Ice Data Center referred me to the results of a recent symposium on sea ice (pdf), described in the Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society:Another natural atmospheric climate pattern that impacts sea-ice extent is the Arctic Oscillation (A.O.); the 2007 and 2008 winter A.O. index was more positive than in previous years (a positive phase of the A.O. is typically associated with warmer temperatures and export of ice from the Arctic Ocean), although not as strongly positive as in the early 1990s when sea-ice loss was less.
 It remains to be seen whether a future return to a consistently strongly negative A.O. (typically associated with cooler temperatures and sequestered ice in the Arctic) would be sufficient to reverse the trend of the recent warming and ice decline. 
Although it would seem that increasing temperatures and ice-ocean feedbacks leave the Arctic climate more susceptible to natural atmospheric variability, it is unclear to what extent global climate change influences changes in the atmospheric circulation.
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Climatewatch (Blog):Short-term Cooling on a Warming Planet
31 December 2009

“There is a problem with global warming,” one skeptic headline recently quipped, “it stopped in 1998.” Making the same argument about declining temperatures since 1998, another headline proclaimed, “Alarmists still heated even as world cools.”

These articles suggest that climate scientists have misled the public. While climatologists warn that greenhouse gas emissions from burning fossil fuels are warming our planet, some skeptics argue that Earth is actually cooling: they point to declining temperatures since 1998 as “proof” that global warming has stopped.

But the skeptics’ argument about global cooling begs an important question: Why measure temperatures since 1998? Why not 1997 or 1999?
The answer might lie in the fact that 1998 was arguably the warmest year on record. “The reason we had such a warm 1998 is that we had a very, very strong El Niño, probably one of the strongest El Niños of the twentieth century,” explains David Easterling, Chief of the Scientific Services Division at NOAA’s National Climatic Data Center. “If you have a very strong El Niño—an extensive swath of the ocean’s surface with much-warmer-than-average temperatures—that tends to warm the globally averaged air surface temperature.”

If global temperatures from subsequent years are compared to those of 1998, warming since that time is certainly difficult to detect. 
Easterling himself pointed out in a 2009 paper that a linear trend line from 1998 to 2008 shows no statistically significant trend up or down. 
While a straight line from 1998 to 2008 does indicate that 2008 was cooler, a line from 1999 to 2008 shows that the planet warmed, and a line from 1997 to 2008 is almost flat, indicating no trend at all. 
But Easterling doesn’t advocate starting the measurements from either of those years. Instead, he suggests looking at the bigger picture.

DAVID EASTERLING OF NOAA’S NATIONAL CLIMATIC DATA CENTER.

“The bottom line is that current temperatures are way above the long-term average,” Easterling says. 
The United Kingdom’s Met Office and the World Meteorological Organization concur; in December 2009, the organizations described the first decade of the twenty-first century as by far the warmest on record.
The skeptics’ argument is challenged even further in that not every estimate pegs 1998 as the warmest year. 
One group of climate researchers instead finds 2005 to be the warmest year. 
The difference doesn’t result from error or whim, but from the inherent difficulty in measuring global temperatures.
THE CHALLENGE OF MEASURING THE PAST
Michael Schlesinger is a professor in the Department of Atmospheric Sciences at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and he has devoted almost four decades to studying global climate. He has worked extensively with global temperature records, and he recognizes their limitations. 
“The observations of temperature over Earth were not made for the purpose of climate, they were made for the purpose of weather,” he says.
 People naturally built weather stations where weather conditions would affect human activity, which excluded sparsely populated or rarely traveled areas. 
The addition of new weather stations over the years has enhanced recent temperature records, but not historical records. Meanwhile, some older weather stations have been moved, for instance, from city centers to airports. More importantly, the weather stations have focused on land even though oceans cover 70 percent of our planet.

“Earth is unique in our solar system in that it has an ocean,” Schlesinger explains.
 “The atmosphere stirs the ocean by wind, and as warm surface waters mix with cooler waters below, they take heat away from the surface. 
This reduces the amount of surface warming that would occur if Earth were all land.” This complicates the task of calculating a representative average temperature for the entire globe, and different research groups choose different methods to account for the complexities.

“If you had the ability to uniformly distribute thermometers over the planet, and gather measurements from this regular grid, then I think everybody would analyze the data in the same way,” Schlesinger says. 
On our real world, however, climatologists must work with “a hodgepodge of measurements over the continents.” Not surprisingly, climatologists have developed more than one approach to understanding historical temperature records based on weather station measurements.
Two of the world’s foremost global temperature data sets are from the Hadley Centre in the United Kingdom, and the NASA Goddard Institute for Space Sciences (GISS) in the United States.
 Both groups use a combination of land-surface air temperature and sea-surface temperature records, incorporated from satellite observations and historical records, to calculate values for global temperature. 
Though the groups use different equations in processing the data, they do so consistently so their successive values indicate how global temperature has changed over time.

One area that has experienced some of the most dramatic warming in recent years—but lacks permanent weather stations—is the Arctic, and the Hadley Centre and GISS handle the lack of observations in the region differently. 
The Hadley Centre offers a data set that works only with existing temperature measurements, essentially excluding the Arctic from its global temperature calculations. GISS offers a data set that accounts for Arctic temperatures by interpolating from the surrounding region.
 Like the Arctic, the high-latitude region around it has seen greater rates of warming than the global average over the last decade, including substantial warming in 2005. 
As a result, the Hadley data set identifies 1998 as the warmest year on record whereas the GISS data set identifies 2005 as the warmest year on record.

“It’s a question of whether you interpolate or not, and different people handle it differently,” observes Easterling. “There’s no exactly right or wrong way.” And his overriding conclusion remains: Recent years rank among the warmest on record.
Deciphering Natural Variability

“There are two components influencing temperatures over time,” Easterling says. “You have a trend due to increasing greenhouse gases and you have natural variability superimposed on that trend.”

Beyond our control, natural variability includes large-scale oceanic changes affecting regional and global temperatures. Cooling between 2006 and 2008, for instance, has likely been driven by La Niña. 
Opposite of El Niño conditions, the area of cooler-than-average sea surface temperatures that defines La Niña conditions can push global temperatures downward, if the phenomenon is strong enough.

Schlesinger, who has served as a co-author for the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, knows quite a bit about natural variability. In 1994, he described the Atlantic Multi-decadal Oscillation, an alternating pattern of heat-distributing ocean circulation that brings warmed waters from the tropics to high latitudes. 
“On average, ocean circulation transports a petawatt of heat,” Schlesinger explains. 
“A petawatt is the numeral 1 with 15 zeros after it, or a million billion watts of heat energy. If you could just acquire one percent of that heat, you could satisfy all your energy needs for planet Earth.” 
One cycle of the oscillation takes about 65 to 70 years. Over that time, the amount of heat moved northward along the western side of the North Atlantic Ocean waxes and wanes, increasing and decreasing temperatures in the North Atlantic Ocean and the surrounding continental margins.

Although not directly dictated by this decades-long phenomenon, global temperatures are influenced by the oscillation, just as average temperatures can be driven up or down by El Niño and La Niña events. 
The transport of such a massive quantity of heat helps explain some counterintuitive temperature trends during the twentieth century. 
Despite the increase in greenhouse gas concentrations that began in the mid-1800s, between 1850 and 1900, global temperatures showed little significant change. Between 1900 and 1940, temperatures rose. 
After 1940, temperatures declined for 35 years. 
The lack of a direct correlation between greenhouse gas concentration and global temperature over this time span “was confounding understanding of the observed temperature record,” Schlesinger recalls, “and it was allowing the climate skeptics to make the argument, ‘If there was this early twentieth-century warming when humanity was putting relatively little greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, why wasn’t there a larger temperature increase later when humanity was putting vastly more greenhouse gases into the atmosphere?’ By discovering this oscillation, we were able to refute this argument.”
Like Schlesinger, Easterling is also familiar with natural variability, and his knowledge of such variability caused him to question the cooling-since-1998 argument. Working with his co-author Michael Wehner, Easterling examined both observed temperatures and model simulations. Confident that the “cooling” trend touted by the skeptics was a short-term trend, Easterling wanted to see if he could find no-trend periods over other time spans. He could.

For observed temperatures, Easterling relied on a data set generated by NOAA’s National Climatic Data Center, incorporating globally averaged surface air temperatures from 1901 to 2008.
 In that data set, he found two periods—1977 to 1985 and 1981 to 1989—that showed no trend, similar to what appears in the Hadley Centre’s data set from 1998 to 2008.
For model simulations, Easterling used a database of predicted temperatures, validated by its ability to retroactively “predict” temperatures for years past. 
He assumed a “business-as-usual” scenario in terms of greenhouse gas emissions, with little future reduction. 
When projecting temperatures for the twenty-first century, he found two more periods—2001 to 2010 and 2016 to 2031—that showed no trend, again similar to 1998 to 2008. Every one of these no-trend periods occurred against a backdrop of rising temperatures.

“The supposed cooling is really a non-issue,” Easterling explains. “It’s just natural variability.”

WHAT THE FUTURE MAY HOLD
Easterling’s finding that natural variability can cause short-term cooling, or no-trend periods within longer-term warming, correlates with other predictions about future temperatures.

In May 2008, a group of climate modelers in Germany published projections that incorporated current understanding of natural cycles to make a climate forecast for the next decade. 
The group forecast that global surface temperatures might not increase much over the next decade, as cooling driven by natural variability offsets human-caused warming. 
After a decade or so of stability, however, the model indicates that temperatures would begin to rise. In contrast, the UK Met Office predicted warming beginning in a few years from 2009.
 Both groups, however, agreed that after a short period of negative or no trend in the early 2000s, global temperatures would begin to rise, perhaps quickly.

In other words, the no-trend period in the Hadley Centre’s data set not only doesn’t surprise these climatologists, it’s consistent with what they have predicted. 
“You’re going to see these episodes where you don’t get warming in the surface air temperature and then it starts back warming very strongly,” Easterling says.

“If it kept cool for the next 25 years, I’d think maybe I was wrong,” Easterling continues, “but you can see periods as long as 16 years in our model run where temperatures stay the same without changing the long-term trend.”

Besides global temperatures, other lines of evidence point strongly to a warming planet. Since 1998—the same period that climate skeptics say showed global cooling—Arctic sea ice reached new record lows in 2002, 2005, and 2007. 
Arctic sea ice retreated so dramatically in 2007 that it broke all previous records a month before the end of melt season. And dramatic changes haven’t been unique to the Arctic.
 In 2002, some 3,250 square kilometers of the Larsen B Ice Shelf on the Antarctic Peninsula shattered over a period of just five weeks. In the wake of the ice shelf disintegration, glaciers feeding the shelf accelerated on their route into the Weddell Sea.
 “The reason people believe strongly that Earth has warmed is not just the temperature record, but all these other things,” Easterling explains.
“When you’re in a court of law, you have to swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.
 The people who have been focusing on the ‘cooling’ have not been telling the whole truth,” Schlesinger remarks.
 “Natural variability may mask the effects of greenhouse gas emissions in the short term, but once an oscillation changes back to a mode that increases global temperatures, it will reinforce the effects of burning fossil fuels, and we could face a double whammy. 
So the worst mistake we could make is to confuse short-term cooling for a reversal of global warming.”
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Guardian (UK): Sun, wind and wave-powered: Europe unites to build renewable energy 'supergrid'
3 January 2009

It would connect turbines off the wind-lashed north coast of Scotland with Germany's vast arrays of solar panels, and join the power of waves crashing on to the Belgian and Danish coasts with the hydro-electric dams nestled in Norway's fjords: Europe's first electricity grid dedicated to renewable power will become a political reality this month, as nine countries formally draw up plans to link their clean energy projects around the North Sea.

The network, made up of thousands of kilometres of highly efficient undersea cables that could cost up to €30bn (£26.5bn), would solve one of the biggest criticisms faced by renewable power – that unpredictable weather means it is unreliable.

With a renewables supergrid, electricity can be supplied across the continent from wherever the wind is blowing, the sun is shining or the waves are crashing.

Connected to Norway's many hydro-electric power stations, it could act as a giant 30GW battery for Europe's clean energy, storing electricity when demand is low and be a major step towards a continent-wide supergrid that could link into the vast potential of solar power farms in North Africa.

By autumn, the nine governments involved – Germany, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Denmark, Sweden and Ireland and the UK – hope to have a plan to begin building a high-voltage direct current network within the next decade. 
It will be an important step in achieving the European Union's pledge that, by 2020, 20% of its energy will come from renewable sources.

"We recognise that the North Sea has huge resources, we are exploiting those in the UK quite intensively at the moment," said the UK's energy and climate change minister, Lord Hunt. "But there are projects where it might make sense to join up with other countries, so this comes at a very good time for us."

More than 100GW of offshore wind projects are under development in Europe, around 10% of the EU's electricity demand, and equivalent to about 100 large coal-fired plants.
 The surge in wind power means the continent's grid needs to be adapted, according to Justin Wilkes of the European Wind Energy Association (EWEA). 
An EWEA study last year outlined where these cables might be built and this is likely to be a starting point for the discussions by the nine countries.

Renewable energy is much more decentralised and is often built in inhospitable places, far from cities. A supergrid in the North Sea would enable a secure and reliable energy supply from renewables by balancing power across the continent.

Norway's hydro plants – equivalent to about 30 large coal-fired power stations – could use excess power to pump water uphill, ready to let it rush down again, generating electricity, when demand is high.
 "The benefits of an offshore supergrid are not simply to allow offshore wind farms to connect; if you have additional capacity, which you will do within these lines, it will allow power trading between countries and that improves EU competitiveness," said Wilkes.

The European Commission has also been studying proposals for a renewable-electricity grid in the North Sea. A working group in the EC's energy department, led by Georg Wilhelm Adamowitsch, will produce a plan by the end of 2010. 
He has warned that without additional transmission infrastructure, the EU will not be able to meet its ambitious targets. Hunt said the EC working group's findings would be fed into the nine-country grid plan.

The cost of a North Sea grid has not yet been calculated, but a study by Greenpeace in 2008 put the price of building a similar grid by 2025 at €15bn-€20bn. 
This would provide more than 6,000km of cable around the region. The EWEA's 2009 study suggested the costs of connecting the proposed 100GW wind farms and building interconnectors, into which further wind and wave power farms could be plugged in future, would probably push the bill closer to €30bn. 
The technical, planning, legal and environmental issues will be discussed at the meeting of the nine this month.

"The first thing we're aiming for is a common vision," said Hunt. "We will hopefully sign a memorandum of understanding in the autumn with ministers setting out what we're trying to do and how we plan to do it."

All those involved also have an eye on the future, said Wilkes. "The North Sea grid would be the backbone of the future European electricity supergrid," he said. 
This supergrid, which has support from scientists at the commission's Institute for Energy (IE), and political backing from both the French president, Nicolas Sarkozy, and Gordon Brown, would link huge solar farms in southern Europe – producing electricity either through photovoltaic cells, or by concentrating the sun's heat to boil water and drive turbines – with marine, geothermal and wind projects elsewhere on the continent. 
Scientists at the IE have estimated it would require the capture of just 0.3% of the light falling on the Sahara and the deserts of the Middle East to meet all Europe's energy needs.

In this grid, electricity would be transmitted along high voltage direct current cables. These are more expensive than traditional alternating-current cables, but they lose less energy over long distances.

Hunt agreed that the European supergrid was a long-term dream, but one worth making a reality. The UK, like other countries, faced "huge challenges with our renewables targets," he said. "The 2020 target is just the beginning and then we've got to aim for 2050 with a decarbonised electricity supply – so we need all the renewables we can get."

A North Sea grid could link into grids proposed for a much larger German-led plan for renewables called the Desertec Industrial Initiative (DII). 
This aims to provide 15% of Europe's electricity by 2050 or earlier via power lines stretching across desert and the Mediterranean. 
The plan was launched last November with partners including Munich Re, the world's biggest reinsurer, and some of Germany's biggest engineering and power companies, including Siemens, E.ON, ABB and Deutsche Bank. DII is a $400bn (£240bn) plan to use concentrated solar power (CSP) in southern Europe and northern Africa. 
This technology uses mirrors to concentrate the sun's rays on a fluid container, the super-heated liquid then drives turbines to generate electricity. 
The technology itself is nothing new – CSP plants have been running in the United States for decades and Spain is building many – but the scale of the DII project would be its biggest deployment ever.
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President Barack Obama knew the clock was ticking on reaching a climate-change agreement when he barged into a meeting with the leaders of China, Brazil, India, and South Africa on the last day of the deadlocked U.N. convention in Copenhagen. 
And while Obama called the 18 December deal he brokered an "unprecedented breakthrough" in getting developing countries to agree for the first time to voluntary reductions in greenhouse-gas emissions, he knew that it was missing major components that supporters had sought, ranging from mandatory mitigation targets to deforestation. 
The so-called Copenhagen Accord didn't even contain a timetable for deciding when to decide.

But as hard as it was to negotiate a deal in Denmark, Obama faces an even tougher time in Washington trying to convince the U.S. Senate to pass cap-and-trade legislation. 
And he's up against another ticking clock: the November 2010 elections that will decide whether his party retains control of Congress. 
"The closer you get to the election around here, the less policy is going on and the more politics," says Senator Lisa Murkowski (R–AK). Even so, Murkowski predicts that the Senate will need "months, not weeks" to debate the complex issue.

One major obstacle is the Senate's own rules. 
A supermajority is needed to pass nearly any controversial legislation, because opponents can launch a filibuster that requires 60 votes to bring to an end. 
Supporters can count on only about half that number, and getting the rest will require deals with some combination of coal-state Democrats, moderate Republicans like Murkowski, and liberals who want a stronger bill. 
And that means balancing concerns about trade, energy, and the economic effects of the bill.
 "It's going to be a tough environment to find 60 votes," says Thomas Gibson of the American Iron and Steel Institute.
For advocates of emissions reductions, the less-than-satisfying outcome of the Copenhagen summit shows how difficult it will be to reach any agreement. 
In June, the House of Representatives narrowly passed landmark emissions reductions that would bring U.S. emissions 20% below 2005 levels by 2020. And such legislation hasn't fared well in the Senate. 
In 2003, cap-and-trade legislation went down by a margin of 43 votes to 55. 
Two years later, it secured only 38 votes. In 2008, a procedural vote on a bill that contained more favorable language for nuclear power fell 12 votes short of the 60 required to bring it to a vote—although six senators said they would have voted for the bill had they been present.

This time around, legislation introduced in October by Senators John Kerry (D–MA) and Barbara Boxer (D–CA) and approved the following month by the Senate Environment and Public WorksCommittee has already attracted plenty of ill will. 
Republicans on the committee boycotted the vote, and Boxer, the chair, bucked precedent by proceeding without them. And hers is the only one of six committees with jurisdiction to have passed the legislation.

Democrats from states where coal is king will be central to any successful deal. Last month, 92-year-old Senator Robert Byrd (D–WV), their unofficial leader, shocked the coal industry when he declared that "West Virginians can choose to anticipate change and adapt to it, or resist and be overrun by it.
" He also said he plans to "stay at the table" to make sure his state is "part of any solution," increasing the chances that the Senate bill would provide more money for clean-coal projects and assistance to industry than the House version. Senator Tom Carper (D–DE), who led a task force on coal for Boxer earlier this year, says he can already see momentum building.
 "If the House members from a coal state voted for the House bill, it's going to be hard for some senators to ignore what their House members have done," says Carper.

Bridging the gap between coal-state lawmakers and environmentalists is not the only difficult task facing the White House. Getting a handful of Republicans to support the bill is another crucial one.
 One key step in that direction is an outline of cap-and-trade legislation released last month by senators Kerry, Joe Lieberman (ID–CT), and Lindsay Graham (R–SC). Last month, Graham said the legislation, if passed, would "create jobs, protect our national security interests, and improve our environment."

Winning Graham's vote might require more support for the nuclear industry than is in the House legislation, including advanced research, regulatory changes, and some type of financial incentives for new nuclear power plants. 
Graham's role is the "greatest indication that you can reach a 60-vote margin," says Lou Leonard of the World Wildlife Fund in Washington, D.C. On the other hand, such concessions could cause a mutiny among staunch liberals like Senator Bernie Sanders (I–VT), who says he would consider voting against the bill depending on "how weak it is."

One unknown may be fallout from the leaked climate science e-mails (Science, 4 December,which had virtually no effect on negotiations in Copenhagen. 
Senator James Inhofe (R–OK), an outspoken climate skeptic, believes the scandal spells doom for climate legislation that he's already labeled "dead on arrival.
“But two other Republicans—senators Murkowski and Lamar Alexander (R–TN)—told Science that the e-mails have not shaken their confidence in the science behind global warming.
 Indeed, Boxer told reporters at a press conference this week that the new push by foes to challenge the fundamental facts of global warming will backfire because it will put "new attention on the science—and that's good."

It's not clear how the watered-down Copenhagen pact might affect the Senate vote. Before the summit, Boxer said that a political agreement there would "help us move a climate-change bill forward.
“But a central issue left unresolved in Denmark is China's refusal to agree to international verification of its reports on emissions reductions. 
Obama won the support of the China delegation for compromise language that embraces "international consultations.
“But without a firmer Chinese commitment, it may be hard to convince leery lawmakers that China and other major emitters from developing nations are willing to carry their share of the burden.

"There's nothing [in the text] to keep these countries from accelerating their emissions," says an Inhofe spokesperson, who says the talks "were a complete disaster" in terms of the pending legislation. 
The spokesperson also criticized the U.S. decision, announced at the talks, to participate in a $100-billion-a-year fund, starting in 2020, for helping the developing world cope with global warming: "It probably made things worse, since the American people aren't going to be happy seeing their tax dollars going abroad to support a global warming fund."

Obama will also have to decide how much political capital to spend on an issue that is losing support among Americans, according to opinion polls, when one they care a great deal about—unemployment—isat 10% and could get worse. Some critics note that Obama didn't say in Copenhagen that climate change would be a top priority in 2010. 
But Daniel Weiss of the liberal Center for American Progress in Washington, D.C., says that Obama's meetings with world leaders at the conference and with U.S. politicians at home show he is fully engaged.
 "He's succeeded in Copenhagen at pushing the process forward. Now he has to succeed at getting the Senate to act," says Weiss.
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Malgré l'échec du Sommet de Copenhague, le Brésil a promulgué mardi une loi rendant contraignants ses objectifs de réduction des émissions de gaz à effet de serre. 
Conformément aux engagements pris par le pays lors de la conférence internationale sur le climat, cette loi confirme la volonté du Brésil de réduire, de près de 39% d'ici à 2020, ses émissions polluantes.

Le président brésilien Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva a promulgué une loi confirmant "l'engagement volontaire" de son pays de réduire ses émissions de 36,1 à 38,9% d'ici à 2020.
 "Nous allons remplir totalement les objectifs. Peu importe que Copenhague ne se soit pas déroulé aussi bien que nous l'espérions" a déclaré le ministre de l'Environnement brésilien, Carlos Minc.

Dès le mois de janvier, le président promulguera les décrets déterminant les responsabilités et actions qui incomberont à chaque secteur de l'économie. Ces décrets seront élaborés avec l'aide de scientifiques, d'industriels et d'organisations non gouvernementales.

Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva a opposé son veto à trois points du projet de loi initial, notamment au sujet des textes prévoyant "l'abandon graduel des sources énergétiques qui utilisent les combustibles fossiles" et la limitation des constructions de petites centrales hydroélectriques.

Le Brésil est l'un des plus gros émetteurs de CO2, notamment en raison de la destruction de la forêt amazonienne, et selon Greenpeace, la promulgation de cette loi n'est rien d'autre qu'une déclaration de bonnes intentions. 
Accusant le président Lula de tenir un "double discours" en matière de protection de l'Environnement, l'association écologiste déplore que "le Brésil adopte habituellement un bon discours sur la scène internationale, comme il l'a fait à Copenhague, mais [que] malheureusement, la pratique ne corresponde pas au discours".
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UN agency sets out priority steps to realize Green Economy for 21st century

The United Nations environmental agency has identified three priority areas in the race to mitigate climate change based on harnessing the benefits of ecosystems, from coral reefs to forests, coupled with non-fossil fuel technology that exploits solar, geothermal and wind energy.

“It is now widely recognized that healthy ecosystems from coral reefs and wetlands to mangroves and fertile soils are a key to successfully adapting to climate change,” the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said in a news release on what it called a rapidly evolving strategy “in response to the needs of Member States and the growing number of requests on how best to realize a low carbon, resource efficient Green Economy for the 21st century.”

Calling the management and maintenance of such systems “a buffer and an insurance policy against extreme weather events and a rapidly changing climate,” UNEP stressed that ecosystems and the services they provide represent serious, multitrillion dollar economic assets.

It cites a recent UNEP report compiled with scientists that estimates that carbon emissions equal to half the annual emissions of the global transport sector are being captured and stored by marine ecosystems such as mangroves, salt marshes and sea grasses alone.

Based on this, UNEP is helping Member States in demonstration projects such as assisting Iraq in rehabilitating the marshlands of Mesopotamia, supporting Kenya in restoring the Mau forest complex and aiding Mali in reviving Lake Faguibine. Plans are also under way for ecosystem rehabilitation in Haiti.

“UNEP is ready to support Member States in gearing up their economies to overcome policy and financial barriers and to incorporate ecosystem adaptation measures into national climate, development and sectoral strategies,” the agency said.

The second priority area concerns the so-called REDD and REDD+ programme – Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation. Emissions linked with deforestation and forest degradation may account for close to 20 per cent of current global greenhouse gas emissions and UNEP is part of the international effort to prepare developing economies for a REDD regime.

Through the UN-REDD Programme – a partnership between UNEP, the UN Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and the UN Development Programme (UNDP) – nine countries are being made ready for REDD with methodologies,monitoring and verification systems and safeguards to ensure value not only in climate and national economic terms but in terms of livelihoods for local communities.

Methodologies, monitoring and verification techniques are being tested in western Kenya, China, Niger and Nigeria. 

It should soon allow farmers and landowners to benefit from carbon sequestration of different farming and land management regimes including agro-forestry. By some estimates a country such as Indonesia could generate revenues of around $1billion a year initially if deforestation rates are halved.

The third priority area is clean technology readiness. “Investing in low-carbon energy alternatives and reducing emissions from inefficient energy consumption also make economic and environmental sense,” UNEP noted.

 “However, although many low-carbon technologies are already commercially viable, transferring them to new markets and mainstreaming their use globally remains a challenge.”

To bridge this gap, UNEP and its partners are already delivering via smart market mechanisms. 

In India, a joint project withthe UN Foundation, the Shell Foundation and Indian banks has brought down the cost of solar technology loans. 

Within a matter of a few years, 100,000 people have accessed solar electricity in rural areas and the initiative is now self-financing.

Another project, with funding from the Global Environment Facility (GEF), targets more efficient geothermal exploration in East Africa. 

The penetration of solar water heater systems in North Africa has also been pioneered by UNEP and partners with the critical linking of loans to electricity utility bills – the key to unlocking the market.

Meanwhile, UNEP has undertaken renewable energy mapping assessments, helping 15 developing countries determine their solar and wind potential and devise policies to tap them. 

It has also launched an effort to help more than 35 countries determine the specific low greenhouse gas technologies best able to meet their development needs and prepare national plans to acquire and use those technologies.
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