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Daily Nation: EA urged to protect pastoralists

29 June 2010

Governments in East Africa and the Horn have been asked to ensure security to pastoralists while moving across borders in search of pasture and water.

UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs head in Kenya Jeanine Cooper said eight million pastoralists in the region were also at risk due to climate change.

“It is estimated that close to one million pastoralists have been forced out of their livelihood and have become destitute in urban and relief centres and are heavily depended on food aid to sustain their livelihoods,” Ms Cooper said during the launch of a “Call to action for pastoralist security in mobility in the horn and East Africa.”

OCHA, the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) and Institute for Security Studies (ISS) travelled 10,000 kilometres across the region to meet with pastoralists communities and leaders to help highlight their needs.

The consultations covered the border areas of Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, South Sudan, Ethiopia and Somalia.

Drought
The pastoralists talked of challenges they face as a result of rains failing to come when expected, lands perched and unable to support livelihoods and neighbours in conflict over scarce resources.

Some were also displaced through loss of livelihood from drought and policies that undermine their capacity to manage climate change patterns.

Ms Cooper, Mr Hassan Noor who is leading Mau rehabilitation efforts, Sudan’s ambassador to Kenya Majok Guandong, East African Community deputy secretary general Beatrice Kiraso and East African Legislative Assembly MP Augustino Lotodo said pastoralists movements need to be regulated and protected.

They said pastoralists were now being forced to go further into areas they have never been due to climate change and there was need to empower them on adaptation.

“We want pastoralists in the region to be protected as a way of life,” Mr Lotodo said.

Mr Lotodo further asked governments to stop using force to mop up firearms in pastoralists areas.

Porous borders
Ms Kiraso said porous borders contributed to the proliferation of small arms in the region.

“The security environment needs to be enhanced. We want to have peaceful, stable and a united East Africa,” she said.

Mr Guandong said access to small arms and light weapons had become a big problem in the region and that it needed to be addressed.

ISS executive director Jakkie Cilliers said research indicated Africa was warming faster than the rest of the world.

Sea levels have also been rising by three millimetre per year since 1990.

However, Africa’s rapid urbanisation would partly offset some of worst effects of climate change, he said.

The facilitator of the launch Mr Ali Wario regretted that Kenya’s land policy did not recognise pastoralists.

“The education policy does not also cater for pastoralists mobility,” he said. Mr Noor said educated members of communities should be used to advocate for peace in pastoralists areas saying the initiative had succeeded between Samburus and Turkanas.

He said his team hopes to recover 40,000 ha of land in Mau this year and more than 100,000 ha in 2011.
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Relief Web (UN): Urgent Action Needed to Help Pastoralists Cope with Impacts of Climate Change

29 June 2010

Nairobi, 29 June, 2010, Nairobi - Urgent action is needed to help pastoralists cope with the rising impacts of climate change including strategies by governments to facilitate safe passage across borders in the Horn and East Africa region. 

This is among the key recommendations of a new report launched today by the United Nations (UN) and partners, members of the Security in Mobility initiative. 

The key findings of the assessment reveal that: 

- Climate Change is resulting in unpredictable & extreme weather patterns and influencing mobility patterns amongst Pastoralist communities. 

- Insecurity in Pastoralists border regions has increased 

- Some local governments facilitate cross-border mobility especially during drought, others need to consider similar strategies 

- Mobility (movement) is usually associated with conflict and this risk needs to be recognized and managed down 

- Pastoralists are frustrated with current humanitarian aid policies and want sustainable and transformational solutions 

Security in Mobility conducted consultative assessments with local communities and their leaders in Kenya's cross border regions between January 2009 and June 2010 in order to gather first hand knowledge on how various economic, social and environmental factors including climate change are impacting on pastoralist lives. 

The regions visited include the Maasai, Karamoja and Somali clusters which border Tanzania, Uganda & Sudan, and Somalia & Ethiopia respectively. The initiative also advocates for an integrated approach to respond to humanitarian and development needs in pastoral communities. 

Key Findings 

The effects of climate change and its impact on pastoral communities are now more conspicuous than ever with evidence pointing to increasing levels of migration and conflict over often scarce resources. 

Vulnerability, a lack of preparedness and appropriate, timely and relevant responses to natural disasters has left millions in need of humanitarian assistance. An 80 year old Pastoralist Bote Bora in Isiolo Kenya summed it up: "In my 80 years living as a pastoralist it has never been like this. The rainfall pattern has been unpredictable and there is a migration of pastoralists from this community to the urban centres of Nairobi, Uganda and others. The few animals we have that have survived the drought are plagued by new diseases that we do not know about. Our livestock is dying and we do not know why. We are even afraid to eat some of the livestock as we fear the diseases might be transferred to humans." 

In 2009, close to ten million people in the region (including three million pastoralists) were at risk of starvation due to drought. The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN-OCHA) Head of Office in Kenya, Jeanine Cooper notes that pastoralists and their livelihoods are under threat due to a combination of factors among them, environmental degradation, resource-based conflicts, changing land tenures, poor governance and restrictive cross-border policies. 

Cross-Border issues 

Mark Bowden, the United Nations Humanitarian Coordinator for Somalia, said "it is important to note that all of Kenya's border regions from the Karamoja cluster through Marsabit , Moyale, Mandera Wajir until Garrissa suffer from instability coupled with dramatic effects of climate change. Many pastoralists are no longer safe during their migration and stay 'foreign territory' and there is no formal framework to guarantee their security". 

He underlined the need for pastoralists to cross administrative and international borders in pursuit of their livelihoods and emphasized that cross-border collaboration was essential in responding to pastoralist issues. 

The Deputy Secretary General of the East African Community (EAC), Hon. Beatrice Kiraso lauded the joint initiative launched today for the comparative advantage each agency in SIM has brought to the agenda. The agencies' mandates cut across humanitarian assistance, displacement and forced migration management, human security research and environmental protection. Cooperation is important towards addressing this complex problem that cuts across various," Hon. Kiraso commented. 

Call to Action 

The UN and its partners acknowledge that natural hazards alone do not cause disasters but the combination of factors - climate change, inappropriate policies and lack of basic services and infrastructure - turn the hazards into major emergencies. 

Security in Mobility (SiM) is calling on regional governments to develop a policy that facilitates safe movement of pastoralists within their countries and across borders. The Security in Mobility Approach for intervention calls for response to pastoralist issues through a joined-up approach that that captures provision of humanitarian assistance; provision of basic services such as water and sanitation; facilitated migration and comprehensive security initiatives. 

The launch of the key findings and SiM approach was attended by more than 100 participants from Kenya and around the region, among them pastoralist community leaders, senior government representatives, members of the diplomatic corps, NGO members and various UN agency representatives. The initiative is comprised of four agencies: United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN-OCHA), United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the Institute for Security Studies (ISS). 
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Standard (Kenya): UN launches project to boost border security

30 June 2010

The 


 has called on Kenya and other East African governments to facilitate safer movement of pastoralists across their borders.
United Nations
During the launch of Security in Mobility (SIM) initiative at a Nairobi hotel yesterday, the UN Humanitarian co-ordinator for Somalia, Mr Mark Bowden, said the SIM approach for intervention calls for response to pastoralist issues through a joint effort.

"The UN and its partners acknowledge that natural hazards alone do not cause disasters but the combination of factors — 


, inappropriate policies and lack of basic services and infrastructure — turn the hazards into major emergencies," said Bowden. 
climate change
He said areas like Karamoja, Marsabit, Moyale, Mandera, Wajir and Garissa suffer from instability and effects of climate change.

East African Community deputy Secretary-General Beatrice Kiraso lauded the initiative, saying the region’s economic development is tied to security of its pastoralist communities.

Porous borders

Ms Kiraso said the herders are not only key to livestock economic benefits, but also secure borders.

She said security and mobility of the communities was a major security pillar that brings together sustainable livelihood and protection of the marginalised community.

Kiraso urged East African countries to work together to boost the cross-border security to foster economic development.

"As long as this problem continues and porous borders exist the proliferation of small arms won’t end," said Kiraso.

The Specialist Task Force on the African Union Pastoralist Policy Framework for Africa Chairman Ali Wario said Kenyan education system and policy do not recognise the needs of the herders.

Extreme weather

"Pastoralism is not in the education programme and land ownership policies also fail to recognise herding as a way of life," said Wario.

SIM is an initiative of United Nations Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs, International Organisation for Migration and the Institute for Security Studies.

Regions visited for assessment include the Maasai, Karamoja and Somali clusters at the East African boundaries.

The study found climate change has resulted in unpredictable and extreme weather patterns and influnces movement patterns of pastoralist communities.

It also established that insecurity and risks associated with migration of herders and their livestock in search of pastures had increased.
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Daily Monitor (Uganda): Why Horn of Africa is starving

23 June 2010

With the history of food emergencies in Africa, the revelation that 40 per cent of the continent’s population are at the risk of starvation, is a cause of concern. 40 per cent of Africans suffer starvation, and Uganda is one of the countries listed whose population is suffering hunger. Those suffering most from food insecurity are subsistence farmers, pastoralists and agro-pastoralists whose livelihoods largely depend on agriculture and animal production.


The interagency Taskforce on the UN Response to Long-Term Food Security, Agricultural Development and Other Related Aspects in Africa that was established by Kofi Anan in 2001 identified natural hazards, conflict and population growth as the main underlying causes of food insecurity.
Between 15 to 20 million people in Africa especially the pastoralist communities live mainly in arid and semi-arid low lands. They suffer from droughts where food production is reducing and many risk losing their assets. 


With limited food and water availability, animals produce less milk, are more prone to diseases and their death incidence rates increases.
The UN organisation says others factors contributing to food insecurity are forced displacement, poverty, trans-boundary diseases, poor health, gender inequalities, weak infrastructure, poor economies, as well as inadequate national policies and governance issues, aid failure and weak knowledge and information systems.


Current situation
According to the Food Security, Integrated Phase Classification (IPC) map released in April, food security in Africa is a cause for concern with many areas said to be in acute food shortage especially Southern Sudan, Northern Kenya and North eastern Uganda.
The situation is most alarming in Sudan (Darfur) and Somalia (Central) where populations cannot live without humanitarian aid. Natural hazards, drought and floods are the driving forces behind the looming hunger across the continent, especially because they hit they hit the poorest (mostly rural) communities the hardest. 


Land regime
The population in Africa has more than doubled since 1974 and is continuing to grow rapidly, putting further pressure on scarce natural resources. There is shortage of arable land as farmers are forced to cultivate intensively and often cannot replenish the soil. 
Land ownership issues and the increasingly limited access to cultivable land, water and other natural resources are key to rural populations’ livelihoods, yet, they have become a raison d’être for population movements and conflicts.


Conflicts
The long history of conflicts both internal and across boundaries has disrupted agricultural and livestock productions and marketing systems, causing mass displacements of already marginalised populations, thereby intensifying hunger and putting vulnerable populations even more at risk of food insecurity. 
The tensions are the hotbed for the influx of refugees and IDPs putting further pressure on already scare resources accessible to host populations, thereby affecting their food security situation and potentially initiating additional tensions.
More than half of the populations in the region survive on less than a dollar (Shs2,000) per day. With little or no savings and lack of skills to diversify their sources of income, the poor people are exposed to more dangers let alone starvation. 


Poor health
Countries in Africa have some of the lowest health standards in the world. Whilst rural communities in general have limited access to adequate health services, those worst served are the nomadic and semi-nomadic pastoralist communities. Among them, children and women are the most vulnerable with high children undernourishment and mortality rates related to preventable diseases (measles, malaria etc.) and high level of maternal mortality. There are more than four million people living with HIV/Aids in the Horn of Africa alone, according to the 2008 Unaids report. The organisation projected that by 2010, twice as many people in rural areas will be infected compared to those in urban areas.
Gender Inequities
Increasingly, men are migrating to urban areas looking for labour, leaving women with the burden of taking care of the family farms. Although women are in charge of cooking and collecting water for the household, land rights are often passed on through male relatives. Often lacking sufficient education, women have limited options because of food insecurity and poverty. Gender inequities also often translate into gender based violence, affecting food security at household and community level.
Weak infrastructures
Due to the poor conditions or nonexistence of roads, populations living in remote rural areas have very limited access to external markets and many farmers and agro-pastoralists are therefore isolated from the national and regional economy. Access to safe drinking water is also insufficient, rural populations in Somalia, Eritrea and Ethiopia are particularly affected.
Poor economies
Economic growth in Africa has generally been slow and unequal, widening the gap between the poor majority and the wealthy.
Pastoralist communities have benefited from the liberalisation of markets in Africa and are generally better off than farmers. However, when there is a natural disaster, they are most vulnerable as they risk losing all their assets. Little has been done to support pastoralists systems and initiatives that have been taken have often deteriorated the situation by increasing livestock numbers and leading to overgrazing rather than regulating the systems.


Governance failure
Unstable Government institutions in conflict and post-conflict countries, over centralisation, corruption and insufficient political commitment to address food insecurity; are factors to food insecurity but also represent considerable obstacles for donors and the international community to provide effective emergency relief and sustainable basis for economic growth.


Financial crisis
The dramatic rise of global food prices in early 2008 rapidly followed by the global financial crisis and economic recession had the most drastic consequences on the global food and nutrition in decades. Their overlap caused socio-economic, environmental and security related issues worldwide. Countries in Africa affected by the 2006 drought had no time to recover before the soaring food prices and a drought crisis that hit them once more in 2009. The most devastating effects of these two crises were felt in the agricultural sector and amongst the urban poor and the food insecure. Poor households saw their coping mechanisms strained to their limits and hunger and undernourishment incidences increased dramatically in the region. Whilst food prices have decreased overall in the region, they are still above the five year average and are likely to remain volatile for some time, putting further pressure on the most vulnerable as remittances are decreasing and both formal and informal economies at local and regional levels are affected.


Climate change
Climate change threatens to further exacerbate food insecurity in Africa.
Crop yields in dry, tropical and semitropical regions risk to decrease due to global warming. Extreme climate events such as droughts, flooding and heat stress are increasing both in frequency and gravity; which affects food production, stability and availability, especially as their combination and recurrence set the right conditions for human, crop, livestock pests and diseases to spread. Increased incidence of water born diseases in flood-prone areas, and new diseases will increase human health risks. Access to safe drinking water is also likely to become more scarce. 


The resilience of smallholder and subsistence farmers will be challenged, which may lead to further environmental degradation, further population movements and increasingly to resource-based conflicts. Unless adequate action is taken, it is predicted that the food security and nutrition situation will negatively affected Sub- Saharan Africa. 
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ETF Daily News (UK): Agriculture: Out-Of-The-Box Efficiency Plays (PIO, FIW)

29 June 2010

Sometimes we forget, but the earth is a finite resource. As the populations and economies in developing nations explode, demand will increase for 


, food, metals and other “essentials“—which will have dramatic effects on the planet’s ability to provide such needs.
energy
With that in mind, it makes sense for the long-time-lined commodity investor to think outside the box a little, as some of the best opportunities lie outside the traditional broad-based bets on energy or gold. Instead, it may be time to get back to basics: farmland.

Agriculture’s Demand
By 2050, the planet’s population is estimated to reach nearly 9.1 billion residents, which is nearly 2.3 billion more than our population now. To keep up, food producers will need to grow nearly 70 percent more food in 2050 than today. Grains alone will account for a large portion of that; according to a 2009 United Nations Food and Agriculture study, “Demand for cereals (for both food and animal feed) is projected to reach some 3 billion tonnes by 2050.”

Unlike fossil fuels, where alternatives do exist, or metals, where recycling is common, in agriculture, the impacts will be substantial. After all, we can forgo driving a giant SUV, but we all have to eat.

And these impacts are already being felt. This month, the United Nations’ International Panel for Sustainable Resource Management released a new report titled “Assessing the Environmental Impacts of Consumption and Production.” The research paper weighed the overall effects of production of various commodities against global environmental concerns, and when it came to food production, the results were quite shocking.

“Agricultural production accounts for a staggering 70 percent of the global freshwater consumption, 38 percent of the total land use and 14 percent of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions,” Achim Steiner, head of the U.N.’s Environment Programme, told Reuters.

Focusing On Water And Farmland
Given such staggering numbers, the current agricultural model bodes well for 


 in the water space. After all, while the Earth is covered by water, only an extremely small portion is fresh water, and a smaller portion of that is still freely available to end-users.
investors
Water becomes even more of an interesting play when you look at where that population expansion is expected to occur. Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, one of the driest places on Earth, is expected to experience 108 percent population growth through 2050. The population of Southeast Asia—already so large—will grow another 11 percent over the same time period. Naturally, agricultural water usage will also grow 11-12 percent to keep pace. This means that by 2030, 47 percent of the world’s population will be living in “high water stress” areas, according to the Stockholm International Water Institute.

But water issues are already having their effect today without the added population stress. About 60 percent of India’s crop land is wholly dependent on rainfall. Last year’s devastating droughts affected 246 of the country’s 600 districts, and 235 million Indian farmers saw their yields on staple crops, such as rice and sugar, plummet.

The tough times aren’t just in India. In China, 13 percent of its total farmlands experience some sort of droughtlike conditions each year. Even the developed world faces similar prospects, with Australia suffering from cycles of severe drought and floods.

Despite modern genetically modified seeds accounting for 90 percent of the growth in crop production, arable land will need to expand by nearly 300 million acres in emerging nations, and by 125 million in the developed world to keep pace with the coming population boom. Yet several countries, particularly in North Africa and Southern Asia, are nearing, or have already reached, the limits of their available arable land.

Opportunities for Investors
So how can investors take advantage of this theme?

ETFs such as the PowerShares Global Water (NYSE:PIO) or the First Trust ISE Water (NYSE:FIW) make ideal broad-based investments. But in light of the coming freshwater crisis, it may make more sense to zero in on water efficiency—particularly with regard to irrigation, as a play on the “threat” agriculture poses to global water supplies.

There are a few U.S. firms devoted to water efficiency and irrigation, albeit in some instances tucked inside other firms. Take John Deere (NYSE:DE), an obvious general ag play. But what many investors fail to notice behind the bright green and yellow tractors is that John Deere is world’s third-largest irrigation company. The company has recently added to its arsenal new systems that use specialized drip methods to increase crop yields in hot and dry climates while reducing water usage.

Another American play is Toro (NYSE:TTC), which also has a very interesting and profitable micro irrigation unit. The company also functions in large-scale irrigation markets as well, and even provided the systems used for the Beijing Olympics.

There’s also the Lindsay Corporation (NYSE:LNN), which receives about 80 percent of its revenue from its pivot-arm irrigation systems. These GPS and computer-guided systems are ideal for large-scale and developed market farms in the United States, Canada and Australia. While the company doesn’t have any micro-drip exposure, Lindsay’s efficiency products do help improve efficiency in water management in places such as California, where the Sierra Nevada snowpack and the Shasta Lake reservoir are 57 percent and 42 percent below their normal ranges, respectively.

As for the investor looking to play rising food prices with a direct investment in farmland, the Argentinean company Cresud (Nasdaq: CRESY) offers one such opportunity. Cresud operates 17 farms and 100,000 heads of cattle, and it has been purchasing land in other Latin America countries, including Bolivia, Brazil and Paraguay.

Unavoidable Outcome
The United Nations’ global projections for population growth and pressures caused by agriculture suggest we’ll need to invest significant dollars to augment how we produce food. According to the previously cited 2009 UN study, if agriculture doesn’t become more efficient, as many as 370 million people could go hungry in 2050—or nearly 5 percent of the estimated emerging population.

That’s why water efficiency investment on a micro-irrigation scale could be a saving grace for the world’s ever-growing populace. Investors with long enough timelines may want to position themselves accordingly, to take advantage of the unavoidable.

Written by Aaron J. Levitt  From Hard Assets Investor
 HardAssetsInvestor.com (HAI) is a research-oriented Web site devoted to sharing ideas about hard assets investing. The site has been developed as an educational resource for both individual and institutional investors interested in learning more about commodity equities, commodity futures and gold (the three major components of the hard assets marketplace). The site will focus on hard assets investing without endorsing or recommending any particular investment product or approach.
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Leadership Online (South Africa): Green Economy
29 June 2010

It should be an instrument, not a goal
Is there a convergence of imperatives, from climate change and depleting fossil fuel resources to an increasingly unsustainable global financial system that can drive a new socio-economic global dispensation which can be described as a "green economy"? This last weekend’s G20 summit of the world’s largest and most influential developed and developing economies in Toronto, Canada was seen by some as an opportunity for a new spur in that direction, but in the end, it seems to have delivered more doubt than hope on that score.

In a comment on the eve of the Toronto summit, the executive director of the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) Achim Steiner, and the agency’s head of its Green Economy Initiative Pavan Sukhdev said that the “economy is not a luxury, but a 21st century imperative on a planet of six billion, rising to nine billion in just 40 years.”

In 2008 UNEP set its sights on a $750-billion international spend, from more than $3 trillion on a “Global Green New Deal”, to put the world onto a less polluting path. Only $500bn materialised, and chances for an increase soon look slim as another financial crisis, this time in Europe, triggered fears that the global economy could slip back into recession as developed countries became spooked by their budget deficits.

In an article for the website Polity.org.za, Saliem Fakir of the South African Civil Society Information Service also warned that “the idea that an economy will simply become ‘green’ as a result of a stringent investment criteria imposed in terms of fiscal stimulus measures is more of an ideal than immediate reality.

"Truly green economies will, of necessity, be characterised by a major shift in the economic paradigm itself. If a country is going to go green, this will not be achieved purely through short-term fiscal stimulus measures.”

The challenge of divides
Part of the fundamental challenge of moving the world toward consensus on a green economic dispensation is that in terms of reigning production processes in the world, there is often a divide between immediate (short-term) development and long-term sustainability. This divide mostly correlates with the divide between developed and developing countries, and the divide between rich and poor.

The correlation with the rich/poor divide does not only hold for the international context, but also often applies within national borders, particularly in developing countries such as South Africa.

Another problem is that the green movement has created an environment in which often public relations hype about green manufacturing processes and products often substitute substance. There is often so much emphasis placed on over-simplified sloganism – such as describing this or that summit as a watershed or defining moment – that a need for process and understanding of underlying structural challenges is neglected of even completely forgotten.

A typical example of this is a recent call in a UN-backed study for an overhaul of world farming and more vegetarianism to be top priorities to protect the environment. Without blinking a proverbial eye or any sense of the massive contradiction, the study adds that the world should focus on improving use of materials such plastics, iron, steel and aluminum – all being or depending on non-renewable resources.

It points out that animal products are important because more than half of the world’s crops are used to feed animals, not people. No mention is made of the fact that synthetic fibres, mostly produced as a byproduct of the petrochemical industry, have killed off natural sources materials for clothing from animals and plants.

Fundamental differences
The green economy battle cry has in the most recent years increasingly been positioned as an instrument to overcome problems such as unemployment, mostly without acknowledgement that in the process, there will also be displacements. It could further impact substantially on the economic competitiveness of a country such as South Africa which has abundant relatively cheap fossil fuel resources for electricity and other energy generation in the form of coal.

Possible punitive restrictions on energy-intensive products and carbon-intensive products could adversely impact the country’s international competiveness on export markets.

At a recent preparatory meeting of the UN Conference on Sustainable Development, there was lively debate between member states, UN agencies and so-called Major Groups on their understanding of what a green economy means. There were some fundamental differences, particularly between developed and developing countries, on how the green economy concept is understood in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication.

Particularly, there were differences on how it should be addressed at the international level to prevent green protectionism in trade and new conditionalities in the financing for developing countries.

Ambassador Pablo Solon of Bolivia said, “We must first ask ourselves why we are in this situation. We are in this time facing market rules that favour maximisation of profit above human welfare. So far, we have lived under a system that recognises nature as a commodity from which it takes resources. Now we must recognise that nature is not an object, but a system in which we all belong.”

It seems clear, considering the strains under which the present global socio-economic dispensation finds itself on many fronts, that some very fundamental adaptations will take place. What should, however, be equally clear is that while a green economy could be the instrument to meet the challenges, that is exactly what it is: merely an instrument and not a goal in itself.

The goal should always remain to improve the quality of existence of all who inhabit the planet. To achieve that, over-simplification will not do – the full complexity of overlapping issues should always be kept in mind.
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Frontline Magazine (INDIA): Devious diplomacy
July Issue

Despite grim warnings from scientists and climate analysts, developed countries are bent on dismantling the current global climate regime.

IN its April 22 issue, the journal Nature carried an article titled “Copenhagen Accord pledges are paltry”, written by nine prominent climate scientists led by Joeri Rogelj and Malte Meinshausen. Presenting sound technical arguments, their analysis is one of the many critiques that have appeared recently of the “pledge and review” approach, the highly controversial outcome of the 15th Conference of the Parties (COP15) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) held in Copenhagen in December 2009. Arguing that the current emission targets will not limit global warming to 2° Celsius (above which catastrophic and irreversible climate change effects are predicted to occur), the paper warned that “they might even lock the world into exceeding 3°C warming”. That is, the laissez-faire premise of the accord, which developed countries hailed, cannot lead to a liveable planet.

To recall, this agreement was surreptitiously evolved behind closed doors by the Danish Chair of the summit in consultation with two dozen countries, the so-called Friends of the Chair, and hustled through by President Barack Obama on the last day (see “Battle half-won”, Frontline, January 29). Since the accord was not a consensus document – many parties had strong reservations about it – it was only “taken note of” by the conference and not adopted.

But it seriously undermined the UNFCCC negotiations process, which was working towards legally binding commitments for carbon emission reductions by developed countries, or Annex I parties to the convention, under the Kyoto Protocol for the period beyond 2012, when the first phase of commitment under the Protocol ends. The Protocol requires only the Annex I countries, which are responsible for the carbon accumulation in the atmosphere since industrialisation began, to take legally binding emission reduction commitments, while non-Annex I (developing) countries do not have to.

A twin-track approach was adopted by the parties: one to arrive at the targets for the second commitment period under the Kyoto Protocol and the other to implement the UNFCCC by the cooperative action of the parties. The discussions on these were held under the Ad Hoc Working Group on Further Commitments for Annex I under the Kyoto Protocol (AWG-KP) and the Ad Hoc Working Group on Long-term Cooperative Action under the Convention (AWG-LCA). While the former is only among the signatories of the Kyoto Protocol, the latter includes all the parties to the convention (which significantly includes the United States, a Kyoto Protocol non-signatory). By renewing the mandates of the AWGs, the Bali Action Plan and the Bali Road Map, which were adopted at COP13 in Bali in 2007, reinforced the foundations of the current global climate regime, which the Copenhagen Accord seeks to dismantle.

‘Pledge and review'

The “pledge and review” scheme was the handiwork of the U.S., which was against accepting any legally binding commitment on emission reductions. Acting behind the scenes since mid-2009 and with active help from other developed countries which did not want to commit to a second commitment period such as Australia, Canada, Japan and Russia, the U.S. succeeded in having the scheme formalised as a “political agreement” at Copenhagen.

A legally binding agreement was rejected and an attempt was made to merge the twin tracks so that not only was the Kyoto Protocol killed but the entire Kyoto process was destroyed. What was feared before Copenhagen became a reality at Copenhagen, and post-Copenhagen apprehensions are now turning out to be true as well, with the demolition of the Kyoto process happening slowly but systematically.

The Copenhagen Accord required countries associating with it to submit their national pledges (of voluntary emission reductions) by February 1. As of date, 82 countries, together accounting for over 80 per cent of global emissions, have submitted their pledges. (At the time the Nature paper was published, 76 countries had submitted their pledges.) “It is amazing how unambitious these pledges are,” the paper remarked.

The submissions of all Annex I countries (under the Kyoto Protocol) were more or less the same as what they had submitted to the AWG-KP, the notable exception being Canada. By aligning itself with the U.S. (which gave a 2020 target of 17 per cent below 2005 levels), Canada has weakened its commitments by committing itself to an increase in its 2020 emission target above its current Kyoto Protocol target, that is, 3 per cent above instead of 6 per cent below 1990 levels.

According to various recent estimates, the probability of staying under the 2°C guard rail is 50 per cent or more, if:

Global emissions peak sometime between 2015 and 2021;

Global emissions in 2020 are approximately 40.0 to 48.3 gigatonnes (Gt) of CO2-equivalent/year;

By 2050 global emissions decrease by 48 to 72 per cent relative to 2000.

An analysis was carried out in February end by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and presented at a meeting of the UNEP Governing Council. According to it, pledges under the Copenhagen Accord mean that global emissions in 2020 are expected to range between 48.8 and 51.2 Gt CO2-eq/yr. These figures are basically arithmetic averages of three different estimates (see table). Hence, if high pledges are fulfilled, the gap is between 0.5 and 8.8 Gt CO2-eq/yr, with an intermediate value of 4.7 Gt CO2-eq/yr; if low pledges are met, the gap is between 2.9 and 11.2 Gt CO2-eq/yr, with an intermediate value of 7.1 Gt CO2-eq/yr (Graph 1). This gives only a less than 20 per cent chance that the 2°C limit will be met with the current commitments under the accord.

Rogelj and his colleagues carried the analysis further by taking into account some of the loopholes that exist in the current climate regime that allow increased emissions by developed countries. These loopholes include surplus emission allowances that have been accrued by some countries such as Russia and weak land use and forestry accounting rules. Under the Kyoto Protocol, the targets for some countries were so weak that they could emit less than their targets and thereby accumulate large amounts of surplus allowances for the first commitment period, 2008-2012. This surplus can, in principle, be “banked” upon and used later or sold to other countries as credits. As for land use and forestry, the rules for accounting, for example, in baseline fixation, have not been clearly defined and this too allows Annex I countries to increase their emissions. The Nature paper also allows for emission allowances for the aviation and maritime sector.

On the basis of the Copenhagen Accord pledges and allowing for the above “loopholes”, the authors estimate that emissions from developed countries in 2020 will be 19.9 Gt CO2-eq/yr, which is 6.5 per cent above 1990 levels. This level, points out the paper, “substantially exceeds projections of what would happen in developed countries if no additional mitigation action was taken by 2020”. That is, in the worst-case scenario of low Copenhagen Accord pledges, developed countries' emissions would exceed business-as-usual (BAU) projections from 1990 levels. In the more optimistic scenario of the Annex I countries meeting their ambitious high-end pledges, this comes down to 15.7 Gt CO2-eq/yr in 2020, which is 15.6 per cent lower than 1990 levels. But this is still woefully short of the 25-40 per cent reduction by Annex I countries required by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and demanded by countries of the G77+China group (Graph 2).

Adding the developing countries' emissions of 28.6-29.4 Gt CO2-eq/yr and the effects of deforestation, international aviation and shipping, the authors arrive at the global emission figures of 47.9 to 53.6 Gt CO2-eq/yr by 2020, which is 10-20 per cent higher than today's levels.

The range reflects the difference between the high and low ends of the pledges. Even if the emissions gap is closed in 2020, further emission reductions after 2020 are necessary to avoid overshooting 2°C. (Most studies indicate that the reduction rate after the peak should be at least 3-3.5 per cent a year.)

It is therefore important to set aggregate emission targets not only for 2020 but also for 2050. “Even if emissions halve by mid-century,” warn the researchers, “this will still leave the planet with, at best, a flip-of-the-coin chance of meeting the 2°C goal.” To have a higher probability of not breaching the 2°C limit, emission targets must be still lower.

The only way to achieve the 2°C limit, say the authors, is to increase the cuts before and by 2020, specifically in line with the IPCC findings, with at least a 30 per cent reduction below 1990 levels for developed countries and a “substantial deviation” (of 20 per cent) below the BAU projections for developing countries. “In our view, 2020 emission levels exceeding 44 Gt CO2-eq/yr should come with a warning label. The prospects of limiting global warming [on the basis of the accord] are in dire peril.”

Despite these grim warnings from scientists and climate analysts, developed countries are bent on dismantling the current global climate regime and replacing it with a weaker system of voluntary pledges a la Copenhagen Accord. This became evident at the 12-day-long climate talks held in Bonn during May 31-June 11.

In retrospect, the direction in which the talks were being driven should have been suspected after the first round, from April 9 to 11 (Bonn I). When the parties met at Bonn I, the ostensible aim was to pick up the broken pieces of Copenhagen and salvage the legitimate negotiating process under the Kyoto Protocol and the UNFCCC. The Copenhagen Accord, developing countries liked to believe, was an aberration, and they could now set the Kyoto process and the Bali Road Map back on their respective parallel tracks. Many believed that the U.S. was the only country that accorded legitimacy to the accord. The general talk was of the need to restore the trust that had been eroded at Copenhagen between developed and developing countries. But the subtle moves in Bonn I were aimed at slowly giving primacy to the accord and scuttling the Kyoto-Bali process before COP16 at Cancun, Mexico, in December.

The four years of negotiations under the AWG-KP were aimed at delivering a “top-down” framework for emission targets of Annex I parties in the second commitment period, that is, one works down from an aggregate target to arrive at an individual country's commitments. The accord's voluntary pledge mechanism, on the other hand, is a “bottom-up” one, which cannot, and does not, lead to the emission cuts demanded by science to keep global warming under 2°C. By treating developing and developed countries on an equal footing, the bottom-up approach does not take the historical responsibility of developed countries into account. Nor does it include the climate justice and equity that developing countries demand and which have been enshrined in the convention. It is, in fact, an attempt to shift a good part of the burden of mitigation on developing countries.

The Bolivian negotiator gave an apt analogy for this bottom-up approach at Bonn I. Just as in the construction of a dam, where one needs first to agree on the size and height of the dam, here one needs first to agree on the emission reductions, he said. Once the dam size and height are fixed, then one can bring the required amount of stones and other materials to build it. The Copenhagen Accord is like everyone bringing what they can and then trying to build the dam. “We need to return to the Protocol's essence and system. Otherwise humankind will be swept away,” he said.

The turning point at Bonn I occurred when, after prolonged negotiations, the Chair of the AWG-LCA, Margaret Mukahanana-Sangarwe of Zimbabwe, was allowed to draft a new negotiating text. Stating that a number of parties had wanted to draw on points of convergence reflected in the Copenhagen Accord and utilise them to advance the work of AWG-LCA where appropriate, she mooted the idea of a new text on April 9. She said that it would be part of the documentation required for the Bonn II negotiations in June. While developed countries and a few developing countries favoured this, the bulk of non-Annex I countries resisted and pointed out that no opportunity had yet been provided to discuss the AWG-LCA documents from Copenhagen that had been adopted by consensus.

Several countries pointed out that COP15 had requested the AWG-LCA to draw on its report of the Copenhagen summit and the subsequent work undertaken by the COP on the basis of the report and continue the talks. Since the accord was not a consensus document and did not have a legal status, the consensual outcome of the AWG-LCA at Copenhagen should be the basis for negotiations to move forward, India and China stressed.

On the other hand, developed countries, led by the U.S., wanted the Chair to make a new draft that took into account both the accord and the AWG-LCA's Copenhagen text. After intense negotiations, the Chair was finally allowed to prepare a “facilitating text”, under her own responsibility, drawing on the AWG-LCA Copenhagen report and on work undertaken by the COP on the basis of that report.

This was endorsed by G77+China as well. The parties were also invited to make submissions on additional views latest by April 26. Russia, however, said that it was willing to accept this proposal only if it also allowed the Chair to take cognisance of the COP's decisions at Copenhagen. Since the accord was noted by the COP as one of its decisions, the Russian demand was also supported by the U.S. and the European Union (E.U.). It was finally decided that parties could make submissions on issues, including those that were not openly negotiated (referring to the accord) for the Chair to take note of, which Russia accepted.

Having thus secured the necessary leverage with the accord as the fulcrum, developed countries steered the Bonn II AWG-LCA talks cleverly by influencing the Chair, Margaret Mukahanana-Sangarwe. The AWG-LCA talks at Bonn II began around the facilitating text, which had been circulated on May 17 to all the parties. But several developing countries felt that the text did not treat the issues equitably and that it had to be restructured according to the Bali Road Map.

Developed countries were, on the other hand, quite satisfied with the text. India stated that the AWG-LCA should strengthen the Bali Action Plan and not weaken it. It said that the issues of mitigation, adaptation, finance and technology should be given equal importance and that the document should not overemphasise shared vision. “Nothing should be done to dilute this balance and there cannot be erosion between developed and developing countries,” India said.

In the parallel negotiations under the AWG-KP, there was a constant refrain from some developed countries, particularly Japan, to merge the two tracks. There were heated arguments on whether the Chair of the AWG-KP should meet the Chair of the AWG-LCA, which is what developed countries wanted. There were even suggestions that there should be horizontal groups across the two working groups to prioritise issues that overlapped.

Developing countries held that this was not necessary as the two working groups had separate mandates, work programmes and outcomes. But the E.U. went so far as to say that if this was not allowed, it would not support any outcome of the AWG-KP session. Finally, a compromise was reached, which allowed the AWG-KP Chair to meet the AWG-LCA Chair “under his own initiative”. In the discussions on the mitigation actions to be taken by developed countries, Japan said that the AWG-LCA was the right place to discuss mitigation for all parties. This was supported by Russia, which said that commitments of developed countries alone were not sufficient and added that the bottom-up approach was feasible and durable in determining commitments of Annex-I parties. It also did not want an aggregate target to be set.

Developed countries also sought to standardise monitoring, reporting and verification (MRV) along international norms for nationally appropriate mitigation actions (NAMAs) by developing countries that were internationally financed. They also wanted the issue of international consultation and analysis (ICA), which was introduced into the accord, to be firmed up under the AWG-LCA and made mandatory every two years for the actions taken. Developed countries also argued that it should be made a precondition for developing countries to give details of low carbon strategies and emission pathways to get support for NAMAs. India pointed out that emission pathway was an autonomous and national exercise and could not become part of an internationally agreed mechanism.

The bombshell, however, came on the penultimate day of the talks when the AWG-LCA Chair, in a fiendishly devious way, sprung another new text, which surprised and angered all the developing countries.

A large part of the final plenary session of the AWG-LCA was taken up with severe criticisms of the text by one developing country after another. All the square brackets were missing in the new text, which was made available as an advance draft of the revised text to facilitate the next round of talks in August. The square brackets had been used to indicate the contentious parts in the draft of May 17 that lack consensus of the parties and reflected the issues and concerns raised by developing countries. By incorporating elements of the infamous Copenhagen Accord – in fact, in some places the language came straight out of the “Danish text” that marred the Copenhagen negotiations – the new draft patently favoured the perspective of developed countries.

The following is an obvious insertion that stemmed from the accord and demanded that emission pathways be specified: “Parties should cooperate in the peaking of global and national emissions by 2020” when the developing countries are not required to specify any peaking year for their emissions. This was clearly an attempt to do away with the negotiating track under the AWG-KP and replace it with a single track.

Interestingly, this was done even though the text did not talk about the targets, peak year and base year for developed countries as required under the Kyoto Protocol.

China pointed out that the text provided by the Chair was her own responsibility and added that the Chair could not just produce any kind of text but should be guided by the parties. “Negotiations are among parties and not a dialogue with the Chair,” China said. India also pointed out that several formulations in the text were inconsistent with the convention and that there were glaring omissions and options and paragraphs had disappeared.

In particular, it pointed out that there was no reference to its submission on the importance of the equity paradigm in the shared vision. India also said that the unbracketed text gave the impression that there was consensus and added that without reference to the emission targets of developed countries the text gave the impression that the two-track approach had been abandoned.

The 12th Session of the AWG-KP, on the other hand, ended late on June 11 as the talks were held hostage by Russia, whose tendencies were evident in April itself. Russia wanted to prevent any reference to a second commitment period under the Kyoto Protocol and to increasing emission reduction commitments for Annex I parties. Initially supported by Japan, Russia held up the conclusion of talks by six hours. In fact, the talks were on the verge of collapse. Finally, Russia agreed to a compromised and diluted wording: “a possible enhanced scale” instead of increasing emission reduction commitments and “subsequent commitment period” instead of “second commitment period”.

Just like the laudatory remarks Yvo de Boer, the outgoing secretary of the UNFCCC, made at a press conference at the Conclusion of COP15 after the Copenhagen Accord, here too, he called the new negotiating text a major advance and said that the talks showed a convergence on major issues even though most developing countries had expressed dismay at the new text and some had rejected it outright.

Developing countries, in fact, finally called the document the Chair's “non-paper”. They said it did not have any sanctity or basis for the parties' consideration. Of course, de Boer's remarks had their desired impact on the Western media, whose reports and commentaries did not reflect the true state of affairs at the negotiations. In reality, talks under both tracks ended inconclusively, with those under the AWG-LCA remaining in a state of suspension as the text could not be digested by developing countries.

The task for developing countries has now become onerous and more difficult than ever before. Only a collective and determined offensive by them can thwart the devious climate diplomacy, post-Copenhagen, of developed countries.
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Common Ground (Canada): Biofuels Backfire hasty approach will impact environment, food production
July 2010

If the new “Renewable Fuels Regulations” are implemented this year as planned, all of our fuel will soon contain a mandatory amount of biofuels. The period for the public to comment on the regulations ended in early June and despite serious questions about the real costs and impacts, which have gone unanswered, the regulations could be published this summer. 

For a brief time, biofuels were widely celebrated as a green solution in the fight against climate change, with governments throughout the world leaping to subsidize the new industry. However, as a result, world food prices rose dramatically and local and global land conflicts came into sharp view. Now it seems that the environmental and economic consequences of the rush to capitalize on a ‘green’ fuel could ultimately be the exact reverse of what was promised.

Our government promotes the production of fuel from biomass as a way to cut greenhouse gas emissions and reduce our reliance on fossil fuels. At the same time, biofuels are touted as a way to create new economic activity, including the creation of new or stronger domestic and international markets for farmers. Canada’s Agriculture Minister Gerry Ritz summed up the promise of biofuels when the government introduced the initial “Renewable Fuels Bill” in late 2007, just before the UN Conference on Climate Change: “Our government understands the desire of Canadians to do their part to deal with climate change and we know increasing the renewable content in our fuel is going to put a real dent in greenhouse gas emissions. Renewable fuels also have the potential to create new markets and economic incentives for Canadian farmers – that is why we have made biofuels development such a high priority.”

The Harper government positioned biofuels as a tool to help meet its commitment to reduce domestic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 20 percent below the 2006 level, by 2020. The government described the “Renewable Fuels Bill” as “proof of the real action we are taking here at home to promote biofuels and Canada as a clean energy superpower.” At that time, biofuels were the new “technological fix” to global warming, yet only months later, their real environmental impacts were hotly disputed around the world and they were widely recognized as being responsible for the global food crisis.

Biofuels for Canada rushed forward
The Renewable Fuels Bill (Bill C-33) amended the Canadian Environmental Protection Act and gave the federal government the mandate to develop and implement new regulations to require five percent average renewable content in gasoline by 2010 and two percent average renewable content in diesel and heating oil by 2012. The Bill was passed in June 2008 at the height of the global food crisis, thanks largely to the Canadian Renewable Fuels Association and its close ties with government, ties that were detailed in an article published in the Globe and Mail entitled A Lobby Machine That Runs on Ethanol (May 30, 2008). 

At the time of the Senate hearings that would ultimately pass the Bill, biofuel was such a new concept and there was so much new and contradictory information that environmental and social justice groups were barely able to address the issue. Every week, new studies emerged about the environmental, social and economic impacts. In Canada, a lot of data was missing and many numbers were contradictory. The big question of how Canada related to the conflict globally remained unanswered.

The price of staple crops had risen dramatically: wheat prices rose by more than 100 percent, corn by 66 percent and the cost of rice doubled. Global grain stocks were at their lowest since records began in 1960. According to the World Bank, three quarters of the food price increase worldwide between 2002 and 2008 was due to agrofuels. This was partly because agrofuels production led to low grain stocks, large shifts in land use, speculative activity and export bans. 

In March of 2008, the Canadian Biotechnology Action Network joined with a number of other groups, including the National Farmers Union and international development groups, to present a six-city tour of speakers from Asia, Africa and Latin America on the impacts of biofuels on food, farming and human rights. The “Crops, Cars & Climate Crisis” tour may have been the first time that biofuels were debated in Canada, but the government’s Renewable Fuels Bill was about to be passed nonetheless. 

By the time the Senate approved Bill C-33, it was clear the implications of biofuels were little understood. In fact, the Senate attached “observations” to the Bill for this reason, suggesting “any new information that is available prior to regulations being proposed is taken into consideration before such regulations are promulgated.” 

The “biofuels mandate” is key to the Harper government’s climate change strategy even as the role of biofuels in cutting greenhouse gas emissions is widely contested. In addition, there are many questions about other environmental impacts. In early January of this year, Environment Canada announced it had commissioned a new study to come up with environmental benchmarks for biofuel production. “Experiences in the US and Brazil now suggest that existing biofuels production facilities are responsible for the generation of a range of new air and water-related problems as well as recent concerns over human health,” the ministry reported. “Based on global production levels from the past three years alone, there is now evidence of implications to the environment from biofuels-based ethanol production facilities.” (Canadian Press, Ottawa Takes a Hard Look at Biofuels, January 9, 2010). 

Although the report was due on March 31, it has yet to be seen. Despite the missing study, the biofuels regulations are now heading for publication, unless the Minister of Environment decides otherwise. Environment Canada is not providing any information about the study, but suggests instead that inquiries should be made through Access to Information requests.

Life-cycle analyses of biofuels produce varying results, some negative and others positive. An important study conducted by the Swiss Institute Empa analyzed more than four fuel types (bioethanol, biomethanol, biodiesel and biogas) utilizing over 30 feedstocks (Rainer Zah et al. Empa, Life Cycle Assessment of Energy Products: Environmental Assessment of Biofuels, 2007). Empa found that while some biofuels reduce GHGs, the trade-offs can be significant in terms of other ecological impacts. The study concluded that most of the negative impacts were due to the agricultural production of raw materials (feedstocks). Those fuels that had the worst ecological balance in comparison to fossil fuels were ethanol from corn, rye and potatoes and biodiesel from soy and canola. In Canada, corn (in the East) and wheat (in the West) are the primary feedstocks for ethanol production. 

Agriculture is already responsible for approximately 14 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions. Growing corn on a large scale, for example, uses a lot of water, fertilizer – made from fossil fuels and releasing the powerful greenhouse gas nitrous oxide – and pesticides. Two-thirds of the biofuels life-cycle studies reviewed by the United Nations Environmental Programme did not take into account the impacts of nutrients on the environment (increased eutrophication), acidification, toxicity of chemicals used to grow the crop, summer smog, ozone depletion and loss of biodiversity. (UNEP – Towards Sustainable Production and Use of Resources: Assessing Biofuels, 2009). 

Despite various glamorous, high-tech promises for new “second generation” technologies and feedstocks, the reality is that for the next five to 10 years, biofuels will be produced from agricultural crops, including trees, produced in large scale, energy-intensive monocrops. This is why many communities refer to biofuels as “agrofuels.” 

Global destruction
“This regulation makes no sense whatsoever,” says Michael Casey, executive director of Development and Peace. “In fact, when one takes into account the deforestation and massive use of pesticides and fertilizers for growing the biomass needed for agrofuel production, the environmental benefits are zero.” For example, expanding the production of palm oil (oil palm trees) and other agrofuel crops is also destroying forests around the world, forests that are needed to absorb carbon and to fight climate change as well as providing habitat for endangered species like the Orangutan. 

This dynamic is relevant to consider in Canada where conversion of perennial groundcovers to more energy intensive annual cropping systems will increase GHG emissions and convert the Canadian prairie from its current status as a carbon sink to a net emitter of greenhouse gases (80 percent of Canada’s productive agricultural land is located in the prairies). 

To overcome these obstacles, incredible financial and intellectual resources are being devoted to developing new or improved feedstock, such as trees genetically engineered to have low lignin and better enzymes (created through synthetic biology) for processing. These technologies bring their own environmental safety threats and by the time we see any of these second-generation biofuels, the first generation will have done lasting global damage. 

The potential consequences of biofuels for our environment and economy are unclear, but unless the Minister of the Environment decides otherwise, unfortunately, we may all too soon be realizing the exact impacts through direct experience.
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Poseidon Sciences: Tara Oceans: a scientific odyssey in the tradition of HMS Beagle

29 June 2010

His Majesty’s Ship Beagle is among the most celebrated of all British warships, commissioned in 1820 as a Cherokee Class, 10-gun brig-sloop. I always thought that it was odd to name a ship after a dog,  unless of course there was an actual Mr. or Mrs. Beagle around back then who was worthy of such a recognition.  But I could not find anything about how the name was selected other than that it was named after a breed of dog.   The other warship captains must have had a fun time teasing the first captain of the Beagle.   Can anyone tell me a famous (or even not so famous) American or French ship named after a dog?   Considering how the English (and the Irish too) name their pubs– Pig & Whistle, as an example—it maybe not be altogether outside the realm of imagination for the British to choose a dog. 

Why choose the beagle for a warship’s “nom de guerre?”  That’s hardly the kind of name that instills a sense of awe, power and danger. The beagle is generally described as even tempered, merry, amiable, non-aggressive and poor guard dogs. The word beagle has many possible origins, but I like to think it came from the Gaelic word beag, meaning little.  The only reason I can find, from reading about beagles, was that the beagle, as we now know as a breed, was developed in Great Britain about the same period when the ship was commissioned.  The beagle was so well liked that it had been depicted in art and written in the popular literature long before the commissioning of the ship, as far back as the Elizabethan period.  Even in this century, the British named its Mars landing spacecraft, Beagle 2, in honor of HMS Beagle.  Or, maybe they just have yet to outgrow their fondness of beagles.  Guess who is the most popular dog in the whole wide world?  Snoopy. And, he’s a beagle, of course.  So now you know!  

I am digressing from the important topic of the day, but I can’t help but finally settle this nagging question in my mind (and yours too I’m sure). 

Now back to some science. 

In the previous blog entry on Charles Darwin, I briefly mentioned the ship.  I think it is time to at least take a moment to devote some thoughts about HMS Beagle.  After the fanfare of being the first ship of the line to cross the new London Bridge in celebration of the coronation of King George IV, the ship remained moored until later when it took part in three survey expeditions.   The Beagle itself was not a highly regarded ship of the line by its sailors who referred to it as a “coffin brig”–more likely to sink to the bottom than sail around the world. The duties of the first survey were so lonely and yet so stressful that its first commander, Lieutenant Pringle Stokes, committed suicide in Cape Horn.  On the second voyage, Stoke’s nephew, Lieutenant Robert Fitzroy was appointed captain.  In this forthcoming second voyage, Captain Fitzroy needed to avoid the same fate as his uncle by cleverly bringing in a paying passenger-naturalist who would conduct the surveys of  the land so that the ship’s officers may attend to the more important military task of ‘hydrography.”  This young man, Charles Darwin, on his way to becoming a clergyman, became that naturalist.  And the rest is history.  

HMS Beagle 

On this second voyage, initially planned as a three year survey that became five years (1831-1836), HMS Beagle circumnavigated South America and then the globe.  It was a magnificent feat of seamanship, using 22 chronometers and with only 33 seconds of error.   Though largely forgotten, HMS Beagle also had its place in world history.  It was one of the three ships that helped the British take the Falklands Islands from Argentina in 1883, eventually leading to the Falklands War between the two countries a hundred years later.  The Beagle Channel and the Beagle Islands of Tiera del Fuego, in South America’s southernmost tip, representing one of the three gateways to the Pacific, were named after this ship.  Conflicting claims to those islands also almost led to a war between Argentina and Chile in 1904.  Aptly named the Beagle Conflict, this arose because of Argentinean claims to the islands and Chile’s refusal to accede.  It took mediation by the Vatican to resolve this issue 80 years later.  Argentina accepted the papal decree of 1984 making the Beagle Islands and the Beagle Channel as territories of Chile. 

Yet, history barely remembers the Beagle and its captain.  Instead, history took note of the Beagle’s paying passenger and would-be clergyman whose ideas, formed during this voyage, became the foundation of our understanding of the diversity of life on earth. 

The tale does not end there.  One of Darwin’s most ardent detractors and one of the champions of anti-evolution crusade turned out to be none other HMS Beagle’s own Captain Fitzroy.  Their opinions of each other, though strained during the voyage, diverged dramatically long after the expedition.  It is ironic that the aspiring clergyman came up with the idea of evolution that shook the foundations Church teachings, while the military man, duty bound to vanquish all enemies of the Crown, became one of the Church’s most vocal champions. 

Tara Oceans 

Scientific expeditions, whether on land or at sea, always have a romantic appeal.  Expeditions meant adventure and excitement.  One can only imagine the thrill and the foreboding that Darwin felt as he embarked on this naturalists’ dream of exploration.  That same sense of adventure, despite all the sophistication and the trappings of our modern digitally enhanced world, still remains today.  

The marine ecosystem is still poorly understood; we only see bits and pieces of it.  But each ecosystem is not isolated but part of a larger system; each part impacting the whole.  Within that complexity is the diversity of life, interacting often in unique and often unfathomable ways.

Despite mankind’s technological prowess, it is not an easy task to understand this complexity.  To solve this puzzle, we do need to start at the bottom, the very basic life forms of each ecosystem and somehow integrate this into the wider knowledge of our planet’s water world.  What can be more basic that the bacteria, zooplanktons, phytoplanktons, microalgae and viruses that make up 30% of the primary biomass of the ocean and the source of 95% of the respiration of our planet.  This is what makes Tara Expeditions a unique, singular maritime adventure of our time. 

Tara Oceans is a specially designed 118 ft. aluminum schooner, sponsored by the French Center for Scientific Research (CNRS), the European Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL) and many other marine research institutions.  Its principal partnerships include the United Nations Environmental (UNEP) program and the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).  Its main purpose is to conduct surveys of marine ecosystems as it travels on its 3-year voyage around the world.  Tara Oceans has a 5-man crew and room for 7 scientists. Their task is to examine marine plankton and other microbial life in the oceans and near coral reefs as it travels along its 100,000-mile route.       

Tara Expeditions started in 2003 because of the vision of its patron, Agnes B, founder of one of France’s most prominent fashion brand, Agnes b.  Her dream was to understand and make a significant contribution to mitigating the effects of the warming oceans.  Since the acquisition of the schooner, Tara, that vision has already taken the ship and its research teams through 7 expeditions in the Arctic, Antarctic and the seas around Patagonia and South Georgia.  

In 2009 (coincidentally the 200th anniversary of Darwin’s birth and 150th anniversary of the publication of the Origins of Species) Tara Oceans embarked on this new 3-year odyssey to study the basic life forms that drive the diversity and productivity of our oceans.  As a moving platform, complete with sophisticated imaging and biological research facilities, Tara Oceans brings together an international team of scientists to conduct over 20 major projects.  Today, Tara Oceans is in the island of Mayotte in the Indian Ocean on a coral research project, prior to sailing to Cape Town, South Africa.  

While there is not enough room in this article to talk about all the research programs during this expedition, it might be of interest to just mention a few to give you the flavor and the sophistication of this voyage.  TANIT (TAra OceaNs ProkaryiotIc FuncTioning and Diversity) is a consortium of scientists investigating the functioning ecology and biodiversity of bacteria in the oceans.   Virus hunters from the Université de la Méditerranée (Marseille, France) shall examine the genome of the MimiVirus, the largest known virus, from the group of giant viruses, called Giruses, which infect a wide range of marine life forms.  The hunt for new ocean viruses will provide a better understanding not only of the genetic diversity but also the role these organisms play in the overall health of the oceans.  The Tara Oceans Marine Biology Imaging platform (TAOMI) integrates all of the data from the research teams as a “tool to extract functional correlations between genes, the diversity of organisms present in a given region and the physical environment.” 

How does Tara Oceans manage to attract such a wide range of scientists from the world’s premier institutions?  That I don’t know.  But, just to impress you, here is the array of acronyms of all the scientific organizations involved: 

CNRS / ENS, Paris, France; NOC, Southampton, UK; CNRS/UPMC, Paris, Roscoff, Banyuls, Villefranche-sur-Mer, France;  Stazione Zoologica, Naples, Italy ; Marine Biology Laboratory, Woods Hole, USA ;  Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Boston, USA;  University of Washington, Seattle, USA;  University of California, Santa Cruz, USA;  Flinders University, Adelaïde, Australia;  JAMSTEC, Kanagawa, Japan;  ICM-CSIC, Spain; Bigelow Laboratory, USA;  CNRS/IMM /IGS, CNRS /OOB, CNRS / UPMC, Paris, Villefranche-sur-Mer, France;  Centre Scientifique de Monaco University of Milan, Bicocca, Italy;  MNHN, Paris France;  James Cook University, Townsville, Australia;  Museum of Tropical Queensland, Townsville, Australia ; CORDIO East Africa, Mombasa, Kenya ; University of Warwick, Coventry, UK ; Nova Southeastern University, Florida, USA;  Tara Expeditions, Paris, France; University of Maine, Orono, USA;  ACRI-ST, Sofia-Antipolis, France;  LEGOS/CNRS, Toulouse, France; GIP Mercator Océan/CNRS, Ramonville St Agne, France; METEO France, Toulouse, France; Satlantic Inc., Halifax, Canada;  Hydroptic Ltd., Lisle en Dodon, France; WDC-MARE/PANGAEA®, Bremen, Germany;  IFREMER, Brest, France; University of Hawaii, USA; LOG, Wimereux, France; EMBL, Heidelberg, Germany;  University of Washington, Seattle, USA; Genoscope, Evry, France;  EBI, Cambridge, UK ; IOBIS/Cmarz/Census of Marine Life, Washington, USA. 

And, as of June 17, 2010, the newest member of the team—Poseidon Sciences! 

I am sure you are dying to know why we are part of this.  In my previous blog entry on Darwin, I wrote about Darwin’s 8-year passion to classify barnacles.  Unfortunately, I caught the same, perhaps nastier ‘bug’ and now on my 15th year of the same obsession.  This time, there is an urgent concern by environmentalist and the maritime industry about invasive species carried by ships on their submerged hulls.  Because Tara Oceans will sail to various oceanic environments and stop at different ports of call, it is now possible to critically examine what kinds of biological hitchhikers are present in different regions, how long they remain attached and the succession of different biofouling attachments as the ship sails through different waters.  This is an unprecedented opportunity to look at this issue, with marine biologists on board, supported by Poseidon Sciences’ marine research stations around the world.  Tara’s TAOMI system will integrate the data and enable a continuous look at the biological processes at play on a ship traversing all the oceans. 

To make this program meaningful to the maritime industry, the Tara-Poseidon program shall encourage industry participation by enabling marine coatings companies to paint 1 m2 patches on the underside of the hull to measure the performance of their coatings against fouling attachments while comparing those results with uncoated patches along the hull.  There has been a proliferation of coatings with claims of performance against fouling attachments in the absence of TBT (tributyl tin, a toxin outlawed by the International Maritime Organization of the United Nations) and copper.  This is a unique opportunity to validate the performance of such systems (copper-free and low copper) under the challenging conditions of Tara’s expeditions. 

There is one similarity between HMS Beagle and Tara Oceans.  Both ships are the tools to answer questions relevant to people of their time.  The Beagle’s mission of hydrology was crucial to maintain the British dominance of the high seas during the 19th century.  Tara Ocean’s mission, likewise among the most important of our time, 178 years later, is to understand the organisms that are crucial to support the diversity of life in our oceans and sustain the atmosphere on earth.  And, from that gained knowledge, find ways to plan for its remediation, as the founder, Ages B, had envisioned. 

As in most scientific expeditions, it is the chance of discovery that fuels the excitement.  In the case of Charles Darwin, his ideas on evolution might not have formed without the convergence of Darwin and HMS Beagle at that point in human history. 

As Tara Oceans sail through the deep blue sea–who knows.   Among us might be the next human being that could be the instrument of change in the ocean’s future. 
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Just Means.com (Europe and North America): A New 'Global Pulse' - Using emerging technologies for sustainable development
29 June 2010

The Secretariat General has also launched the UN Global Impact Vulnerability Alert System (UN GIVAS) which has recently been re-named 'Global Pulse.' This new agency is using emerging technologies in ways never done before to do critical work: monitoring in as close to real-time as possible the changing conditions of vulnerable people. In it's own words, it seeks to use emerging technologies to "close the information gap between the onset of a global crisis and the availability of actionable information to protect vulnerable populations" through regional PULSE Labs'. Global Pulse feels that we now 'live in an age of vulnerability' and interdependence where traditional monitoring systems - especially large macroeconomic indicators or annual World Bank reports - are inadequate to inform policy makers about the reality of how their populations - especially their vulnerable populations - are fairing. Global Pulse is, thus, in the active process of designing what they hope will at least a partial solution to this challenge, brining fast, immediate and up-to date information about how vulnerable people are being affected by the crisis to the appropriate authorities. 

The UN has made the financial crisis a 'priority' since 2008. From the beginning, it has recognized the interconnection between food, fuel and financial crisis, and the impact of climate change. They recognized the need for an international coordinated responses. They sought to do so while addressing the 'fundamental imbalancs in the global economy' including market failures and the other food, educational, employment, and social 'gaps' that preceded the crisis. They have emphasized that this should not be a seen as an attempt to recover back to 'business as usual' as soon as possible but should, instead, entail deep structural changes. 

Much of their work and published material to date, from UNICEF to UNDP to World Food Programme, has been in monitoring the impacts of the food, fuel and financial crisis; however, the initiatives such as Global Pulse, UNEP's Green Economy Initiative, the International Labor Organisation's (ILO) Global Jobs Pack go beyond monitoring and try to create better responses. Most of these initiatives are relatively new, though many build on previous work.

While the websites and reports of the UN system emphasize the need for an ongoing, integrated response (most recently couched as 'recovery with a human face'), recent informal interviews with people within the system suggest that the reality perpetuates previous images of the UN system as being uncoordinated, unfocused, poor intra-agency communication, fiercely territorial and beset with beuracratic challenges. Can the Global Pulse help with this? For all its faults, the UN is the only place where all governments have a voice; but sustainable development needs the fiercely intelligent people working for the UN to be able to use their full capacity. Global Pulse just might be able help with this process - sometimes, new technology can transform the institutions it interacts with. Which might be just what the UN system - and the global community it strives to serve - needs.
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Other Environment News
AP: UN starts $5M Agent Orange cleanup at Vietnam base

29 June 2010

The United Nations has launched a $5 million project to clean up Agent Orange contamination at a former U.S military air base in Vietnam, the world body said Tuesday.

The project will focus on dioxin contamination at Bien Hoa airport on the outskirts of southern Ho Chi Minh City. It is one of three former American air bases where U.S. forces mixed, stored and loaded the defoliant onto planes for spraying missions during the Vietnam War to destroy jungle hideouts of enemy Communist forces.

Between 1962 and 1971, the U.S. military sprayed roughly 11 million gallons (41 million liters) of Agent Orange across large swaths of southern Vietnam. Dioxin is a toxic chemical used in the herbicide that has been linked to cancers, birth defects and other ailments.

"Without action, the hotspots will continue to contaminate the wider environment and pose a serious health risk to people living and working nearby," the U.N. Development Program statement said.

Vietnam says as many as 4 million of its citizens were exposed to the herbicide and as many as 3 million have suffered illnesses caused by it, but the United States says there is no scientific evidence to link Agent Orange to the illnesses.

Since 2007, the U.S. Congress has approved $9 million relating to Agent Orange in Vietnam, mostly to address environmental cleanup. Earlier this month, a joint U.S.-Vietnam working group of private citizens, policymakers and scientists called for $300 million over 10 years to decontaminate sites and provide treatment to Vietnamese with disabilities, including those believed related to dioxin exposure.

The plan asks the U.S. government to help fund a substantial portion of the project. The Agent Orange issue remains the most contentious legacy between Vietnam and the U.S. since the war ended 35 years ago.
Also appeared in: Mail & Guardian Online (UK), Times of India (India), Vietnam News (Vietnam)
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Bloomberg Business Week (Germany): Germany setting up $500 million climate fund

29 June 2010

Germany has set up a $500 million climate fund to micro-finance projects such as new supermarket freezers or biomass heating in developing countries to help cut greenhouse gases, Environment Minister Norbert Roettgen said Tuesday.

Roettgen said the purpose of the fund, inspired by December's Copenhagen climate conference, is to drum up funds from public and private investors while hedging their financial risk.

Starting this fall, it will provide loans for individual energy efficiency or renewables projects through local banks in countries including Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, Morocco, the Philippines and South Africa.

"This is an important example that climate change policies have become earnest and concrete," Roettgen said.

The announcement comes at a time when Roettgen is struggling to live up to the financial pledges he made in Copenhagen -- a problem shared by other industrial countries and heatedly debated at U.N. climate change negotiations where developing nations have expressed distrust of rich nations' promises.

While Germany has offered euro1.3 billion in new funds as part of a $30 billion aid package to poorer nations between 2010 and 2012, German media reported that the country's 2011 budget will not provide additional money but instead reshuffle older pledges.

Roettgen said final decisions on the 2011 budget are still pending. He stressed that "the pledges we made remain intact," but added that "how that will be implemented in the budget has not been decided yet."

In contrast, the money for the new fund comes from a so-called International Climate Initiative started in 2008 and financed by Germany's European Emissions Trading Scheme revenue.

Roettgen's ministry will spend only $28 million, with another $75 million coming from the government-backed KfW banking group.

The rest of the $500 million is to come from public and private investors by 2015, and some have already shown interest, KfW manager Norbert Kloppenburg said.

Spain is seriously considering investing euro30 million ($36.5 million), and the European Investment Bank and the World Bank's International Finance Corporation are planning to come up with $150 million, Kloppenburg said.

But he also stressed that the aim is to bring in funds from private investors, which will be hedged against losses with help of the public funds.

"This fund is the first of its kind worldwide and it could serve as a role model," Kloppenburg said.

There is no way governments alone can come up the kind of money needed to get developing countries' inefficient energy systems onto a more climate friendly path, he said.

The idea is to fund small-scale projects, the most important requirement being that energy efficiency is increased by at least 20 percent, Kfw project manager Monika Beck said.

She said, for example, chicken farms traditionally using oil-fueled heating systems to keep eggs and chicks warm could easily switch to burning biomass like corn cobs left over from the feed. "The 20 percent can easily be reached," Beck said.
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BBC News: Advisors urge new UK climate policies

29 June 2010

Major changes in policy are still needed to meet climate targets despite emission cuts brought about by the recession, say government advisors.

The Committee on Climate Change (CCC) calls for a "step change" in power generation, insulation and transport.

Continuing to rely on "light touch" approaches will not work, it says.

The government says it is committed to being "the greenest ever", and is expected to bring in new energy legislation within its first year.

The is the committee's second annual report to parliament, and follows a year in which UK greenhouse gas emissions plummeted by 8.6%, mainly due to the recession but also because of increased fossil fuel prices.

"The recession has created the illusion that progress is being made to reduce emissions," said CCC chairman Lord Adair Turner.

"Our analysis shows that this is almost wholly due to a reduction in economic activity, and not from new measures being introduced to tackle climate change.

"So we are repeating our call for new policy approaches to drive the required step change, in order that the UK can ensure a low-carbon recovery."

Price cuts 

The committee selects four areas where it says the step change needs to occur:

· Electricity generation, where the market needs to be reformed to take account of strategic priorities, with new "carrots and sticks" persuading generators to adopt low-carbon technologies, including early demonstration of "clean gas" technology and perhaps a minimum price on carbon

· A greater push towards home insulation

· Setting more ambitious targets for the number of electric cars on the road, and protecting funds aimed at speeding their introduction

· Encouraging farmers to use fertilisers more efficiently, reducing emissions and cost.

"We had less than 1 Gigawatt (GW) of renewable capacity added to the system in 2009," said CCC chief executive David Kennedy.

"We need in the order of 2-2.5GW added each year over the next 10 years in order to meet our carbon budget and European targets for renewables.

"Is it going to happen in its own? No; we've had a light touch approach for years in the UK, we've talked a good game, but we've seen that emissions haven't reduced enough as a result of policies."

UK emissions are currently 26% below the 1990 level - the baseline year most commonly used national, European and global policy.

Until 2008, most of this fall was down to the "dash for gas" in the early 1990s and a halving of methane emissions.

But the significance of the recession is shown in the government's recent admission that the 8.6% fall from 2008 to 2009 was the largest single-year decline in the entire record.

The fall, said Mr Kennedy, makes it feasible for the UK to increase its 2020 target from the current 34% emission cut to 42% - the UK's projected share should the EU move from its current 20% target to 30%, as the government is urging.

But the committee stops short of recommending a unilateral move at this stage.

Green dealing 

Responding to the committee's report, Energy and Climate Change Secretary Chris Huhne said: "As the Climate Change Committee makes clear, we mustn't rely on economic recession to cut emissions.

"There has to be an enduring shift to low carbon, driving growth in new technologies, and it must be locked into the fabric of our economy in good times and bad."

He noted that the coalition government was planning to overhaul domestic energy efficiency through its "Green Deal" scheme, and was working to to create a Green Investment Bank to help low carbon investment.

But Mr Kennedy said there was a lack of clarity about government plans in some key areas, including electric transport, reforming the electricity industry, and how fast home insulation would proceed and how it would be funded,.

"It is realistic to think we could double the pace of loft and cavity wall insulation in two or three years if we get the policies in place now," he said.

"The coalition agreement has good stuff in it, but it's very top-level - and the test of the government will be the policies they put in place over the next one to two years."

On the transport side, he noted that the UK has a substantial engine-manufacturing business, and said that the future for those companies must lie in low-carbon engines, notably those powered by electricity. 

Environment groups used the report to call on the government for faster action on emissions.

"It is clear that the UK's current climate and energy policies are not delivering, and the Committee on Climate Change is right to call for a step change," said Keith Allott, head of climate change with WWF UK.

"The new government should act quickly to adopt the 42% target - this would lay the foundations for a green economic recovery, and also allow the UK to show true leadership in Europe and internationally."

Paul King, chief executive of the UK Green Council, said: "The committee is right to highlight the importance of our built environment.

"We need a massive programme of refurbishment for our homes, businesses and public buildings, which will not only put us on a cost-effective fast-track to cutting carbon, it will provide much needed employment in the construction and property sector."
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Bloomberg Business Week (Germany): U.K. Needs Policy Changes to Meet CO2 Goal, Climate Panel Says

29 June 2010

The U.K. government needs to change its policies to drive investment to low-carbon projects and meet its environmental targets, the Climate Change Committee said.

Electricity markets, construction, transportation and agriculture must adapt to drive long-term emission reductions, the committee said today in an e-mailed statement. Reductions so far in U.K. carbon emissions reflect the recession, which sapped production from power stations and factories, the group said.

“The recession has created the illusion that progress is being made to reduce emissions,” committee chairman Adair Turner said in the statement. “We are repeating our call for new policy approaches to drive the required step change,” said Turner, a member of the House of Lords.

The commission may suggest a more-ambitious target to cut emissions by 42 percent from 1990 levels by 2020 because of the recession. This move will be reviewed in the next report, the statement said. The current U.K. emission-reduction target is at 34 percent. Britain is the only country to set legally binding targets through 2050 under its Climate Change Act.

Chris Huhne, the U.K’s secretary of state for energy and climate change, said the nation can’t rely on the recession to cut emissions. “There has to be an enduring shift to low carbon, driving growth in new technologies, and it must be locked into the fabric of our economy in good times and bad,” he said in an e-mailed statement in response the Committee on Climate Change’s report.

The government accepted advice last April from the committee and laid out the nation’s first “carbon budgets,” requiring a 34 percent cut on average from 1990 levels in the four years from 2018 through 2022. The government aims for an 80 percent reduction in CO2 by 2050.
Also Appeared in: Telegraph.co.uk (UK), Financial Times (UK), ABC Online (US), Reuters Africa, BBC News, The Guardian, Scotsman (Scotland), Business Spectator (Australia), Financial Times (UK), The Independent (UK)
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AP: Some 70,000 turtle eggs to be whisked far from oil

30 June 2010

An effort to save thousands of sea turtle hatchlings from dying in the oily Gulf of Mexico will begin in the coming weeks in a desperate attempt to keep an entire generation of threatened species from vanishing.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will coordinate the plan, which calls for collecting about 70,000 turtle eggs in up to 800 nests buried in the sand across Florida Panhandle and Alabama beaches.

It's never been done on such a massive scale. But doing nothing, experts say, could lead to unprecedented deaths. There are fears the turtles would be coated in oil and poisoned by crude-soaked food.

"This is an extraordinary effort under extraordinary conditions, but if we can save some of the hatchlings, it will be worth it as opposed to losing all of them," said Chuck Underwood of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

"We have a much higher degree of certainty that if we do nothing and we allow these turtles to emerge and go into the Gulf and into the oil ... that we could in fact lose most of them, if not all of them," he added. "There's a chance of losing a whole generation."

Dozens of workers are fanned out across the coast marking turtle nests, most of them threatened loggerheads, which nest largely along Florida Panhandle and Alabama beaches.

In about 10 days, they will begin the arduous process of excavating the nests, mostly by hand. The digging must be slow and delicate — aside from making sure the shells don't crack, the eggs can't be rolled around or repositioned to protect the embryo inside.

Then the eggs will be carefully placed in specially designed Styrofoam containers, like coolers, along with sand and moisture to mimic the natural nest. The containers will then be trucked about 500 miles east to a temperature-controlled warehouse at Florida's Kennedy Space Center.

There, the eggs will remain until hatchlings emerge, and they will be placed one-by-one on Florida's east coast, where the turtles can swim oil-free into the Atlantic Ocean.

"There's a whole lot of unknowns in what we're doing," Underwood acknowledged, noting many of the hatchlings could die anyway because of the stressful moving process.

All of the sea turtles that venture into Gulf waters have already suffered because of commercial fishing and habitat loss. Endangered Kemp's ridleys, which are nesting on beaches in Mexico and Texas, have washed up by the dozens dead along Gulf beaches since the April 20 Deepwater Horizon rig explosion that has gushed up to 130 million gallons of oil into the sea.

While some have been found oiled, it remains unclear how many of them died because of it. Tests are ongoing. The Kemp's ridleys aren't in as immediate of danger because oil hasn't been washing ashore yet in their nesting places in the western Gulf. But some fear those hatchlings also could eventually make it into the crude.

Threatened loggerheads, which are currently being considered for the added protection of endangered status, also have been found oiled and dead since the spill started, along with leatherbacks and green turtles.

David Godfrey, executive director of the Gainesville, Fla.-based Sea Turtle Conservancy, agrees this plan is the only option to save as many turtles as possible.

He said if left alone, the turtles will soon begin emerging from their nests and heading straight out to sea to feed in masses of oil-soaked seaweed.

Even more unusual, in a field that typically sees division between government entities and conservationists, there is agreement on what to do. Teri Shore, program director with the California-based Sea Turtle Restoration Project, said she thought the plan was good given the circumstances.

"If those sea turtles swim out to the Gulf, they're going to face a massive oil slick which will cause them to perish or at least significantly decrease their chances of survival," she said.

Godfrey said he agreed with the strategy and called it a "pretty amazing plan" because conservationists rarely support relocating sea turtle nests. They often push for a change in human behaviors, such as dimming lights along beaches at night to avoid disorienting them. 

But no one can control the oil, he noted. 

"We're talking about allowing the entire year's class of hatchlings to emerge and swim to their certain doom, and are we just going to sit back and let that happen?" he said. "We just can't."
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The Boston Globe (US): Candidates vary on global warming

30 June 2010

Three candidates for governor expressed sharp differences last night over global warming, the Cape Wind project, and the cleanliness of the state’s parks at a gubernatorial forum dedicated to environmental issues.

Governor Deval Patrick, a Democrat, highlighted his backing of Cape Wind and his support for a greenhouse gas reduction initiative with neighboring states, while defending his cuts in environmental programs and some tax incentives his administration has provided to so-called green technology companies, which have been sharply criticized by his opponents.

Green-Rainbow candidate Jill Stein repeatedly challenged Patrick from the left, saying he was merely defending “business as usual’’ on the environment. She vowed to take a much more aggressive approach in promoting more wind farms and banning potentially toxic substances that she said are leading to chronic diseases and higher health care costs.

State Treasurer Timothy P. Cahill, an independent, said that as a “market-driven politician,’’ he could only promise environmentalists a “seat at the table’’ but nothing more until the economy improves.

“I don’t believe I’ll be able to compete for your affections with Governor Patrick and Dr. Stein,’’ he told the audience of about 200 at Boston’s Old South Meeting House.

The fourth candidate in the race, Republican Charles D. Baker, skipped the forum, saying it conflicted with a previously scheduled campaign fund-raiser. He sent in his place House minority leader Bradley H. Jones Jr., who sought to clarify Baker’s position on global warning and to dispel the perception that Republicans do not care about the environment.

“For Massachusetts Republicans, that couldn’t be further from the truth,’’ he said.

The event was sponsored by about 30 environmental groups, and each of the candidates spoke separately for about 20 minutes before fielding questions.

Cape Wind, which plans to build about 130 wind turbines in Nantucket Sound, was a major focus. Patrick said the project would promote renewable energy while costing consumers on average an additional $1.59 a month in electricity costs.

“On balance, Cape Wind is right for Massachusetts and right for the country,’’ he said to applause.

Stein, however, called it just “one demonstration’’ of wind power and said the country should be constructing “hundreds of thousands of wind towers’’ to reduce its dependence on oil. Cahill blasted Cape Wind, contending it would lead to “enormous costs’’ that would hurt consumers and businesses. Baker, too, opposes Cape Wind, arguing it will drive up the cost of electricity.

The candidates also laid out different views on global warming. Asked about Baker’s skeptical statements in the past about global warming, Jones said that Baker told him that he lacks the technical background to make a judgment about the issue and “is not going to get caught up in the scientific debate’’ about it. But Baker believes there are “sufficient reasons,’’ many of them economic, to pursue renewable energy, Jones said.

Cahill also said he lacks the technical expertise to make a judgment about global warming but believes that it is probably “both manmade and non-manmade.’’

Patrick criticized his opponents for not declaring strongly that global warming is a serious problem. “We need to get past arguing about whether climate change is happening and start dealing with climate change,’’ he said.

But Stein said Patrick was not dealing with the issue forcefully enough, saying Massachusetts needs to shift much of the $1.7 billion it spends on tax incentives for businesses to boost environmental programs in low-income communities.

Patrick defended his administration’s tax incentives for Evergreen Solar, a Massachusetts company that manufactures solar panel technology, which recently announced it was shipping jobs to China.

Patrick said the company originally had 200 jobs and promised to create 250 to 300 more, but instead created 900 jobs and then shipped 150 overseas. “Well, guess what?’’ the governor said. “We’re 700 jobs ahead! That’s good news.’’

Stein said it was a mistake to give incentives to companies when environmental programs are being cut. Cahill said he agreed, saying it was a mistake for the state to “try to pick winners’’ in the marketplace.

Patrick, addressing complaints about the cleanliness of state parks, apologized and said the Department of Conservation and Recreation’s budget had been slashed by 30 percent during the fiscal crisis “and it shows.’’

“I get the importance of state parks and public beaches,’’ said Patrick. “This is where working people go for vacation . . . and we will invest.’’

Cahill seemed most out of his element at the forum, a fact he acknowledged with humor. He said his push to create jobs and spur development would inevitably lead to conflicts with environmentalists. “If I have to lean, I will lean progrowth,’’ he said.

Few of the stances he articulated garnered applause.

“You’re a nice crowd,’’ he joked. “Nobody’s bit me yet.’’
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AP: BP giving financial help to stations
29 June 2010

Gas could become cheaper at some BP pumps after the oil company agreed to measures meant to help distributors and station owners offset a consumer boycott against BP fuel that was sparked by the out-of-control spill in the Gulf of Mexico.

BP PLC has offered to give distributors of its gasoline money back for every gallon of gas they purchase at terminals. The cash back amounts to 2 cents per gallon along the Gulf Coast and 1 cent per gallon in the East and Midwest, according to several dealers contacted by The Associated Press. BP confirmed the figures.

The distributors, who in many cases also own and operate stations, may pass along some of the savings to motorists in the form of cheaper gas, although that could depend on how badly a particular BP station is hurting.

Some BP-branded gas stations have reported sales declines of 10 percent to 40 percent from Florida to Illinois since the April 20 rig explosion that has tarnished BP's image, so certain owners may choose to pocket the cash.

The reaction Tuesday among the independent businesses that supply and sell BP gas was a mix of enthusiasm and concern.

Russ Scaramella, a BP distributor who owns and operates 65 locations in Arizona, Georgia and Florida, said that until he runs the numbers he is unsure how much the money would benefit him. He plans to distribute some of the funds to stations he supplies but doesn't own.

"It's all very overwhelming," Scaramella said.

The head of a trade group that represents distributors of BP gasoline in the U.S. told the AP that the company is informing outlets that they will be getting cash in their pockets, reductions in credit card fees and help with more national advertising.

"They are going to get a check," said John Kleine of the BP Amoco Marketers Association. "They're being given these dollars for use in their business."

BP says the cash to distributors is for gallons purchased in June, July and August.

Kleine estimates the total package BP is offering at roughly $50 million to $70 million.

The cash will be used by the distributors how they see fit, according to Kleine. That could mean a break to consumers filling up at BP-branded pumps. But some distributors may use the money to bolster their battered bottom lines.

BP cautioned that the cash allowance will not necessarily show up in the price of gas at the street as BP does not set or control the prices.

BP owns just a fraction of the more than 11,000 stations across the U.S. that sell its fuel under the BP, Amoco and ARCO banners. Most are owned by local businessmen whose primary connection to the oil company is the logo and a contract to buy gasoline.

It wasn't clear if the offers were being extended to stations that carry the ARCO banner. BP is the brand on marquees east of the Rockies, while ARCO is predominant on the West Coast.

In a large number of cases, the distributor of BP gasoline also is the owner or operator of BP-branded gas stations. But in some cases, there is only a supply relationship between the distributor and the merchant at the retail location.

The latter category is where Bob Juckniess falls into.

Juckniess, who has seen sales drop 20 percent at some of his 10 BP-branded stations in the Chicago area, said he was concerned that the cash is only being given to distributors. 

"Will the money flow down to the site level?" he asked. 

At the same time, he said he believes BP understands the damage the oil spill has done to the company's brand image, and thus to independent station owners. 

"At this point, I think anything is good, and I think BP has an obligation to assist us," Juckniess said. "More importantly, we need to be able to pass that on to the customer and give them a reason to continue shopping at BP and to use that money to educate the customer that we are independent business people." 

Kleine said it is in distributors' interest to make sure retail locations thrive, so he believes money will trickle down to everyone who needs it. 

Kleine said that even with the offer from BP, distributors would still be free to sue BP and seek compensation from the $20 billion compensation fund if they choose. 

BP spokesman Scott Dean confirmed in an e-mail to the AP that the package includes volume allowances and reductions in credit card fees that merchants pay when customers use their credit cards to buy gasoline and items in station stores. 

"Teams of BP staff are also being deployed to help these independent businesspeople activate consumer loyalty programs at their sites to help retain consumers and to educate them on BP's response plan in the Gulf of Mexico," Dean said. "BP will continue to evaluate the programs and offers as the situation and environment evolves." 

Dean added that BP is rolling out a marketing and advertising package that includes "Locally Owned, Locally Operated" media and marketing support such as point of purchase signage, radio, flyers, posters and postcards. 

As to the compensation fund, BP spokeswoman Debra Reed said previously that the overseer of the fund has stated that anyone is welcome to file a claim. 

Whether or not it is valid is up to the administrator. 

Kleine said the 475 BP distributors in the U.S. were being notified directly by the company. Calls began Monday and would likely continue through Wednesday, Kleine said. 

"There's a lot of variance in terms of the business effect of this incident," Kleine said. "To try to manage this nationally, it's just too big of an elephant. They recognized that the people that have the best knowledge and can apply the resources best are the local distributors."
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Reuters: Expert sees big mental health effects from BP spill

29 June 2010

The mental health impacts of the BP oil spill will dwarf those encountered after the last major oil spill off U.S. shores, a sociologist who studied the Exxon Valdez spill told Florida volunteers on Tuesday.

University of South Alabama researcher Steve Picou said the effects of the spill will far overshadow the negative effects experienced by 30,000 Alaska residents after the Exxon tanker dumped millions of gallons (liters) of crude into Prince William Sound in 1989.

Twenty years after that disaster, a "significant minority" of those residents continue to suffer the mental health consequences and Picou said the BP spill will affect far more people in communities along the Gulf of Mexico.

"What we're looking at here ... it boggles my mind," Picou said. "Because you're talking about hundreds and hundreds of communities and you're talking about millions of people."

The economic and ecological costs to tourism, wildlife, fishing and other industries continue to mount for four states along the U.S. Gulf coast after Deepwater Horizon drilling rig sunk in 5,000 feet of water on April 22, two days after an explosion and fire killed 11 workers.

Louisiana officials on Monday asked BP to pay $10 million to help provide mental health services, the second time the state has requested funds to pay for counseling and other psychological services.

Unlike a natural disaster, which generally has a definable beginning and an end, the BP spill is ongoing after 71 days and most of the effects will remain unknown for some time, Picou told Florida volunteers. Such an extended period of uncertainty leads to depression, marital discord and substance abuse as people isolate themselves from other members of the community.

DAMAGES UNFOLDING

"The important point is that no one can be rescued because it continues," Picou said. "You cannot take an inventory of damages because the damages are unfolding."

While the hotel business isn't horrible, the frenetic pace that usually begins Memorial Day weekend and continues through August is noticeably absent in the Florida Panhandle beach communities.

Charter boat operators and commercial fishermen have been more immediately affected, their livelihoods having been idled by the oil spewing from the blown well more than 100 miles away.

Food stamp applications are up nearly 20 percent in the past 60 days along the Panhandle region. Unemployment is also up in the region, surpassing a statewide rate of nearly 12 percent.

Florida social services officials say they are already seeing increases in domestic abuse, child neglect and the other social maladies that come when money is tight and the future unclear.

"These people are scared, they're worried, they're frustrated," Phil Wieczynski, a Florida environmental official, said after a recent visit with 400 residents from the coastal city of Port St. Joe.

"They see what's going on and we need to do whatever we can to assure them that steps are going to be taken to address issues and protect their way of life."

Volunteers were urged on Tuesday to coordinate their activities to be able to successfully respond to long-term effects.

"This is going to burn out any individual group," said Doug Zimmerman, president and CEO of VisionLink, a company that offers software for disaster recovery and volunteer management.
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AFP: World's smallest whale population faces extinction

29 June 2010

The world's smallest known whale population has dwindled to about 30 individuals, only eight of them females, according to a study released Tuesday.

The Bering Sea and Gulf of Alaska once teemed with tens of thousands of North Pacific right whales.

But hunting in the 19th century wiped out most of them, with up to 30,000 slaughtered in the 1840s alone, according to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

Poaching by the Soviet Union during the 1960s claimed several hundred more, making Eubalaena japonica probably the most endangered species of whale on Earth.

"Its precarious status today ... is a direct consequence of uncontrolled and illegal whaling, and highlights the past failure of international management to prevent such abuse," said the study, published in the British Royal Society's Biology Letters.

Numbering well under 50, the eastern North Pacific right whale -- which can reach up to 18 metres (60 feet) in length -- falls below the IUCN's threshold of likely viability as a species.

The small number of females is especially worrisome, said the study, led by Paul Wade of the Alaska Fisheries Science Center.

A genetically distinct population of right whales in the western Northern Pacific is in slightly better shape with several hundred individuals, but is nonetheless listed as "critically endangered" on the IUCN's Red List, the most scientifically respected index of threat level.

Right whales across the northern Pacific are also especially vulnerable to ship collisions because the animals cross a major trans-Pacific shipping lane as they move to and from feeding and breeding grounds.

"The probability of ship-strike mortalities may increase with the likely future opening of an ice-free Northwest Passage," the researchers note.

To carry out their grim census, Wade and colleagues used two standard method for measuring whale populations.

One was based on photos taken during visual sightings, from airplanes during the period 1998 to 2001 and again in 2008, and from ships in 2005 and 2007.

The other involved collecting biopsy tissue samples to gather genetic material, with a total of 43 taken over a 10-year period.

The two independent methods yielded nearly identical results -- 31 individuals through photography, 28 through genotyping -- thus lending more weight to the results.
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Mclatchy Newspapers (US): Health of Exxon Valdez cleanup workers was never studied

29 June 2010

You'd think that more than 20 years after the Exxon Valdez oil spill, scientists would know what, if any, long-term health dangers face the thousands of workers needed to clean up the Gulf of Mexico spill.

You'd be wrong.

"We don't know a damn thing," said Anchorage lawyer Michael Schneider , whose firm talked with dozens of Alaska cleanup workers following the 1989 Exxon Valdez spill in preparation for a class-action lawsuit that never came.

In New Orleans last week, U.S. Surgeon General Regina Benjamin delivered a similar, if more subtle, message to a gathering of health experts meeting to talk about how to protect people working on the massive BP oil spill still gushing in the Gulf of Mexico .

"Current scientific literature is inconclusive with regard to the potential hazards resulting from the spill," Benjamin said. "Some scientists predict little or no toxic effect . . . while other scientists express serious concerns about the potential short-term and long-term impacts the exposure to oil and dispersants could have on the health of responders and our communities."

That lack of published, peer-reviewed study of the Exxon Valdez cleanup workers has made protecting the growing number workers in the Gulf of Mexico all the more difficult and has Alaska watchdogs warning that BP and government regulators are repeating mistakes that made people sick a generation ago.

"We don't have the good answers that we could have had from the Exxon Valdez to either know that there are problems or to reassure people that there were not," said Mark Catlin , an industrial hygienist who visited the cleanup in 1989 and says some Gulf workers aren't receiving enough training to protect themselves.

Critics have questioned whether the Obama administration has left too many decisions about the health and safety of the oil spill workers to BP's discretion as a growing number of workers complain about exposure to toxins.

Earlier this month, McClatchy reported that records released by the state of Louisiana showed that BP wasn't recording most worker complaints of illness after exposure to oil. While Louisiana records described least 74 oil spill workers complaining of becoming sick, BP's own official recordkeeping noted just two such incidents.

That followed a McClatchy story that said BP's plan to protect workers, which the Coast Guard approved on May 25 , exposes them to higher levels of toxic chemicals than generally accepted practices permit.

The plan also doesn't require BP to give workers respirators, to evacuate them from danger zones, or to take other precautions until conditions are more dangerous. BP's plan also fails to address the health impacts of more than 1 million gallons of dispersants used so far in the cleanup.

Catlin was part of a Laborers International Union team of specialists who shortly after the Exxon Valdez spill warned Alaska's state labor department that spill workers could face lingering kidney and nervous system damage from prolonged exposure to oil and called for long-term monitoring of worker health.

No formal follow-up study apparently was ever undertaken, however, or if it was, its results weren't published, three of the original reports' authors said.

In the years since, Alaska workers have reported ailments ranging from flu-like symptoms to chemical sensitivity to neurological damage.

Exxon has consistently maintained that there's no evidence spill workers experienced any adverse health effects as a result of the cleanup. Spokeswoman Cynthia Bergman said she isn't aware of any long-term study the company conducted on its own.

"The challenge is largely due to the fact that cleanup workers tended to be transient, temporary workers, which made any medical follow-up difficult," she said.

Sandee Elvsaas , who was director of the spill response operations for oil services firm Veco Corp. in the village of Seldovia , disputes that. She said she still has names of workers she sent out to spray beaches and boats fouled by the spill and who got sick.

"The people from the village are still here. . . . We're here. They just haven't come to ask," Elvsaas said. 

"Terrible rashes and headaches and vomiting. They were nauseated . . . These were not the same people I sent out," she said. 

A 1993 study conducted on the mental health fallout of the spill on workers and communities and published in the American Journal of Psychiatry concluded that people living in Alaska communities touched by the spill were more likely to suffer generalized anxiety disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder. 

No similar studies have been published on physical ailments, however. Fred Blosser , a spokesman for the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health , part of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention , said NIOSH hasn't done any research on long-term health effects on Exxon Valdez workers. 

Riki Ott , a biologist, activist and fisher from Cordova, Alaska , who's written two books about the Exxon Valdez spill, said the link between respiratory problems and exposure to oil and chemicals used in the cleanup was explored in an unpublished 2003 pilot study by a Yale graduate student. 

The phone survey of 169 workers concluded that those who performed jobs with high oil exposure or exposure to oil mists, aerosol and fumes were more likely to report symptoms of chronic airway disease than workers with less exposure. 

Based on the findings, Ott has told Congress that roughly 3,000 former cleanup workers are likely suffering spill-related illnesses. 

Studies of other oil spills report similar trends. 

A report on the 2002 oil tanker Prestige spill in Spain concluded "participation in cleanup work of oil spills may result in prolonged respiratory symptoms that last one to two years after exposure," according to the American Journal of Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine . 

Exxon's own internal medical reports, which surfaced in court documents years after the spill, showed an unspecified number of spill workers made thousands of clinic visits for upper respiratory illnesses. Exxon later moved to seal the records. NIOSH had the legal authority to subpoena the records but never did so. 

Eula Bingham , an assistant secretary of Labor for occupational safety and health during the Carter administration, was part of the union team that visited the cleanup site in 1989. Bingham, now a professor of environmental health at the University of Cincinnati , said she worries about the apparent lack of a plan to protect volunteers from toxic exposure in the gulf. 

"I think there are community people going out and scooping up the tar balls and doing some work that probably will never get paid by anybody," she said. "Who is looking after them? Who is measuring how much exposure they have to these toxic chemicals?" 

One thing regulators learned from the Exxon Valdez spill and health concerns raised after the World Trade Center cleanup is the need for a database of workers whose health can be tracked in the future, said Blosser, the NIOSH spokesman. 

"You need basically a way of knowing who was working at the site and information for contacting those workers over time," he said. 

When BP chief executive Tony Hayward appeared before Congress on June 17 , Rep. Ed Markey , D- Mass. , pressed Hayward on what he called BP's failure to provide a roster of spill workers despite multiple requests. 

"The equivocation in your answer is something that is not reassuring to those workers . . . who potentially have been exposed to these chemicals in ways that can impact on their health," Markey said, according to a transcript. 

Blosser said BP provided the worker information last week. 

Basic worker health information could also play a role in future court cases against BP. 

About 50 lawsuits were filed against Exxon over the Valdez spill, said Bergman, the company spokeswoman. She said she didn't know how many were settled out of court, though a separate case involving insurance companies revealed one worker was paid $2 million . 

Schneider, the Anchorage lawyer, said his firm interviewed dozens of workers after the spill. Erin Brockovich — the environmental activist portrayed by Julia Roberts in a 2000 biopic — had gotten involved. There was talk of a class-action lawsuit. 

"There wasn't a class of participants that stood up. Just folks who had been around the project and the process — many of whom had claims that they had became ill and stayed ill after working on the oil spill," Schneider said. 

Most complained of respiratory problems, he said. 

Ultimately, the lack of independent proof, including a proper study of workers' health that could show the employees got sick directly because of the spill, scuttled the lawsuit. 

"If you're the oil industry, you may or may not have this data. Lord knows, you're not going to want to publish it," Schneider said. 
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Tehran Times: Iran has made progress in meeting millennium goals: UN representative

29 June 2010

The United Nations representative to Tehran stated on Sunday that Iran has made a great progress in its efforts to meet the Millennium Development Goals. 
Talking in a press conference in the UNICEF office in Tehran, Consuelo Vidal said that the Islamic republic of Iran is committed to achieve the millennium goals. 

Millennium Development Goals represent human needs and basic rights that every individual around the world should be able to enjoy—freedom from extreme poverty and hunger; quality education, productive and decent employment, good health and shelter; the right of women to give birth without risking their lives; and a world where environmental sustainability is a priority, and women and men live in equality. The GMD is supposed to meet its targets till 2015. 

Vidal, the UN Development Program resident representative, said that Iran has shown progress in many national projects to achieve the goals and there are still some areas that the country is working on. 

One of the most important objectives of the United Nations is to support the national efforts in Iran to achieve the targets, she noted. 

Asked about the role of civil groups in meeting the millennium goals especially in rural areas, she answered that the United Nations works with civil groups in projects that are agreed jointly with the government of Iran and the respective UN agencies. 

Some progress is seen especially in rural areas, she said, adding civil groups, in form of NGOs, are ready to contribute to national efforts such as disaster prevention and response, and the protection of environment. 

Sharing experiences 

The UNDP representative said it is highly important that Iran and other countries share their experiences in achieving the goal of “partnership for development”. 

“Other countries can bring their experiences to Iran in terms of contributing to national efforts of Iran. But I would like to highlight the experiences of Iran that can go to other countries. Iran has demonstrated a great level of development and achievements that are of use for the rest of the developing countries,” she opined 
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Istockanalyst (Blog): Out-Of-The-Box Efficiency Plays

30 June 2010

Sometimes we forget, but the earth is a finite resource. As the populations and economies in developing nations explode, demand will increase for energy, 


, metals and other "essentials"—which will have dramatic effects on the planet's ability to provide such needs. 
food
With that in mind, it makes sense for the long-time-lined commodity investor to think outside the box a little, as some of the best opportunities lie outside the traditional broad-based bets on energy or gold. Instead, it may be time to get back to basics: farmland.

Agriculture's Demand
By 2050, the planet's population is estimated to reach nearly 9.1 billion residents, which is nearly 2.3 billion more than our population now. To keep up, food producers will need to grow nearly 70 percent more food in 2050 than today. Grains alone will account for a large portion of that; according to a 2009 United Nations Food and Agriculture study, "Demand for cereals (for both food and animal feed) is projected to reach some 3 billion tonnes by 2050." 

Unlike fossil fuels, where alternatives do exist, or metals, where recycling is common, in agriculture, the impacts will be substantial. After all, we can forgo driving a giant SUV, but we all have to eat. 

And these impacts are already being felt. This month, the United Nations' International Panel for Sustainable Resource Management released a new report titled "Assessing the Environmental Impacts of Consumption and Production." The research paper weighed the overall effects of production of various commodities against global environmental concerns, and when it came to food production, the results were quite shocking. 

"Agricultural production accounts for a staggering 70 percent of the global freshwater consumption, 38 percent of the total land use and 14 percent of the world's greenhouse gas emissions," Achim Steiner, head of the U.N.'s Environment Programme, told Reuters.

Focusing On Water And Farmland
Given such staggering numbers, the current agricultural model bodes well for investors in the water space. After all, while the Earth is covered by water, only an extremely small portion is fresh water, and a smaller portion of that is still freely available to end-users. 

Water becomes even more of an interesting play when you look at where that population expansion is expected to occur. Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, one of the driest places on Earth, is expected to experience 108 percent population growth through 2050. The population of Southeast Asia—already so large—will grow another 11 percent over the same time period.

Naturally, agricultural water usage will also grow 11-12 percent to keep pace. This means that by 2030, 47 percent of the world's population will be living in "high water stress" areas, according to the Stockholm International Water Institute. 

But water issues are already having their effect today without the added population stress. About 60 percent of India's crop land is wholly dependent on rainfall. Last year's devastating droughts affected 246 of the country's 600 districts, and 235 million Indian farmers saw their yields on staple crops, such as rice and sugar, plummet. 

The tough times aren't just in India. In China, 13 percent of its total farmlands experience some sort of droughtlike conditions each year. Even the developed world faces similar prospects, with Australia suffering from cycles of severe drought and floods. 

Despite modern genetically modified seeds accounting for 90 percent of the growth in crop production, arable land will need to expand by nearly 300 million acres in emerging nations, and by 125 million in the developed world to keep pace with the coming population boom. Yet several countries, particularly in North Africa and Southern Asia, are nearing, or have already reached, the limits of their available arable land.

Opportunities for Investors
So how can investors take advantage of this theme?

ETFs such as the PowerShares Global Water (


 Arca: PIO) or the First Trust ISE Water (NYSE Arca: FIW) make ideal broad-based investments. But in light of the coming freshwater crisis, it may make more sense to zero in on water efficiency—particularly with regard to irrigation, as a play on the "threat" agriculture poses to global water supplies. 
NYSE
There are a few U.S. firms devoted to water efficiency and irrigation, albeit in some instances tucked inside other firms. Take John Deere (NYSE: DE), an obvious general ag play. But what many investors fail to notice behind the bright green and yellow tractors is that John Deere is world's third-largest irrigation company. The company has recently added to its arsenal new systems that use specialized drip methods to increase crop yields in hot and dry climates while reducing water usage.

Another American play is Toro (NYSE: TTC), which also has a very interesting and profitable micro irrigation unit. The company also functions in large-scale irrigation markets as well, and even provided the systems used for the Beijing Olympics. 

There's also the Lindsay Corporation (NYSE: LNN), which receives about 80 percent of its revenue from its pivot-arm irrigation systems. These GPS and computer-guided systems are ideal for large-scale and developed market farms in the United States, Canada and Australia. While the company doesn't have any micro-drip exposure, Lindsay's efficiency products do help improve efficiency in water management in places such as California, where the Sierra Nevada snowpack and the Shasta Lake reservoir are 57 percent and 42 percent below their normal ranges, respectively. 

As for the investor looking to play rising food prices with a direct investment in farmland, the Argentinean company Cresud (Nasdaq GM: CRESY) offers one such opportunity. Cresud operates 17 farms and 100,000 heads of cattle, and it has been purchasing land in other Latin America countries, including Bolivia, Brazil and Paraguay. 

Unavoidable Outcome
The United Nations' global projections for population growth and pressures caused by agriculture suggest we'll need to invest significant dollars to augment how we produce food. According to the previously cited 2009 UN study, if agriculture doesn't become more efficient, as many as 370 million people could go hungry in 2050—or nearly 5 percent of the estimated emerging population. 

That's why water efficiency investment on a micro-irrigation scale could be a saving grace for the world's ever-growing populace. Investors with long enough timelines may want to position themselves accordingly, to take advantage of the unavoidable. 

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

L’express.mu (Mauritius): Ressources en eau : Gestion responsable prioritaire

29 June 2010

Géographiquement, Maurice est bien placé pour pouvoir compter sur un approvisionnement en eau. En revanche, la gestion du réseau de distribution pourrait nous placer en situation de vulnérabilité.
«Les précipitations sont énormes à Maurice», indique Nand Sooredoo, directeur du bureau de consultants- ingénieurs Mega Design et lui-même ingénieur. En effet, l’île a reçu, en 2009, l’équivalent de 2 397 millimètres d’eau, ce qui représente une légère augmentation de 0,6% par rapport à 2008, où les précipitations annuelles étaient de l’ordre de 2 382 millimètres. Avec les pluies que nous recevons à Maurice, «il y a suffisamment d’eau pour les besoins de la population», ajoute un ingénieur de la Central Water Authority (CWA) à la retraite, qui a tenu à garder l’anonymat.

Le problème vient du captage: seulement 20% de l’eau de pluie est captée. «Le reste retourne à la mer», nous dit Nand Sooredoo. Les grands réservoirs et barrages que nous avons sont Mare-aux- Vacoas, La Nicolière, Piton du Milieu, la Ferme, Mare Longue, «ils sont anciens et datent parfois de 100 ans, le barrage de Midlands étant le plus récent», poursuit-il.

Pour l’ancien ingénieur de la CWA, le captage est uniquement une partie de la chaîne de l’eau et donc une partie du problème car même si les précipitations sont abondantes, les nombreuses coupures dans la distribution sont fréquentes : «C’est comme une marmite de bryani pour 100 invités mais avec seulement cinq assiettes», explique-t-il.

L’étranglement du système de traitement et de distribution ne permet pas de soutenir la demande de manière adéquate. Certes, s’il est nécessaire d’augmenter la capacité de captage, il faut également pouvoir traiter un plus grand volume d’eau et mieux distribuer cette eau. L’agrandissement et l’adjonction de stations de traitement et surtout l’amélioration du réseau sont des préoccupations primordiales.

En 2009, sur les 220 millions de mètres cube d’eau traitées et assainies par la CWA, seulement 110,2 millions de mètres cube ont été facturés, soit une perte de 50% de l’eau produite. «Le plus gros problème, ce sont les canalisations», s’accordent à dire nos intervenants. Cette eau, non comptabilisée, est distribuée mais n’est pas facturée. Trois raisons pour ces pertes: les compteurs vétustes, défectueux ou inadaptés, les vols d’eau, qui sont souvent des raccordements illégaux sur les réseaux principaux et, finalement, les fuites.

Dans les villes des Plaines- Wilhems, les réseaux de canalisation sont constitués de tuyaux ayant parfois plus de 50 ans. Le système est à revoir, surtout par rapport à la qualité des matériaux. Les grandes canalisations sont faites avec des matériaux de qualité mais souvent, la supervision et le manque de rigueur des employés chargés de faire les installations sont à mettre en cause. «Le matériel est bon mais la main d’oeuvre inadéquate entraîne de nombreuses pertes d’eau», déplore Nand Sooredoo. Il arrive aussi que la qualité du raccordement du particulier laisse à désirer. Les tuyaux en polyéthylène fabriqués à Maurice «ne soutiennent pas la pression de l’eau et se fendent », nous dit l’ingénieur. Et ce, surtout après les coupures d’eau fréquentes créant des «coups de bélier». Ce phénomène survient lorsque l’air présent dans les tuyaux après une coupure se retrouve fortement pressurisé au moment où les vannes de la CWA sont rouvertes, entraînant parfois le craquement des tuyaux.

Des tests plus rigoureux doivent être mis en place par le Mauritius Standard Bureau pour vérifier l’état de ces tuyaux à la fois quand ils sont neufs et vieux. «Il est nécessaire de faire des tests de durabilité», confirme ainsi Nand Sooredoo. «Ces tuyaux défaillants sont poses sur des milliers de kilomètres», dit-il, et rares sont les cas où les fuites sont apparentes. En effet, la plupart des tuyaux sont souterrains, rendant les fuites invisibles.

La CWA investit Rs 300 millions par an dans le renouvellement et la pose de canalisations, comme nous l’indique notre source proche de ce corps paraétatique. Mais «les réparations coûtent cher et l’investissement pour la recherche de fuites a ses limites. Il serait plus économique de changer les tuyaux», fait-il observer.

Cela augmenterait la distribution d’eau. La priorité est de réduire les pertes et ramener le chiffre de 50% à 20%. La quantité d’eau alors distribuée serait suffisante pour la population. Les deux ingénieurs sont d’accord : améliorer les infrastructures de distribution et diminuer les pertes permettraient de ne plus avoir recours aux coupures d’eau ou même à de nouveaux barrages pour les court et moyen termes. Pouvoir donner plus d’eau ne signifiera pas pour autant augmenter la consommation par ménage. Par contre, il est nécessaire de rééduquer la population par rapport à l’utilisation et aux problèmes de gaspillage.

A Maurice, l’eau est peu chère, les premiers prix commencent à Rs 4,50 le mètre cube, «on ne se soucie pas de faire l’effort de stocker». 90% de la population a accès à l’eau potable et même «s’il y a des problèmes de distribution, le civisme et l’éducation en ce qui concerne l’eau n’existent pas», conclut l’ingénieur anonyme.


«Il y a un paradoxe dans le domaine hydrologique à Maurice», note Prem Saddul, géomorphologue. «On nous sert la même rengaine année après année, pendant la période de septembre à décembre. Les coupures d’eau sont source de stress pour la population. Mais, à Maurice, sommes-nous vraiment en état de water stress?» s’interroge-t-il.

Le terme water stress, ou stress hydrique, est une classification employée par le Programme des Nations unies pour l’environnement (PNUE). Cela indique qu’un pays dispose de moins de 1 700 m3 par personne par an.

A Maurice, nous en sommes à 2 000 m3 par personne par an (voir encadré). Le paradoxe relevé par Prem Saddul réside dans la pluviosité abondante – souvent cause d’inondations - qui survient entre février et mars. Il fait ainsi réference aux inondations de mars 2008 qui ont coûté la vie à quatre personnes. Selon le géomorphologue, le problème se situe au niveau de la gestion de l’eau. «Nous avons un surplus d’eau de décembre à mars et nous nous retrouvons en situation de manque en septembre et en octobre», fait-il remarquer.

Parlant du relief hydrologique de Maurice, Prem Saddul nous explique que la surface et le sous-sol de Maurice sont très perméables. «Cette nature cause une infiltration rapide de l’eau», fait-il ressortir. Il explique également que l’île est constituée de chaînes de montagnes qui entourent une caldera centrale. Le plateau central est la région de l’île qui a la plus forte pluviosité annuelle, avec environ 4 000 mm.

«Cette caldera agit comme un basin emmagasinant l’eau de pluie. Le sous-sol mauricien est formé de plusieurs tunnels de lave qui agissent comme une courroie de transmission de l’eau», poursuit-il. Cependant, le sol mauricien est incliné de 10° en surface et de 12° en sous-sol. Ceci entraîne l’eau infiltrée inexorablement vers la mer.

Sur le plan hydrologique, Maurice compte 25 bassins. Un bassin hydrologique est composé des divers milieux terrestres à travers lesquels l’eau circule en direction d’une embouchure, soit le territoire drainé par un plan d’eau ou par un cours d’eau. Les basins peuvent comprendre aussi bien les eaux de surface que les eaux souterraines. Prem Saddul note cependant que ce sont nos sept nappes phréatiques qui alimentent principalement le réseau hydrique de Maurice.

Gestion informatique

Avec l’eau des rivières qui s’écoule vers la mer, Prem Saddul constate que ce sont des centaines de milliers de mètres cubes d’eau qu’on aurait pu utiliser. «L’eau deviendra la ressource la plus importante sur terre. De ce fait, notre devise devrait être ‘Pas une goutte d’eau ne doit rejoindre la mer sans avoir servi plusieurs fois’», estime- t-il. Pour ce faire, il propose quelques solutions.

La première serait l’élaboration d’un Water Management Information System. «C’est un outil d’aide à la prise de décision qui permet de recueillir et de compiler des données à travers un système informatique », expose-t-il. Une autre solution consisterait à connecter les rivières entre elles. «Cela favoriserait un échange interbassins, permettant de répondre aux besoins de régions déficientes», ajoute Prem Saddul. Troisième alternative: la révision du Rivers and Canals Act de 1983. «On se permet d’abattre des arbres ou de construire sur les berges des rivières sans que personne n’intervienne», déplore-t-il.

Il préconise également la mise sur pied d’un meilleur système d’investigation géophysique avec pour but d’accroître le nombre de boreholes. Autre développement à considérer : la construction de mini-barrages dans la région délimitée par Souillac, Nouvelle France et Ferney. Celle-ci comporte une des plus importantes densités pluviales de l’île, sans compter le nombre considérable de rivières. Prem Saddul s’interroge également sur le gaspillage d’eau dans l’irrigation, ce dont il a lui-même été témoin. «Il faudrait aussi que les hôtels aient recours à la désalinisation de l’eau pour l’arrosage des terrains de golf, qui prolifèrent », suggère-t-il. Il s’interroge, en outre, sur le projet d’envergure qu’est Jin Fei : «Si Jin Fei doit puiser dans le réseau, la population du Nord reliée à la Nicolière subira des coupures drastiques. Il faut que les promoteurs aient, eux aussi, recours à la désalinisation pour éviter cela», conclut-il.

Une ressource si indispensable, et qui pourrait être mieux exploitée et gérée. L’eau, essentielle à la vie, n’est pas encore une ressource rare pour nous, Mauriciens. Au contraire. Mère Nature nous gâte en termes de pluviosité et de relief géologique. En revanche, la gestion de cette eau nous expose, dans l’état actuel du réseau, à une forme de vulnérabilité. De quoi donner à réfléchir…
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Artificially bred hamour released

Abu Dhabi: In an effort to counter depleted fish populations, the Abu Dhabi government has, for the first time, released thousands of artificially bred baby hamour off the coast.

As many as 50,000 juveniles of two local fish species: hamour (orange spotted grouper) and sobaity were released off the northern coast of Saadiyat Island, officials announced on Sunday.

The release was carried out by the Environment Agency-Abu Dhabi (EAD) and the International Fish Farming Holding Company P.J.S.C. (ASMAK), a leading aquaculture company based in the UAE.

"Since seafood is hugely popular with the UAE residents, about 10-15 fish species including the hamour, sharey and farsh are either fished above the sustainable limits or at the brink. During our continuous monitoring of fish stock we came across some very bad signs, which prompted action," said Thabit Zahran Al Abdul Salam, EAD's Biodiversity Management.

Hamour, being a highly favoured fish in the UAE, is over-fished seven times beyond its sustainable level, according to official estimates.

With a decline of 87-92 per cent since 1978, it ranks at the top of the over-fished species list.

The solution to the depleting fish stock is mani-fold, said Al Abdul Salam. "Increasing the number of juveniles, protecting spawning stocks, reducing catch levels, closing some areas to fishing and modifying the fishing nets are some of the measures.

"The juveniles released weighed between 1.2-2.0 grams. EAD has been monitoring the fish stock since 2001. We know whether a fish population is sustainable or not by calculating spawning stock biomass. Ideally it should be 40 per cent of the biomass. If it is less, then the species could be threatened," he added.

UAE fish facts:
 • Since 1978, there has been an overall decline of 80 percent in the average stock size for all commercial species in the country.

 • In the UAE, 60 percent of the total catch is made up of species that are fished beyond sustainable levels.

 • 8 of the most valuable commercial fish are being overexploited. This list includes Hamour, Shaari, Farsh, Kanaad and others.

 • The UAE has a high demand for fish: 66 percent of residents eat fish at least once a week.

 • Hamour, or Orange- spotted grouper, is fished out at over 7 times the sustainable level and is the most overfished species in the UAE.

http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/uae/environment/artificially-bred-hamour-released-1.647000
Lebanon

Italian NGO enables Nabatiyeh to recycle bee wax

BEIRUT: Italian NGO UCODEP presented last week the outcomes of the project “Enhancement of production, information and genetics in beekeeping and milking cow sectors in Lebanon,” an initiative funded by the Italian Development Cooperation. 

The initiative was implemented with the 300,000 euro-contributions of the Regional Authority of Tuscany and the Province of Florence. 

A statement by the Italian Embassy said on Monday the ceremony took place at the UNESCO Palace in Beirut in the presence of Agriculture Minister, Hussein al-Hajj Hassan, the director of the Italian Cooperation Office and Embassy of Italy in Beirut, Fabio Melloni and representatives of civil society. 

“The initiative aimed at introducing and diffusing new farming techniques and improving the Lebanese genetic resources of productive bees and cows,” the embassy statement said. 

In cooperation with the Lebanese Agriculture Ministry, the Syndicate of Beekeepers of South Lebanon, and several environmental NGOs, the project provided the bee wax center in Nabatiyeh with equipment to recycle natural wax and produce wax sheets for the beekeepers in the Mount Lebanon region. 

The project also aimed at conducting a genetic assessment of Lebanese bees in order to identify the most suitable and productive species or varieties and organized training in Italy on the use of a new program for bees genetics analysis and reinforce bee keepers knowledge through exchanges of mutual experiences. 

In cooperation with the Agriculture Ministry, the Union of Municipalities of Bint Jbeil, the Municipality of Aytaroun, the Agricultural Cooperative of Aytaroun, the project conducted a survey concerning cow-keeping in 11 villages in the district of Bint Jbeil. 

It also built a database software to store and analyze information regarding cow keeping in the region, and established an Artificial Insemination office in Aytaroun, with all associated services. 

The project organized a trip to Italy to expose participants to the latest farming techniques and technologies in the sector. 

ROSS Emergency Program is an initiative funded by the Italian Government 


http://www.dailystar.com.lb/article.asp?edition_id=1&categ_id=1&article_id=116490#axzz0sEceFg7Q
Syria

Frunluk Forests Protection Campaign Part of National Efforts to Preserve Environment

Lattakia, Syrian Coast, (SANA)- A campaign for protection of Frunluk Forests in Lattakia, the Syrian coast, was launched on Thursday aimed to raise awareness of cleaning forests and keeping in line with the principle of sustainable environment management. 

The campaign comes as a part of series of environmental activities and studies conducted by Ministry of State for Environmental Affairs out of Syria's commitment to protecting local environment and its various components, including a national study of biodiversity which have so far documented 7000 botanical and animal genres. 

State Minister for Environmental Affairs Kaukab al-Sabah Dayah said that the Ministry has also set up a national biodiversity strategy and the conditions of nature reserves in conformity with the standards of the International Union for Conservation of Nature. 

The Frunluk Forest Campaign, dubbed "Visit Them and Keep Them Natural", was organized by Ministry of State for Environmental Affairs in cooperation with the Ministry of Agriculture and Agrarian Reform and the UN Development Program (UNDP) on the occasion of the International Year of Biodiversity. 

http://www.sana.sy/eng/27/2010/06/25/295041.htm
Oman

Oman plans fog-harvesting project to ease water shortage

Oman will become the first country in the region to tap into fog-harvesting technology to make stored water available for nearly 300 days.

Muscat: Oman will become the first country in the region to tap into fog-harvesting technology to make stored water available for nearly 300 days, according to Ali Bin Amor Al Kiyumi, director general of nature conservation at the Environment and Climate Affairs Ministry.

Al Kiyumi told Gulf News that an experiment was carried out by imitating the nature's way of accumulating water on plant leaves in condensed form in Salalah in the south of the country.

"Our experiment was successful in condensing fog water on to mesh net and then converting that into water in an artificial pond," he said.

He hopes to store 300 cubic metres of water that would last for over 300 days. "It would mainly be used for irrigation purpose and also as a source of drinking water for the animals in the southern region of the country," he said.

Al Kiyumi reckons that with the use of harvested fog water, there would be less pressure on the other water resources in the region.

"This is the first time in the region such an experiment is being carried out successfully because we, besides Yemen, probably are the only country to have so much fog," he said.

According to him, the Mitsubishi's General Trading Company has adopted the project for the next five years.

Oman's top conservationist also stressed that the project was one of the mechanisms developed to combat desertification in the southern region.

Private sector
"It comes within the Ministry's anti-desertification methods being applied in co-operation with international and regional organisations, as well as the private sector in Oman," he said.

Al Kiyumi pointed out that the National Action Plan for Combating Desertification included efforts to survey projects proposed to guarantee the development of desert areas, planting drought-resistant and salt-tolerant plants.

He added that the plans also include the rational use of potable water, continuous exploration of new resources of groundwater, expansion of waste water use in landscaping, and remote sensing to monitor and assess the status of vegetation, lands and water. Al Kiyumi said the stored water would be used in a green belt project for 1,000 metres annually.

"At the end of the five-year project, we hope to create 4,000 metres of green belt that would have about 1,000 trees," he said.

http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/oman/oman-plans-fog-harvesting-project-to-ease-water-shortage-1.644770
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