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Daily Nation (Kenya): Eastern Africa coast may lose 'most healthy' status
29 March 2010

Eastern Africa’s Indian Ocean coast may lose its status as one of the healthiest in the world, experts have warned.

Population increase and establishment of tourism and infrastructure projects within the strip were causing pollution to the ecosystem, they say.

As a result, coastal communities were increasingly becoming vulnerable to climate change induced calamities.

“Marine ecosystems are our safety nets whenever there are hurricanes and cyclones and it is important that we protect them,” Unep director for environmental policy implementation Ibrahim Thiaw said. 

He was speaking during a meeting of environmental and marine experts from countries that share the eastern Indian Ocean coast at the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in Nairobi. The experts are expected to adopt common strategies to protect the marine system.

Speaking on the sidelines of the meeting, Mr Thiaw said the countries share marine resources and challenges hence they should harmonise their efforts to protect the ecosystem.

The Unep meeting isolated deteriorating water and sediment quality, physical destruction of crucial coastal habitats, change in fresh water flows and siltation as challenges common to the eastern Africa coast.

Recent findings by Unep showed that 40 million people were living within 25 kilometres of the eastern African coast by 2007, and were directly exposed to effects of declining health of the marine ecosystems.

And the population is increasing rapidly, exerting pressure on the coastal natural resources which communities in urban centres like Mombasa, Dar es Salaam, Durban and Maputo depend on for livelihood.

The emerging challenges forced experts to change their focus to land-based sources of pollution and reassess the approaches used by coastal countries in tackling the environmental threats.

Further, they contribute significantly to the economies of countries in the region including Kenya, Somalia, Tanzania, Mozambique, South Africa and Mauritius, Comoros, Seychelles and Madagascar islands.

Tourism is a major source of income for the countries directly linked to the marine and coastal environment and natural resources, attracting more than 20 million tourists to the region every year.
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KBC (Kenya): Environment ministers converge in Nairobi
29 March 2010

Environment Ministers from ten African countries are converging at the UNEP headquarters in Gigiri to discuss ways of promoting better use of coastal resources in the region.

Under the aegis of Conference of Parties (COP - 6), the Nairobi Convention will discuss how to strengthen laws on pollution in order to conserve the shared resource of the Indian Ocean.

The Western Indian Ocean is one of the richest ecosystems in the world with important mangrove forests, sea grass beds and coral reefs. 

It is thought to hold more than 11,000 species of plants and animals. 

But growing population has led to an exponential increase in pollution through overflow of sewage, chemicals and other pollutants from the land. 

Deputy Director in charge of Coastal, marine and freshwater at the National Environment Management Agency (NEMA) noted that land based pollution challenges will be given prominence.

"One of the protocols being discussed is that dealing with land based sources and activities. Over 80 % of our pollution to environment comes from land, and we are trying to address this," he told KBC news

For the next three days, they will deliberate on how to tighten legislation and national co-operation, in order to conserve the ocean.

"The conditions you find in a coastal zone are very similar to conditions in coastal zones in countries that share the same convention," he said This means pollution in one past of Africa will eventually affect other parts.

Dr. Rolph Payet, a participant from Seychelles noted that education on co-operation between users of coastal resources is vital for the survival of marine facilities.

According to UNEP, some 30 million people living around the ocean depend upon the area's marine and coastal resources for food, livelihoods and recreation.

COP-6 to the Nairobi Convention  is a defining moment as the meeting is expected to among others, adopt the Amended Nairobi Convention as well as endorse the Strategic Action Programme for the

Protection of the Marine and Coastal Environment in the Western Indian Ocean from Land- based Sources and Activities (SAP);  The theme of the Conference is Sustaining Progress, and recommendations will be presented to Environment ministers.
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CRI English (China): Kenya Seeks China's Help to Transform into Green Economy

29 March 2010

The Kenyan government on Monday asked China to help in the transformation of the east African nation into a green economy. 

Vice President Kalonzo Musyoka said environmental protection is no longer an alien term used mainly by policy makers and civil society activists because it is now a matter of life and death. 

"Planet Earth is our common global good. Consequently, damage in any part of this planet will have an adverse effect on all of its parts, however extensively geographically dispersed they may be," the vice president told a forum on the Bright Moon Action organized by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and Xinhua's Africa Regional Bureau based in Nairobi. 

Musyoka said Kenya is looking upon friendly countries to help it achieve the dream of transforming the country into green economy.
 "We are committed to transforming Kenya into a green economy, and would like to invite China to help us with its technological know-how to explore the enormous potential we have in various sources of energy generation," he added. 

"The objective behind the Bright Moon Action is both noble and timely. Environmental protection is no longer an alien term, used mainly by policymakers and civil society activists. Today, environmental protection is a matter of life and death," he said. 

He noted that there are several Chinese companies successfully undertaking projects in Kenya and he invited more Chinese firms particularly in the energy sector to come and help the country exploit the great potential it has. 

"Innovations and technologies that support a low-carbon development path (green economy) should be developed and promoted vigorously. This requires a strategic approach supported by robust, effective and efficient governance systems," Musyoka said. 

"Globally, we must all strive to reduce emission of greenhouse gases that contribute to global warming and hence climate change. We have to reconvene Copenhagen, but this time with resolve and determination," Musyoka said. 

The vice president said Kenya has experienced devastating effects of climate change last year when a serious famine placed 10 million Kenyans under risk of starvation and killed millions of animals. 

The vice president said the increase in population in Africa is associated with different factions including natural growth, migration from environmentally damaged areas to areas with better natural resource endowment, refugee and returnee settlements.

He said efforts should be directed at managing high population pressures on the environment and consequent degradation in order to achieve sustainability of the planet.
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Mongobay (Blog): Population density corresponds with forest loss in the Congo Basin

29 March 2010

Africa's greatest rainforest ecosystem, the Congo Basin, has undergone significant deforestation and degradation during the past century. 
A new study in the open access journal Tropical Conservation Science examined whether or not there was a connection between population density and forest loss. 

Since the 1980s the Congo rainforest has had the highest rate of deforestation of any tropical region in the world. 
A combination of commercial logging, illegal logging, clearing for agriculture, mining, and civil wars has devastated much of the forest. The booming bushmeat trade is another threat to the Congo's wildlife. 
The Congo rainforest is home to some of the world's most celebrated and endangered wildlife, including forest elephants, okapi, gorillas, chimpanzees, and bonobos. Some 10,000 animal species have been discovered in the Congo. 

Using a classified Landsat ETM+ scene of 2001 to determine forest cover and 2000 UNEP data for population, the researchers found "highly significant" correlations between increasing population density and pressure on forests, including increasingly isolated forest patches. 
According to the authors, the paper's findings "confirms the influence of population density on the degradation of natural ecosystems".
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Daily Gazette (US): Spring water

29 March 2010

The first of spring had all the proper attributes of the season: mud, snow, clouds, breezes, followed by a sudden clearing that transformed everything into blue skies and warm sunshine.

We were celebrating by hiking Hadley Mountain with a friend. Once we crossed the stream, on a bridge of ice that, thankfully, supported our weight, the trail was covered with hard ice and soft snow. Our friend put her spikes on her hiking boots. The kids and I looked at our sneakers and resigned ourselves to wet feet.

In summer the stream is pretty enough, and it’s fun to step rock to rock, as the trail crosses it. Some years it dries to a trickle. This time of year it’s magnificent: a fast-running waterfall, pouring over the bedrock and stones. We stopped to admire it.

It reminded me of the first time I ever went camping, with my friend Nancy in Vermont when we were around 12. Her parents dropped us off by the side of the road, and we hiked in to camp by a stream that we swam and bathed in, and drank from too.

Now that I’m no longer 12, I think twice before drinking from streams. I’m not worried about chemical pollution as much as I am about animal-borne diseases like giardia. When we camp, we boil water, and when we hike, we carry water from home. Although that snowmelt-swollen stream sure looks clean.

In much of the world, clean water is far from the norm. Streams and rivers are often filled with raw sewage, garbage and industrial waste, and running water in the home is not a given. Last week the United Nations Environmental Program issued a report noting that the lack of clean water kills more people worldwide than violence — including war — does.

The report was released in Nairobi, Kenya, at a conference on clean water held to coincide with World Water Day.

World Water Day is not exactly a national holiday in the United States, where we are blessed with abundant water, and wastewater regulations that keep it relatively clean and safe, at least the vast majority of the time.

That’s not the case in much of the world. Water contaminated with sewage and industrial and agricultural waste flows through heavily populated regions, and even where there are treatment plants to purify the water, an average of 35 percent of the clean water is lost to leaks and spills

before it gets to people, the UNEP says. That’s worldwide. In many Third World nations, more than half of clean water is lost to leaks, according to the report.

The UNEP’s numbers are startling: 2.2 million people a year die from water-related illnesses, 1.8 million of them children under age 5, and the vast majority of those kids are dying from dehydration caused by diarrhea. That’s a highly preventable statistic.

It goes hand-in-hand with another statistic in the report: 2 million tons of sewage and industrial and agricultural waste flow into the world’s waters every day.

An investment in infrastructure would help. So would enforcing regulations already in place to protect water, the UNEP says.

In its reporting of the water conference, the Christian Science Monitor noted that just outside Nairobi there’s a shantytown of 1 million people living in exactly the kinds of conditions the report addresses. People there line up each day to get water from a communal tap to carry back home, and there’s a problem with “flying latrines” — the bags of human waste people toss from their homes, which have no bathroom facilities of any kind, the newspaper says.

The water problem, worldwide, seems overwhelming. We saw it after the earthquake in Haiti when groups, from individuals to international nonprofits, worked to get clean water to the affected population. It’s an ongoing issue in much of Africa and southern Asia. There are dozens of

organizations working solely to get clean water to people around the world.

My neighbor is involved in a project to bring self-contained irrigation systems to farmers in Kenya. Other neighbors spent time in Haiti after the earthquake, bringing in individual water filtering systems.

These systems are not expensive, are easy to use and can have a huge impact on people’s lives.

The UNEP says that “an investment of $20 million in low-cost water technologies, such as drip irrigation and treadle pumps, could lift 100 million poor farming families out of extreme poverty.”

We take our clean water for granted here in the United States, wasting gallons and gallons of it every day without thinking twice. But maybe we should think about it, both the amount we use and what we are sending down the drain.

From the top of Hadley, as we sat in the sun eating lunch and letting our soaked socks dry on the rocks, we could see the Sacandaga below us. Countless mountain streams run into that 29-mile-long wriggle of a reservoir before it turns back into the river it once was, and runs into the Hudson in Lake Luzerne.

What’s it carrying down to New York City and the Atlantic Ocean? Sewage from leaking septic systems around the lake? Untreated waste from rain-swollen treatment plants along the Hudson? Industrial chemicals from factories? Fertilizer runoff? Random pharmaceuticals from medicines flushed down toilets?

Compared to a lot of the world, it’s not too bad, and certainly our rivers and lakes are far cleaner than they were 40 or 50 years ago.

But maybe even here, where we only need to turn a tap for fresh water or flush a toilet to get rid of waste; maybe even here, where our streams and rivers flow so abundantly and beautifully; maybe even here, we should start taking World Water Day a little more seriously.
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Counter Currents (Blog): Gorillas In Africa Will Soon Disappear

29 March 2010

Every day there seems to be yet another species of flora or fauna at risk or thrown into the endangered list by uncaring human intervention. Now it’s the turn of the Gorilla which according to reports from UNEP and INTERPOL, may disappear from large parts of the Greater Congo Basin by the mid 2020s unless urgent action is taken to safeguard habitats and counter poaching. 

In earlier reports posted by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), in 2002, the figure given was, only 10 per cent of the original ranges would remain by 2030. 

However like our Indian Tiger, these estimates now appear too optimistic given the intensification of illegal logging, mining, charcoal production and increased demand for bushmeat, of which an increasing proportion is ape meat. 

Outbreaks of Ebola hemorrhagic fever virus are adding to the statistics of great apes including gorillas and researchers have estimated that up to 90 per cent of animals infected will die. 

The new report, launched at a meeting of the Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) which took place in Qatar, says the situation is especially critical in the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) where a great deal of the escalating damage is linked with militias operating in the region. 

The Rapid Response Assessment report, entitled The Last Stand of the Gorilla – Environmental Crime and Conflict in the Congo Basin, says militias in the eastern part of the DRC are behind much of the illegal trade which may be worth several hundred million dollars a year. 

It says that smuggled or illegally-harvested minerals such as diamonds, gold and coltan along with timber ends up crossing borders, passing through middle men and companies before being shipped onto countries in Asia, the European Union and the Gulf. 

The export of timber and minerals is estimated to be two to ten times the officially recorded level, and is claimed to be handled by front companies in Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda and Burundi. 

MILITIAS

Conflict as we know needs funds to sustain itself. Therefore, the illegal trade is in part due to the militias being in control of border crossings which, along with demanding road tax payments, may be generating between $14 million and $50 million annually, which in turn helps fund their activities. 

Meanwhile, the insecurity in the region has driven hundreds of thousands of people into refugee camps. Logging and mining camps, perhaps with links to militias, are hiring poachers to supply refugees and markets in towns across the region with bushmeat. 

Achim Steiner, UN Under-Secretary General and Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), said: “This is a tragedy for the great apes and one also for countless other species being impacted by this intensifying and all too often illegal trade.” 

“Ultimately it is also a tragedy for the people living in the communities and countries concerned. These natural assets are their assets: ones underpinning lives and livelihoods for millions of people. In short it is environmental crime and theft by the few and the powerful at the expense of the poor and the vulnerable,” he added. 

Mr Steiner said he welcomed the involvement of INTERPOL and called on the international community to step up support for the agency’s Environmental Crime Programme. 

He also underlined the importance of strengthening treaties such as the Lusaka Agreement on Co-operative Enforcement Operations Directed at Illegal Trade in Wild Fauna and Flora, which operates in eight Eastern and Southern African countries in support of CITES. 

Christian Nellemann, a senior officer at UNEP’s Grid Arendal centre said the original assessment had underestimated the scale of the bushmeat trade, the rise in logging and the impact of the Ebola virus on great ape populations. 

“With the current and accelerated rate of poaching for bushmeat and habitat loss, the gorillas of the Greater Congo Basin may now disappear from most of their present range within ten to fifteen years,” said Mr Nellemann. 

Ian Redmond, Envoy for the Great Ape Survival Partnership, established by UNEP and the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), said clamping down on ape meat in the bushmeat trade would not harm local people. 

The report does, however, contain some positive news. A new and as yet unpublished survey in one area of the eastern DRC, in the centre of the conflict zone, has discovered 750 critically endangered Eastern lowland gorillas. 

The other good news is that the mountain gorillas in the Virungas, an area which is shared by Rwanda, Uganda and DR Congo, have survived during several periods of instability. And this is the result of transboundary collaboration among the three countries, including better law enforcement and benefit sharing with the local communities. 

This is also due to the efforts of courageous park rangers who last year, for example, destroyed over 1,000 kilns involved in charcoal production in the Virunga National Park. But this has come at a price - over 190 Virunga park rangers have been killed in recent years in the line of duty, with the perpetrators thought to be militias concerned about a loss of revenue. 

Both UNEP and INTERPOL say that significant resources and training for law enforcement personnel and rangers on the ground must be mobilized, including long-term capacity building.
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Developement durable (Blog): La CITES: espèce fragilisée?
29 March 2010

La Conférence des Parties de la CITES, sur le commerce international des espèces a pris fin le 25 mars. 
Au delà des épisodes les plus médiatisés tels ceux des refus de la suspension de la commercialisation du thon rouge et d’une protection d’espèces menacées de requins, que peut-on dire de l’utilité et des résultats de cette organisation internationale ? Critiques et déceptions récentes ne sont pas les seuls éléments du bilan. Premières conclusions. 

On pourrait être tenté de conclure, à l’instar de cette représentante guinéenne « fort amère » que les « considérations économiques dominent la vision environnementale ». 
Cette intervention en séance à la veille de la clôture de la 15ème session de la Conférence de la CITES réunie, du 13 au 25 mars, à Doha au Qatar, rejoint les déceptions de nombreux états et ONG écologistes.
 Déceptions à la hauteur des espoirs fondés. Il n’est pas spontanément facile de rester positif quand intérêts économiques, démarches diplomatiques, tractations en tout genre, priment au détriment de la préservation des espèces. Il n’est un secret pour personne que les décisions de la CITES ne sont pas seulement fondées sur des arguments scientifiques.

UN « BON OUTIL » ?
La Convention sur le commerce international des espèces de la faune et de la flore sauvages menacées d’extinction, dite CITES, est issue d’un accord international et officie depuis 1975. 
Elle rassemble aujourd’hui 175 pays sous la direction du PNUE, Programme des Nations Unies pour l’environnement et a pour mission de réguler « le commerce international des spécimens d’animaux et de plantes sauvages ( afin qu’il) ne menace pas la survie des espèces auxquelles ils appartiennent ». 
La CITES répond aux demandes des Etats, de classement d’espèces sauvages dans l’une ou l’autre des deux catégories établies. 
L’annexe I qui interdit le commerce international de l’espèce, l’annexe II qui en régule le commerce international. Toute demande de classement est adoptée avec les 2/3 des voix. La Convention est régulatrice des échanges commerciaux avant d’être protectrice des espèces. 
Quand une espèce est inscrite à l’une des deux annexes, un permis d’importation ou d’exportation est obligatoire lors des transactions commerciales. 
C’est donc par les douanes que s’effectue essentiellement le contrôle de ses décisions. Les points de vue exprimés par l’ONG Robin des bois, observatrice assidue de la CITES depuis 1989, confirment les interrogations sur son rôle, les évolutions en cours. Pour sa responsable à Doha, Charlotte Nithart, « on a tendance à critiquer toutes ces organisations internationales, mais ça reste un bon outil.
 Ca n’empêche pas tous les trafics, mais ça permet de resserrer les mailles, d’avoir une meilleure connaissance scientifique. » 
Le communiqué de presse de l’association en fin de conférence paraît moins optimiste : « installée pour protéger les espèces de faune et de flore sauvages menacées d’extinction des excès du commerce international, la CITES devient progressivement une convention de protection du commerce. »

QUELLES ÉVOLUTIONS ?
Huit espèces de grands poissons, mises en danger par la surpêche faisaient l’objet d’une étude à cette session. Depuis 2002, les Etats sollicitent la CITES pour préserver des espèces marines de la commercialisation abusive. Une tendance qui se confirme. 
Si l’on met de côté, la difficulté de l’Union européenne à s’accorder sur leur proposition de suspension du commerce du thon rouge, son impréparation et la gestion approximative de sa demande durant la Conférence, l’échec européen s’explique autant par le lobbying sans vergogne du Japon que par sa capacité à rallier sur l’argument de « chasse gardée », selon lequel il n’appartient pas à la CITES de réguler le commerce des espèces marines. 
Le commerce du thon est en effet géré par l’ICCAT, la Commission internationale pour la conservation des thonidés de l’Atlantique nord, dont l’action est aujourd’hui contestée pour son laxisme par nombre de pays qui, en fine, se tournent vers la CITES. 
Le Japon de son côté a su rassembler en attisant les craintes de voir la Conférence réglementer progressivement le commerce d’autres espèces marines, dont la gestion revient actuellement aux organisations régionales. Les pays de pêche veulent garder la maîtrise des décisions. 
Autre clivage réactivé, l’opposition Nord-Sud. L’O.N.G Robin des bois rappelle comment « plusieurs intervenants ont argué que si les pays riches pouvaient indemniser leurs pêcheurs et se payer des plans de sortie de flotte, cela n’est pas le cas des pays en voie de développement ». L’U.E, les Etats-Unis et Monaco ont plutôt rassemblé contre eux.

A L’HEURE DES COMPTES
Espoir malgré tout, la CICAT, Commission internationale pour la conservation des thonidés de l’Atlantique, est intervenue pour rappeler que l’intérêt commun de l’ICCAT et de la CITES étaient de coopérer dans le respect de leurs rôles respectifs. Malgré cela, l’échec du thon rouge aura malheureusement égrainé. 
Les quatre espèces de requins proposées à l’annexe II continueront d’être commercialisées sans restriction. Même le requin-taupe que l’on croyait sauvé après une première décision favorable de la CITES, a été emporté par la vague. Un second vote négatif cette fois, a eu lieu le dernier jour sous l’impulsion du Japon et de la totalité des pays asiatiques. 
Quant aux coraux, l’inscription des corail rose et rouge à l’annexe II a échoué de nouveau. Une demande qui n’a rallié que 3 voix supplémentaires en trois ans. Le refus d’inscription de l’ours blanc, classé espèce marine, à l’annexe I est cette fois imputable au Canada, Danemark et Norvège et leurs soutiens, l’argument avancé étant que l’ours n’est pas victime de la chasse (moins 30% en 45 ans) mais des évolutions climatiques.
C’est sur terre donc que la CITES rééquilibre le bilan : le bois de rose a été inscrit à l’annexe II, l’éléphant n’a pas été déclassé de l’annexe I à II malgré les demandes de la Tanzanie et du Zambie ainsi que plusieurs votes et l’abstention de l’Europe. Les 23 pays de la coalition pour l’éléphant d’Afrique ont su convaincre que la survie de l’espèce passait par son maintien sur tout le continent africain. 
Des propositions de contrôle de 14 plantes endémiques de Madagascar, 9 ont été retenues. Les Dynastes satanas sont les premiers scarabées à être inscrits à l’annexe II, le Triton tacheté de Kaiser a été inscrit en annexe 1 par consensus sur proposition de l’Iran. Triste fin, le Canard des Mariannes disparaît des annexes, pour ne plus être observé sur Terre. 
Face à la recrudescence du braconnage des éléphants, rhinocéros et tigres et à l’implication du crime organisé, la CITES a octroyé un adjoint au policier responsable du respect de ses décisions. 
La Convention avait déjà adopté le 21 mars un plan de préservation des tigres en voie de disparition. 34000 espèces sont aujourd’hui inscrites à la CITES dont 29000 plantes, 600 animaux et 300 végétaux sont classés à l’annexe I. 
La Convention a obtenu 13 % d’augmentation de son budget contre 16 % demandés pour remplir ses missions. Prochaine Conférence des Parties en 2013.
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IPCC in the News
Press Trust of India (India): Pachauri cleared of financial irregularities: report
29 March 2010

Rajendra Pachauri, the embattled head of the UN's climate change panel who was under scrutiny for receiving alleged payments from private companies, has been cleared of the allegations by an independently conducted review, a media report has said.

Professional services company KPMG examined personal finances of Pachauri, chairman of the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, following allegations that he received money for advising several private sector companies, including Toyota and Credit Suisse.

"The review found these were all paid to Pachauri's non-profit organisation TERI (The Energy and Resources Institute), which commissioned KPMG," the Financial Times reported.

Pachauri, the newspaper said, was hoping another audit he had commissioned, to examine the practices of the IPCC and the science contained in its report, would put to rest allegations of flaws in climate science.

"That review will not be published until the autumn," said the report.

Article also appears in The Hindu (India)
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The Age (Australia): A mistake about glaciers does not negate climate change

30 March 2010

Scientists are demonised because of one error in 3000 pages of evidence.

To dismiss the implications of climate change based on an error about the rate at which Himalayan glaciers are melting is an act of astonishing intellectual legerdemain. Yet this is what some doubters of climate change are claiming. 
The reality is that our understanding of climate change is based on a vast and remarkably sound body of science - and is something we distort and trivialise at our peril.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has published four comprehensive assessments of climate change and several important special reports since its founding in 1988. 
The last such document, the fourth assessment report from 2007, mobilised 450 scientists from all over the world. An additional 800 contributing authors gave specialised inputs and about 2500 expert reviewers provided 90,000 comments.

In this mammoth task, which yielded a finished product of nearly 3000 pages, there was a regrettable error indicating the Himalayan glaciers were likely to melt by the year 2035. This mistake has been acknowledged by the IPCC.
 Learning from this error, the panel has requested, in tandem with the United Nations Secretary-General, an independent review of its procedures and practices by the InterAcademy Council (formed by the world's science academies to advise international bodies, such as the United Nations and the World Bank).

The review was requested in part so that the possibility of similar errors can be eliminated as much as is humanly possible.

It is important, however, to understand that irrespective of the error on Himalayan glaciers and a few other questions about some specific wording in the fourth report, the major thrust of its findings provides overwhelming evidence that warming of the climate system is unequivocal. To quote the report: ''Most of the observed increase in globally averaged temperatures since the mid-20th century is very likely due to the observed increase in anthropogenic greenhouse gas concentrations.''

As inhabitants of planet Earth, our lives depend on a stable climate, and it is our responsibility to ensure that future generations do not suffer the consequences of climate change.

We cannot ignore the fact that the impacts of climate change - which are based on actual observations - are, as the fourth report makes clear, leading to ''increases in global average air and ocean temperatures, widespread melting of snow and ice and rising global sea levels''.

An increasing number of researchers, and some official investigations by intelligence agencies, now point to the security implications of climate change.

If we do not carry out adequate mitigation and adopt sustainable development practices, global emissions of greenhouse gases will continue to increase, and their continuation at or above current rates will cause further warming and changes in the global climate system during the 21st century that will very likely be larger than those observed during the 20th century.

Altered frequencies and intensities of extreme weather, together with sea level rise, are expected to have mostly adverse effects on natural and human systems.

Even more serious is the finding that human-induced warming could lead to some impacts that are abrupt or irreversible. 
For instance, partial loss of ice sheets on polar land could imply metres of sea level rise, major changes in coastlines and inundation of low-lying areas, with the greatest effects in river deltas and on low-lying islands.

Human society has some critical choices. It is to be expected that some of these would pose challenges for some stakeholders and sectors of the economy. 
But to ignore the IPCC's scientific findings would lead to impacts that impose larger costs than those required today to stabilise the Earth's climate.

Thousands of scientists from across the world have worked diligently to provide scientific evidence for action to meet the growing challenge of climate change. To obscure this reality through misplaced emphasis on an error in a nearly 3000-page, rigorous document would be unfortunate.

Even more unfortunate is the effort of some in positions of power and responsibility to indict dedicated scientists as ''climate criminals'' (as called for by US senator and long-standing climate sceptic James Inhofe).

I sincerely hope the world is not witnessing a new form of persecution of those who defy conventional ignorance and pay a terrible price for their scientifically valid beliefs.

The IPCC will continue to learn from experience, including criticism of its work.
 Thankfully, with inputs from thousands of respected scientists, world governments and now the InterAcademy Council, the panel is in a better position than ever to provide a robust and reliable scientific basis for tackling climate change.
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Scotsman (Scotland): UN chief sorry for knocking opponents

28 March 2010

THE chairman of the United Nations' climate change body has apologised for describing as "voodoo science" a report challenging its claims over melting glaciers.
However, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) chairman Rajendra Pachauri rejected calls for his resignation and said he would not step down until 2014.

The Indian government was rebuked by Pachauri for questioning the group's claims about the rapid melting of Himalayan glaciers.

He said: "It was an intemperate statement. I shouldn't have used those words. I have to show respect to people who have worked on a particular subject."

Pachauri also said the IPCC would adopt a neutral advisory role, and he has agreed to stop making statements demanding new taxes and other radical policies on cutting emissions. But he said the forthcoming review of the IPCC would not include scrutiny of his own role or actions, just the panel's procedures.

Pachauri claimed the support of all the world's governments, and denied he would undermine the IPCC's chances of regaining popular credibility if he remained as chairman. 

He said: "It is not correct to say there are people who don't trust me."

Pachauri admitted it had been a mistake to give the impression that he was advocating specific actions to cut emissions.

He has called for higher taxes on aviation and motoring, urged people to eat less meat, and proposed electricity meters in hotel rooms to charge people extra for using air conditioning.

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Time (US): Meat-Eating Vs. Driving: Another Climate Change Error?

29 Mach 2010

Here we go again. On March 22, a scientist at the University of California at Davis pointed out a flaw in "Livestock's Long Shadow," a 2006 report by the United Nation Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) that attributes 18% of the world's carbon emissions to animal agriculture. 
It didn't take long for the bashing to begin again. "Eat Less Meat, Reduce Global Warming - or Not" ran a headline on the FoxNews website. "Meat Avoidance Cures Flat Feet and Other Lies," mocked another on a the Cattleman's Blog. London's Telegraph put it succinctly, "Now It's Cowgate."

It follows, of course, on what was called "Climategate" - which was precipitated by hackers who broke into the personal email account of a scientist at the University of East Anglia's Climate Research Unit in November 2009 and revealed attempts to play down evidence that did not, on its surface, support global warming. 
Since then, a small number of errors have been discovered in climate research, including the Fourth Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the organization that won the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize along with former U.S. vice-president Al Gore. 
Those errors have provided a steady trickle of fodder for climate change deniers and the mainstream media alike. (See a story about Climategate.)

This latest tempest erupted when Frank Mitloehner, air quality expert in UC Davis' Animal Science department, gave a paper at a conference of the American Chemical Society. In that talk he noted that a much-cited comparison in the FAO report - that livestock produce more carbon emissions worldwide, at 18%, than transportation, at 15% - was based on a faulty comparison. 
To calculate the impact of animal agriculture, the FAO reports' authors relied on a method called life cycle assessment, which charts the emissions of every aspect of raising meat, beginning with the carbon costs of clearing land for planting the grain the animals eat, and following it all the way through until a package of beef is sitting in the supermarket.
 The figure for transportation-related emissions they used only counted those produced when vehicles burn fossil fuels, not the full production cycle of petroleum. "They did life cycle assessment for one and not the other," Mitloehner says. "They basically compared apples and oranges." 

Pierre Gerber, livestock officer at the FAO and one of the 2006 report's authors, admits that the comparison was flawed. "It's a weakness that we were aware of the issue when we used it," he says.
 "But it's not the point of the report. We included the comparison only because we wanted to give the reader a frame of reference."

Gerber says the FAO is currently engaged in a follow-up project designed to provide more details on where those emissions originate. "We're working on a more sophisticated analysis that will break down emissions by commodity [type of animal], by farming system, and by region," he says.

Environmentalists and some climate scientists (to say nothing of vegetarians) have used the FAO's work to call for a reduction - or even eradication - of meat eating. That idea, Mitloehner said in the same talk, is misguided. "Smarter animal farming, not less farming, will equal less heat."
 He elaborated on the point in a separate interview. "Globally, producing less meat is only going to mean more hunger. Feedlots are very efficient at converting animals into food. That's something to keep in mind if our goal is to feed as many people as possible with as few resources as possible."

Already, Mitloehner's finding is leading many to suggest that reducing meat consumption or using more sustainable livestock management systems won't help mitigate climate change. But for the FAO's Gerber, that's just not the case. 
"You have to find a balance depending on local circumstances," he says. "Maybe in Africa I need to improve meat and dairy production. But that in affluent countries, in places where each person on average annually eats 80-120 kilos of meat, a lot can be done to reduce emissions at the consumption level."

Gerber regrets that the FAO's error in comparative methods is being used to suggest once again that the science of climate change is fatally flawed. But he's not too worried that the mistake will have a lasting impact. "If someone wants to use it as a way to close their eyes to the problem [of global warming], fine," he says. "It won't serve them for very long."

Mitloehner's work is partially funded by the dairy and beef industries, and one of his previous studies found that, contrary to the Environmental Protection Agency's research, that normal cow belching, rather than industrial manure "lagoons," were responsible for the majority of cattle methane emissions.
 But there's another problem with his argument, says Stanford University climate scientist Stephen Schneider, a contributor to IPCC. "His point about incomparable assessment methods is good science," Schneider says. "But the second point is a value judgment."

Any possible distinction between the two is likely to be lost in the increasingly inflamed rhetoric surrounding climate change. In the wake of the CRU revelations, a handful of errors have been discovered in the leading scientific literature on the subject. 
The IPCC report, for example, claimed that Himalayan glaciers could disappear by 2035 if the world continued warming at its current rate - a finding that is not only false, but turned out to be based solely on a speculative comment that one researcher made to a reporter. 
In February, the authors of a study published in Nature Geoscience that predicted that sea level would rise by between 7cm and 82cm by the end of the century, were forced to retract their article, citing two mistakes in their technical calculations. (See how a report got Himalayan glacier melting wrong.)

The discoveries have given new fuel to those who doubt or deny that the earth is warming and that human activity is responsible for it. In December, Republican senator James Inhofe called for an investigation into whether "the 'so-called consensus of global warming'... was contrived in the biased minds of the world's leading climate scientists.
" A Gallup poll, released earlier this month, found that 48% of Americans think the threat of global warming is exaggerated, an increase of 13% since 2008. And only 52% believe that most scientists accept the reality of global warming, down from 65%.

However, for the vast majority of the scientific community, the errors that have emerged do nothing to undermine the overall consensus that climate change presents a real and pressing risk to the globe. 
"They have found perhaps three mistakes in the IPCC report out of, what, 1000 conclusions?" says Schneider. "That's an incredible batting average. Think about it in comparison to predictions about health care or the economy - it's better than any other human forecasting endeavor."
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Guardian (UK): 'Fudging data is a sin against science'

29 March 2010

As you travel along the drive to James Lovelock's house, located in a remote, wooded valley on the Cornwall-Devon border, you pass a sign by a gated cattle grid. "Experimental station," it reads. "Site of a new natural habitat. Please do not trespass or disturb."

Thirty years ago, Lovelock planted 20,000 trees to create the much more biodiverse habitat around his home. But you suspect that, had this fiercely independent scientist and globally respected environmental thinker been around 3.8 billion years ago when life first erupted on this planet, he would have organised a similar notice to be placed somewhere prominent.

After all, Lovelock – now into his 90s but still fit enough to be invited aboard Richard Branson's soon-to-launch commercial spacecraft – is the man who first developed the "Gaia theory" in the late 1960s: the still-challenging idea that Earth is one giant, self-regulating organism whose equilibrium is being very much disturbed by the actions of one species. 
Lovelock has been warning with increasing urgency that the survival of that species – Homo sapiens – is now gravely threatened by the "Revenge of Gaia", the title of one of his more recent bestselling books.

He is billed as an Old Testament-style prophet for our times, predicting fire and brimstone for a damned generation if it does not urgently and radically change its polluting ways. But in person Lovelock has a becalming presence, even when firing off verbal thunderbolts at the various "dumbos" with whom we have bestowed our collective fate: namely, "the politicians, scientists and lobbyists".

The past four months, he says, have only hardened his disdain for this grouping; a turbulent period that has seen efforts to tackle climate change undermined by the online release of the hacked University of East Anglia emails, the failure of the Copenhagen climate conference, the (forced) admission by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change that its latest report contained some minor mistakes, and the onset of an exceptionally cold winter across some parts of the northern hemisphere.

Leaning back into his swivel chair in his modest office-cum-laboratory, from where he writes and conducts the odd commissioned experiment for the Ministry of Defence and MI5 ("it's nothing that interesting; just health-and-safety work", he says when probed for more detail), Lovelock directs his first wave of ire at the reports that climate scientists had been caught up in the email scandal. 
He was, he says, "utterly disgusted" when he first heard about the allegations. (He didn't read the actual emails when they were posted online, adding that: "Oddly, I felt reluctant to pry.")

During this discussion, Lovelock recalls the "corruption of science" that occurred during the attempts to link chlorofluorocarbons with the hole in the ozone layer in the 1980s. "Fudging the data in any way whatsoever is quite literally a sin against the holy ghost of science. I'm not religious, but I put it that way because I feel so strongly. It's the one thing you do not ever do."

Lovelock says the events of the past few months have seen him warm to the efforts of some climate sceptics: "What I like about sceptics is that in good science you need critics that make you think: 'Crumbs, have I made a mistake here?' If you don't have that continuously, you really are up the creek.

"The good sceptics have done a good service – but some of the mad ones, I think, have not done anyone any favours. Some, of course, are corrupted and employed by oil companies and things like that. 
Some even work for governments. For example, I wouldn't put it past the Russians to be behind some of the disinformation to help further their energy interests. But you need sceptics, especially when the science gets very big and monolithic."

And the sceptics are right, he says, to be deeply distrustful of scientists who are overly reliant on computer models, particularly when it comes to predicting future climate scenarios: "We're not that bright an animal. 
We stumble along very nicely and it's amazing what we do do sometimes, but we tend to be too hubristic to notice the limitations. If you make a model, after a while you get suckered into it. You begin to forget that it's a model and think of it as the real world."

It is obvious, both from talking to Lovelock and reading his work, particularly his most recent books, that he doesn't have the highest opinion of mankind's capabilities to see the long game and act accordingly.

"I don't think we're yet evolved to the point where we're clever enough to handle as complex a situation as climate change," he responds, when asked whether we are up to the task as a species of tackling climate change.
 "We're very active animals. We like to think, 'Ah yes, this will be a good policy,' but it's almost never that simple. Wars show this to be true. 
People are very certain they are fighting a just cause, but it doesn't always work out like that. Climate change is kind of a repetition of a wartime situation. It could quite easily lead to a physical war."

Hopelessness is a response, one senses, never far from a Lovelock audience. He is not one to toss around crumbs of comfort when he believes they're not justified, and displays a great deal of contempt for what he believes to be the naive idealism and ideologies of much of the current environmental movement – a significant proportion of which still looks up to him with a certain reverence. 
For example, it was his high-profile switch a few years ago to promoting nuclear energy as the best hope for saving ourselves that helped convince many environmentalists to rethink their instinctive opposition to this technology. 
Now, he says, he is not convinced that any meaningful response to "global heating", as he likes to call it, can be achieved from within the modern democracies of the western world.

"We need a more authoritative world," he says resolutely. "We've become a sort of cheeky, egalitarian world where everyone can have their say. 
It's all very well, but there are certain circumstances – a war is a typical example – where you can't do that. You've got to have a few people with authority who you trust who are running it. They should be very accountable too, of course – but it can't happen in a modern democracy. This is one of the problems.

"What's the alternative to democracy? There isn't one. But even the best democracies agree that when a major war approaches, democracy must be put on hold for the time being. I have a feeling that climate change may be an issue as severe as a war. It may be necessary to put democracy on hold for a while."

But with public confidence in climate science taking such a knock in recent months, what will it take to convince the public that urgent action really is required to reduce greenhouse gas emissions – or, as is Lovelock's preference, to adapt and prepare the lifeboat for a changing climate?

"There has been a lot of speculation that a very large glacier in Antarctica is unstable," he says, referring to Pine Island glacier or "the Pig", as the scientists now monitoring it like to call it. 
"If there's much more melting, it may break off and slip into the ocean. I'd say the scientists are not worried about it, but they are keeping a close watch on it. 
It would be enough to produce an immediate sea level rise of two metres – something huge. And tsunamis. That would be the sort of event that would change public opinion – or a return of the dustbowl in the American midwest. Another IPCC report won't be enough; we'll just argue over it like now."

(I later contact Dr Robert Bindschadler, the Nasa scientist who leads the team monitoring the Pig. "No one expects full collapse of the system as quickly as [in the next] 100 years," Bindschadler responds, "'but even if it did, the mean rate of sea level rise would 'only' triple the current rate of rise. No one would get their feet wet overnight.")

On a noticeboard behind Lovelock hangs a photograph of a huge wind turbine. As an active anti-wind farm campaigner, does it infuriate him that so much investment is now being poured into renewable energy infrastructure? "I've always said that adaptation is the most serious thing we can do," he says.
 "Are our sea defences adequate? Can we prevent London from flooding? This is where we should be spending our billions. If wind turbines really worked, I wouldn't object to them. To hell with the aesthetics, we might need them to save ourselves. But they don't work – the Germans have admitted it.

"It's like the Common Agricultural Policy, which led to corruption and inefficiencies. A common energy policy across Europe is not a good idea. I'm in favour of nuclear for crowded places like Britain for the simple reason that it's cheap, effective and exceedingly safe when you look at the record."

His views on carbon emissions trading, as is being touted by the EU and others, are equally dismissive: "I don't know enough about carbon trading, but I suspect that it is basically a scam. 
The whole thing is not very sensible. We have this crazy idea that we are setting an example to the world. What we're doing is trying to make money out of the world by selling them renewable gadgetry and green ideas. 
It might be worthy from the national interest, but it is moonshine if you think what the Chinese and Indians are doing [in terms of emissions]. The inertia of humans is so huge that you can't really do anything meaningful."

Lovelock freely admits that, at 90, he won't be around to see the results of the "experiment" humans are currently conducting with the atmosphere.
 It's what, in part, gives him the licence to speak with such frankness. But for anyone younger, Lovelock's prognosis for our species is hard to hear, let alone accept. That a black, rain-laden cloud is welling up over the nearby moorland as I set off to leave only acts to darken the mood.
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New American (US): Global-warming Alarmism Dying a Slow Death

30 March 2010

Last December in Copenhagen at the United Nations climate summit, officials and global-warming alarmists seemed confident of their imminent triumph. “There is no doubt in my mind whatsoever that it will yield a success,” proclaimed UN global-warming chief Yvo de Boer just weeks before the conference.

But Copenhagen was not the victory de Boer had been anticipating. In fact, most analysts labeled it a significant setback for the alarmist agenda. And since then, problems for the human-caused warming campaign have only grown.
 After a series of scandals exposed extreme misconduct (if not criminality) by leading climate scientists and errors surrounding the movement’s theories, pundits began announcing the inevitable collapse of climate hysteria. But the vested interests will not go down without a long, hard fight. 

SCANDALS
The climate alarmists were already doing poorly in the United States before the Copenhagen failure. An October 2009 Pew poll showed that only 36 percent of Americans even believed in man-made global warming. 
The issue consistently ranked last among public priorities. Commentators referred to the movement as a “cult,” and critics ridiculed the theories and dangerous “solutions” all over the Internet. And that was before the proverbial hitting of the fan late last year.  

In November 2009, a scandal now known as Climategate changed everything. Just before the much-touted global-warming conference, incriminating e-mails and data from the University of East Anglia’s Climatic Research Unit were revealed to the world. 
And the picture was not pretty. Prominent climate scientists, including many who were deeply involved with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report, were exposed plotting to “hide the decline” in global temperatures, conspiring to violate Freedom of Information laws, and scheming to keep contradictory viewpoints excluded. The scandal led to even more distrust of the alarmist narrative.

After Climategate made headlines around the world, obvious factual errors started turning up in the UN’s IPCC report as researchers began scrutinizing it more closely. Widely considered the “gospel” of the anthropogenic-warming campaign, the report was rapidly losing credibility. 

First came “Glaciergate.” In its final report, the IPCC suggested that Himalayan glaciers could melt by 2035 or sooner. It turns out the wild assertion (along with several others in the same paragraph) was lifted from an advocacy group’s propaganda literature, which took it from an Indian magazine article that has since been discredited. The claim was totally incorrect. The IPCC has been forced to recant it.

More errors were soon exposed in a flurry of bad press for the alarmists. Amazongate, as it has become known, involved fantastical predictions about global warming’s effect on the Amazon rain forest. Up to 40 percent of it could be in danger, according to the report. 
The IPCC also took this claim from advocacy group literature. But on top of that, it incorrectly attributed it to a report that did not even hint at such a prediction. Critics have correctly labeled the assertion a “fabrication.”
There was also Africagate. The IPCC erroneously claimed that rain-dependent agriculture in some African countries could be cut in half by 2020, with the wildly inaccurate claims also taken from an advocacy group report (written by an academic who works with “carbon credits”). Of course, this was also wrong. But this time, IPCC Chair Rajendra Pachauri was the one responsible for allowing the error to be repeated in the condensed “Synthesis Report.” 

Questions and criticism about the use of temperature data have also been ongoing and continue to plague the UN panel’s credibility. “Chinagate,” where scientists misused Chinese temperature records, is just one example.

The claims of increased hurricane frequency were also proven fraudulent. And as if those blows were not enough, the Dutch government recently forced the IPCC to retract its claim that 55 percent of the Netherlands was below sea level. It’s actually 26 percent. 

The rapid loss of public credibility over all the errors has also accompanied numerous calls by prominent voices for official inquiries and even criminal investigations. Several universities involved have already launched reviews.
 And even previous IPCC chief Professor Robert Watson, for example, is calling for a probe to investigate “warming bias” by the UN panel. “The mistakes all appear to have gone in the direction of making it seem like climate change is more serious by overstating the impact. 
That is worrying,” he told the U.K. Times Online. “The IPCC needs to look at this trend in the errors and ask why it happened.” The UN will indeed launch an “independent” inquiry, but critics generally expect a coverup.

U.S. Senator James Inhofe (R-Okla.) went further, proposing criminal investigations to determine if alarmists violated any laws. A Senate report produced for Inhofe’s Environment and Public Works Committee concluded that, among other problems, “scientists involved in the CRU controversy violated fundamental ethical principles governing taxpayer-funded research and, in some cases, may have violated federal laws.” 

Similarly, British authorities were investigating possible criminal activity by Climategate scientists who refused to provide documents and data under lawful Freedom of Information requests. The scientists may reportedly escape prosecution under the FOI law because of a six-month statute of limitations.

RATS AND SHIPS 
Even the politicians and officials still pushing the alarmist agenda have distanced themselves from the IPCC report. The analogy of “rats” frantically ditching a “sinking ship” has been used by numerous critics to describe the situation. 

Climate chief Yvo de Boer, the executive secretary of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change who predicted “success” in Copenhagen, announced his resignation in mid-February. He said it was time to pursue “new challenges.” But he still advises companies about global warming.

Even a prominent member of the pro-United Nations, internationalist Council on Foreign Relations has thrown in the towel, possibly trying to salvage some credibility by denouncing the scandals. 
“The global warming movement as we have known it is dead” because of “bad science and bad politics,” wrote CFR senior foreign policy fellow Walter Mead in a piece for The American Interest. He still believes in human-caused warming, but harshly criticized the movement for its lawbreaking and phony claims. 
“The global warming meltdown confirms all the populist suspicions out there about an arrogantly clueless establishment invoking faked ‘science’ to impose cockamamie social mandates on the long-suffering American people, backed by a mainstream media that is totally in the tank,” he rightly concluded.

Prominent companies that were once leading the push for “action” on climate change have also been retreating to the shadows. Around the time of de Boer’s announcement, three large American firms (including two oil companies) bailed on the U.S. Climate Action Partnership, a powerful lobby pushing for “cap and trade” legislation.

Some of the media have also finally started to report the apparent demise of climate alarmism. 
“The strategy pursued by activists (including scientists who have crossed the line into advocacy) has turned out to be fatally flawed,” declared the Canadian Globe and Mail in a recent article entitled “The great global warming collapse: As the science scandals keep coming, the air has gone out of the climate-change movement.”   

Even a writer for the BBC admitted the campaign was falling apart in a recent piece entitled “The dam is cracking.” This same media organization has in recent years issued dire predictions of global warming almost daily and last year sat on the Climategate e-mails for over a month. (The BBC claims it wasn’t aware of the significance of the information it was given.)

The “neoconservative” Weekly Standard — normally a promoter of the glob-alist establishment’s agenda — actually ran a cover story recently with a cartoon depicting polar bears laughing at a naked and freezing Al Gore. The article, entitled “In Denial — The meltdown of the climate campaign,” was written by fellow Steven Hayward with the American Enterprise Institute, an organization that has repeatedly peddled climate propaganda and the desirability of “emission reductions” and a “carbon tax.” More rats jumping ship? 

Even alarmism ringleader Al Gore seemingly conceded defeat on the impact of his efforts to “educate” the public on human-caused climate change. “I have thus far failed,” he told a Norwegian talk show in early March while promoting his new climate book. But, his fight is far from over. 

ALARMISTS FIGHT BACK
Ironically, some of the news articles announcing the demise of climate hysteria were adorned with government-funded Google ads from the State Department reading “Adapting to a Changing Climate.” 
The link takes readers to America.gov, where articles like “The Need for Action on Climate Change Is Urgent” share the page with a picture of a lonely polar bear and propaganda videos citing the IPCC. (What part of the Constitution authorizes government propaganda ads?) Government has obviously not given up the fight. 

Indeed — like an animal backed into a corner — committed alarmists are putting up an increasingly hysterical battle as their movement begins to unravel. The U.K. Telegraph ran a piece entitled “Warmists overwhelmed by fear, panic and deranged hatred as their ‘science’ collapses.” 

There are many players with a significant stake in making sure the public believes “climate change” is caused by man and carbon emissions. 
Governments have invested hundreds of billions in it — likely because greenhouse-gas legislation will allow government to monitor and control almost everything every citizen does.
 Banks, too, have vast sums tied up in the scheme — including Goldman Sachs, one of the most powerful firms on Earth — because they stand to make piles of money trading carbon permits. Gore and Pachauri have their fortunes and their reputations at stake. Many climatologists have their careers to lose, too. 

“I, for one, genuinely wish that the climate crisis were an illusion,” wrote Gore in a wildly inaccurate editorial temper tantrum printed by the New York Times on February 27. 
Then he proceeded to the usual scaremongering, warning about “the displacement of hundreds of millions of climate refugees” and other calamities. Former Vice President Gore intensified his lobbying efforts, consolidating two of his organizations “to create in one [sic] of the largest non-profit climate change education and advocacy organizations in the world,” according to a March 5 press release posted on its website. 
Will Gore go down with the alarmism ship? As its captain, he probably has no choice at this point — though unlike the captain of the Titanic, his action will likely be viewed as less than noble. 

Scientists under fire have also attempted to deflect criticism by demonizing skeptics. Stanford climatologist Stephen Schneider, for example, complained of receiving “threatening” e-mails. “They shoot abortion doctors here,” he told Tierramérica, a UN-affiliated propaganda organ in Latin America.

And just as global warming was re-branded “climate change” to be more all-encompassing, some Senators are now trying to deviously re-sell the “cap and trade” scheme with linguistic gimmicks. 
“We will have pollution reduction targets,” explained Senator Joseph Lieberman, ignoring the fact that CO2 is not a pollutant but an essential component of life without which green plants would cease to exist. 

And despite the apparent implosion of the alarmist movement, governments are steamrolling ahead with the agenda. The taxation commissioner at the European Commission, for example, recently announced a push for EU-wide carbon taxes. 

A recently leaked UN Environment Program document from December 2009 revealed plans to create a “green world order” by 2012, while the head of the International Monetary Fund recently called for the creation of a giant climate-change slush fund. 
And in the United States, despite bipartisan opposition and the lack of constitutional authority, the Environmental Protection Agency is still moving forward with its anti-CO2 regulation regime. Other national governments around the world are also marching forward with various climate schemes.

MORE TO COME
The fight is not over yet. But no matter what happens in the coming months and years — trials and convictions for climate swindlers, or taxes on breathing for everyone on Earth — the alarmist campaign will eventually fall.  

“There’s a lot more to come out yet about the [Climategate] e-mails, and how they cooked the computer models,” said Canadian climatologist Dr. Tim Ball, who emphasized that he never received money from oil companies and that he was also against the “global cooling” alarmism of a few decades ago. 

He told The New American that the Internet played a pivotal role in exposing the scandals, and that this phenomenon will continue. 
“It’s no coincidence that so much of what was exposed came through the blogs.… The mainstream media is ignoring the issues almost completely. And it’s because most of them were complicit and bought into the argument.” As a consequence, the complicit media is becoming increasingly irrelevant.  

But the battle against the alarmist agenda will likely be protracted and difficult. “It won’t die — it simply won’t die — until the economies start to suffer,” Dr. Ball said about the carbon tax and cap-and-trade schemes, citing Spain’s experience with new “green jobs” causing an overall loss of jobs as an example of the economic price of alarmist policies. But, he added, the truth will inevitably triumph eventually. 

“Reality always comes through, sooner or later, it’s just that sometimes it takes a long time,” agreed Professor Nils-Axel Mörner, one of the world’s foremost experts on sea levels and the head of the Paleogeophysics and Geodynamics Department at Stockholm University until he retired in 2005. He told The New American that as an expert reviewer for the sea-level section of the IPCC report, he had the opportunity to understand the inner workings of the IPCC. And it is doomed to fail eventually.

The sea-level chapter he was supposed to review was “of very poor quality,” Mörner said. And the hysteria surrounding sea-level rises, like most of the IPCC scaremongering, “is not grounded in reality.” 
The panel chose authors based on loyalty, not credentials, Mörner explained. And though he warned the IPCC of errors, they mostly ignored the advice. 
But the anti-science attitude came back to haunt them. Climategate was “wonderful,” Mörner exclaimed. He called the scandal an “iceberg of shame,” noting that there was still much to be discovered. 

“The first thing which has to come now is the restoration of scientific values,” he said, explaining that the climate campaign had “autocratically” tried to impose beliefs on the public that were not based on science. “Al Gore is a salesman, not a scientist, and we don’t need salesmen.” Mörner is optimistic.  

Despite all the trouble and wasted resources expended on the movement, there is certainly a bright side emerging as the climate-crisis crusade self-destructs.
 For one, more people may begin to think twice before blindly trusting governments and the media. Additionally, the whole episode illustrates the crumbling gate-keeping ability of “Big Media” in the age of the Internet. This is an encouraging sign for the future of freedom. 

Scaremongering to swindle the public out of money and freedom is an old trick. But hopefully, people will know better than to fall for it again next time.
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Habledash (Blog): UN Panel Admits Exaggerated Claims of Meat Consumption and Climate Change
29 March 2010

It seems that every time there is a disparaging report on climate change, global warming or whatever they're now calling it, the liberal media conveniently ignores the story.  

The most recent incident of this comes from an article in England's Telegraph newspaper, where the United Nation's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) admitted that they incorrectly reported that meat production was responsible for 18% of greenhouse gas emissions, which amounts to more than transportation.  Of course, this is false. 

We've seen on a number of different occasions where climate change alarmists have urged that people stop eating meat because it's detrimental to the environment.  So before you eat that cheeseburger, think twice about how you're killing the planet - this is what people were told.

The UN's IPCC, notorious for the Climategte scandal, reached their meat production figure by adding together all carbon emissions associated with meat production.

"The meat figure had been reached by adding all greenhouse-gas emissions associated with meat production, including fertilizer production, land clearance, methane emissions and vehicle use on farms, whereas the transport figure had only included the burning of fossil fuels."

This is typical - only applying certain constraints to what you want to exploit.  This is just like North Korea's state-run media - they only publish what fits their agenda to make their country appear to be the best in the world.

Another day, another lie about climate change and another attempt to falsely label the agriculture industry as heavy polluters that don't care about the environment.  

If the IPCC really wanted to compare apples to apples, the story would be very different.  Take for instance, hybrids, which use two motors - one gas and one electric.  Sure, the consumer thinks they're greatly helping the environment.  But here's what they don't know about the production of hybrids.

"The nickel for the battery has to come from somewhere.  Canada, usually.  It has to be shipped to Japan, not on a sailing boat, I presume.  And then it must be converted, not in a tree house, into a battery, and then that battery must be transported, not on an ox cart, to the [Honda] Insight production plant in Suzuka.  And then the finished car has to be shipped, not by Thor Heyerdahl, to Britain, where it can be transported, not by wind, to the home of a man with a beard who thinks he's doing the world a favor."

All logic goes by the wayside when it comes to pushing a far-left, ideological agenda.  This is why 'green' is the new Red.
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Fox News (US): Achtung! Germans Giving Up on Global Warming
29 March 2010

Germans citizens are rapidly losing faith in global warming following the Climate-gate scandals, according to a new report in Der Spiegel.

The report indicates that just 42 percent of Germans are worried about global warming, down substantially from the 62 percent that expressed concern with the state of the environment in 2006. 

German news site The Local analyzed the results from the poll, conducted by polling company Infratest for the German newsmagazine. Many people have little faith in the information and prognosis of climate researchers, The Local explained, with a third questioned in the survey not giving them much credence. 

This is thought to be largely due to mistakes and exaggerations recently discovered in a report of the U.N.'s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) said the site.

Following the leak of numerous e-mails from a top climate-science facility, a seemingly endless catalog of mistakes, misstatements, and faulty assumptions by scientists working on the IPCC's report has been detailed in the past few months, all lumped under the Climate-gate umbrella.

According to The Local, Germany’s Leibniz Community, an umbrella organization including many climate research institutes, broke ranks by calling for the resignation of IPCC head Rajendra Pachauri.

Climate research has been put, “in a difficult situation,” said Ernst Rietschel president of the Leibniz Community. He said sceptics have been given an easy target by the IPCC and said Pachauri should take on the responsibility and resign.
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Other Environment News
Yahoo Green: Tigers trump tuna on trade protection

29 March 2010

Tigers and rhinoceros were among the wildlife winning greater protection Thursday by a United Nations meeting on trade in endangered species, taking crucial steps toward protecting land animals but not pelagic ones, experts said.

"CITES has not done a good job on marine animals," Vincent F. Gallucci, a professor in the School of Aquatic and Fishery Sciences at the University of Washington, told The Daily Green.

CITES, which stands for the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, wrapped up its meeting Thursday, amid hopes by marine wildlife advocates of trade protections extending to Atlantic bluefin tuna, corals and sharks.

But after two weeks of meetings in Doha, Qatar, the trade convention dashed those hopes.

"It is shameful," Carlos Drews, head of species program at the World Wildlife Fund, said of the convention's decisions in a statement, adding that "scientific evidence" for protecting marine wildlife, like the Atlantic bluefin tuna, were crushed by "political considerations."

But some experts disagree. Some at the convention said that, while Atlantic bluefin tuna, for example, sells for two or three times the price of other tuna in some markets, the pricey fish simply doesn't compare economically with rhinoceros horns and tiger hides.

"They are not 'fabulously valuable," said Ray Hilborn, a professor at the University of Washington who specializes in natural resource management and conservation.

Another possible issue, he said, is that CITES tends to list birds and mammals with populations below 1,000, and "there remain hundreds of thousands of [Atlantic bluefin tuna]."

Indeed, the decision by the triennial United Nations trade convention to not list the bluefin tuna or other oceanic animals seems to be the result of a delicate balance of population control, poaching crises, and a pragmatic course of action.

"With as few as 3,200 tigers left in the wild, with significant incidents of elephant ivory smuggling being noted, and with an increasing demand for rhinoceros horn in parts of Asia," said CITES of its agenda in an official statement, "a higher priority for wildlife law enforcement has never been more needed."

Indeed, law enforcement appears to have broken the balance when it comes to bluefin tuna and possibly other marine animals for CITES. Unlike land animals that wander in-and-out of governmental jurisdictions where laws can be enforced, marine wildlife are lawless and free deep in the ocean's "no man's land."

"People are fishing in areas that belong to everyone and belong to no one," said Gallucci, but points to the positive results by the International Whaling Commission in protecting the massive mammals in the same open oceans.

"Something different has to be done," said Gallucci, whose research in an upcoming issue of Marine Policy describes the need for a new and independent oceanic wildlife protection watchdog that is somewhat patterned after the International Whaling Commission.

For now, disappointed advocates are revving up their campaign for a meeting by the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas later this year in Paris.

"ICCAT and other regional fisheries management organizations must now deliver," Steven Broad, executive director of TRAFFIC, a wildlife trade monitoring network, said in a statement.

"The world will be watching," he added.
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Guardian (UK): Humans are too stupid to prevent climate change

29 March 2010

Humans are too stupid to prevent climate change from radically impacting on our lives over the coming decades. This is the stark conclusion of James Lovelock, the globally respected environmental thinker and independent scientist who developed the Gaia theory.

It follows a tumultuous few months in which public opinion on efforts to tackle climate change has been undermined by events such as the climate scientists' emails leaked from the University of East Anglia (UEA) and the failure of the Copenhagen climate summit.

"I don't think we're yet evolved to the point where we're clever enough to handle a complex a situation as climate change," said Lovelock in his first in-depth interview since the theft of the UEA emails last November. "The inertia of humans is so huge that you can't really do anything meaningful."

One of the main obstructions to meaningful action is "modern democracy", he added. "Even the best democracies agree that when a major war approaches, democracy must be put on hold for the time being. I have a feeling that climate change may be an issue as severe as a war. It may be necessary to put democracy on hold for a while."

Lovelock, 90, believes the world's best hope is to invest in adaptation measures, such as building sea defences around the cities that are most vulnerable to sea-level rises.
 He thinks only a catastrophic event would now persuade humanity to take the threat of climate change seriously enough, such as the collapse of a giant glacier in Antarctica, such as the Pine Island glacier, which would immediately push up sea level.

"That would be the sort of event that would change public opinion," he said. "Or a return of the dust bowl in the mid-west. Another Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report won't be enough. We'll just argue over it like now." 
The IPCC's 2007 report concluded that there was a 90% chance that greenhouse gas emissions from human activities are causing global warming, but the panel has been criticised over a mistaken claim that all Himalayan glaciers could melt by 2030.

Lovelock says the events of the recent months have seen him warming to the efforts of the "good" climate sceptics: "What I like about sceptics is that in good science you need critics that make you think: 'Crumbs, have I made a mistake here?' If you don't have that continuously, you really are up the creek. 
The good sceptics have done a good service, but some of the mad ones I think have not done anyone any favours. You need sceptics, especially when the science gets very big and monolithic."

Lovelock, who 40 years ago originated the idea that the planet is a giant, self-regulating organism – the so-called Gaia theory – added that he has little sympathy for the climate scientists caught up in the UEA email scandal. He said he had not read the original emails – "I felt reluctant to pry" – but that their reported content had left him feeling "utterly disgusted".

"Fudging the data in any way whatsoever is quite literally a sin against the holy ghost of science," he said. "I'm not religious, but I put it that way because I feel so strongly. It's the one thing you do not ever do. You've got to have standards."
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NY Times (US): Among Weathercasters, Doubt on Warming
29 March 2010

The debate over global warming has created predictable adversaries, pitting environmentalists against industry and coal-state Democrats against coastal liberals.
But it has also created tensions between two groups that might be expected to agree on the issue: climate scientists and meteorologists, especially those who serve as television weather forecasters. 

Climatologists, who study weather patterns over time, almost universally endorse the view that the earth is warming and that humans have contributed to climate change. There is less of a consensus among meteorologists, who predict short-term weather patterns. 

Joe Bastardi, for example, a senior forecaster and meteorologist with AccuWeather, maintains that it is more likely that the planet is cooling, and he distrusts the data put forward by climate scientists as evidence for rising global temperatures. 

“There is a great deal of consternation among a lot of us over the readjustment of data that is going on and some of the portrayals that we are seeing,” Mr. Bastardi said in a video segment posted recently on AccuWeather’s Web site. 

Such skepticism appears to be widespread among TV forecasters, about half of whom have a degree in meteorology. 
A study released on Monday by researchers at George Mason University and the University of Texas at Austin found that only about half of the 571 television weathercasters surveyed believed that global warming was occurring and fewer than a third believed that climate change was “caused mostly by human activities.” 

More than a quarter of the weathercasters in the survey agreed with the statement “Global warming is a scam,” the researchers found. 

The split between climate scientists and meteorologists is gaining attention in political and academic circles because polls show that public skepticism about global warming is increasing, and weather forecasters — especially those on television — dominate communications channels to the public. 
A study released this year by researchers at Yale and George Mason found that 56 percent of Americans trusted weathercasters to tell them about global warming far more than they trusted other news media or public figures like former Vice President Al Gore or Sarah Palin, the former vice-presidential candidate. 

The George Mason-Texas survey found that about half of the weathercasters said they had discussed global warming on their broadcasts during chats with anchors, and nearly 90 percent said they had talked about climate change at live appearances at Kiwanis Club-type events. 

Several well-known forecasters — including John Coleman in San Diego and Anthony Watts, a retired Chico, Calif., weatherman who now has a popular blog — have been vociferous in their critiques of global warming. 

The dissent has been heightened by recent challenges to climate science, including the discovery of errors in the 2007 report by the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and the unauthorized release of e-mail messages from a British climate research center last fall that skeptics say show that climate scientists had tried to suppress data. 

“In a sense the question is who owns the atmosphere: the people who predict it every day or the people who predict it for the next 50 years?” said Bob Henson, a science writer for the University Corporation for Atmospheric Research, who trained as a meteorologist and has followed the divide between the two groups. 

Mr. Henson added, “And the level of tension has really spiked in recent months.” 

The reasons behind the divergence in views are complex. The American Meteorological Society, which confers its coveted seal of approval on qualified weather forecasters, has affirmed the conclusion of the United Nations’ climate panel that warming is occurring and that human activities are very likely the cause. 
In a statement sent to Congress in 2009, the meteorological society warned that the buildup of heat-trapping gases like carbon dioxide in the atmosphere would lead to “major negative consequences.” 

Yet, climate scientists use very different scientific methods from the meteorologists. Heidi Cullen, a climatologist who straddled the two worlds when she worked at the Weather Channel, noted that meteorologists used models that were intensely sensitive to small changes in the atmosphere but had little accuracy more than seven days out. 
Dr. Cullen said meteorologists are often dubious about the work of climate scientists, who use complex models to estimate the effects of climate trends decades in the future. 

But the cynicism, said Dr. Cullen, who now works for Climate Central, a nonprofit group that works to bring the science of climate change to the public, is in her opinion unwarranted. 

“They are not trying to predict the weather for 2050, just generally say that it will be hotter,” Dr. Cullen said of climatologists. “And just like I can predict August will be warmer than January, I can predict that.” 

Three years ago, Dr. Cullen found herself in a dispute with meteorologists after she posted a note on the Weather Channel’s Web site suggesting that meteorologists should perhaps not receive certification from the meteorological society if they “can’t speak to the fundamental science of climate change.” 

Resentment may also play a role in the divide. Climatologists are almost always affiliated with universities or research institutions where a doctoral degree is required. Most meteorologists, however, can get jobs as weather forecasters with a college degree. 

“There is a little bit of elitist-versus-populist tensions,” Mr. Henson said. “There are meteorologists who feel, ‘Just because I have a bachelor’s degree doesn’t mean I don’t know what’s going on.’ ” 

Whatever the reasons, meteorologists are far more likely to question the underlying science of climate change. 
A study published in the January 2009 newsletter of the American Geophysical Union, the professional association of earth scientists, found that while nearly 90 percent of some 3,000 climatologists who responded agreed that there was evidence of human-driven climate change, 80 percent of all earth scientists and 64 percent of meteorologists agreed with the statement. Only economic geologists who specialized in industrial uses of materials like oil and coal were more skeptical. 

Seeing danger in the divide between climate scientists and meteorologists, a variety of groups concerned with educating the public on climate change — including the National Environmental Education Foundation, a federally financed nonprofit, and Yale — are working to close the gap with research and educational forums. 
In 2008, Yale began holding seminars with weathercasters who are unsure about the climate issue and scientists who are leading experts in the field. The Columbia Journalism Review explored the reasons for the split in an article this year. 

Conversely, the Heartland Institute, a free-market research organization skeptical about the causes and severity of climate change, is also making efforts to reach out. At its annual conference to be held in May in Chicago, the institute tried without success to put on a special session for the weather predictors. 

“What we’ve recognized is that the everyday person doesn’t come across climatologists, but they do come across meteorologists,” said Melanie Fitzpatrick, a climate scientist for the Union of Concerned Scientists. “Meteorologists do need to understand more about climate because the public confuses this so much. That is why you see efforts in this turning up.”
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Telegraph (UK): Climate change is the new health and safety
30 March 2010

The body set up to warn Government about the risk of environmental disasters said climate change will cause floods, droughts and heatwaves in future. 

In a key report on 'Adapting Institutions to Climate Change' the committee of experts recommended that every school, hosptial and business should have a legal duty to adapt to climate change. For example by putting in place flood defences and plans for water shortages.
Sir John Lawton, Chairman of the Royal Commission, said global warming is a real risk and could cause huge problems for Britain. 

He said all businesses and public bodies should have to carry out a "climate change adaptation test" in the same way as they currently conduct health and safety checks. 

"The planet is already slightly above the worse case scenario so if we do nothing we could be looking at a temperature rise of 4C (7.3F) by 2100," he said. 

"Any society confronted with those kind of dramatic changes to their climate would be very wise to take due attention to the risk that poses to society, infrastructure and people's lives and begin to plan accordingly. That should become central because just like health and safety scenarios - where people are going to get killed or injured - people are going to get killed or injured by climate change and that is why it is important." 

But Sir John said that adapting to climate change will not cost organisations extra money or add bureaucracy. 

Instead he insisted that it could be done by simply ensuring that things are done differently. 

"We have to accept that there is a real risk of [climate change] devastating people's lives so it is a sensible thing to think about, rather than another layer of bureaucracy for bureaucracy's state," he said.
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AFP: Peruvian Amazon trees a niche market for carbon trading

30 March 2010

In a far-flung corner of the Peruvian Amazon, a multinational company aims to offset carbon dioxide emissions from its factories in France by planting thousands of trees which may also provide an income for local communities.

Amid accusations of greenwashing levelled at big firms trying to clean up their image, Nestle Waters France has hired French environmentalist Tristan Lecomte and his carbon management company, The Pure Project, to execute its plan.

Nestle wants to offset the equivalent of all the annual carbon emissions from its Vittel mineral water plants in France and Belgium -- about 115,000 tonnes of carbon a year.

In order to do this, it is investing 409,000 euros (550,000 dollars) to fund the planting of a total of 350,000 trees, mostly tropical hardwoods, in an existing project in the Bolivian Amazon and a new one in the jungle of Peru with a view to renewing the same number of trees every year.

For Lecomte it will be working with old friends -- cocoa farmers in the remote village of Santa Ana and other communities who live in the dense, high forest alongside the deep brown Huayabamba river, near the town of Juanjui, in Peru?s heavily deforested San Martin region, about 600 kilometers (375 miles) from Lima.

It's there where Lecomte already works with small cocoa farmers making fair trade and organic chocolate for Alter Eco, France's number one fair trade brand.

"These farmers are organic, they benefit from fair trade and now they plant these trees so they also fight against global warming," he told AFP standing at dusk in the riverside village of Santa Rosa.

"They are at the forefront of the fight against climate change, they see the change in the weather and they want to fight against it for themselves and their children."

His company, The Pure Project, will pay them one Peruvian Sol (around 30 US cents) for every tree seedling they plant on their farmland which can be any number between 85 to 1,111 per hectare.

Once the trees reach the minimum legal diameter to be cut, they can be harvested by the farmer and sold.

Amid the intense green and the constant thrum of living creatures, the saplings grow at an accelerated rate with dinner-plate sized leaves reaching up to the sunlit cracks in the tree canopy.

Trees grow faster in the Amazon rainforest -- the lungs of the planet -- than anywhere else in the world, and can reach between six to 12 metres (18 to 36 feet) in just one year.

"Apart from reforesting we're doing business", said Ozwaldo del Castillo, a cocoa farmer with two adult sons and an 11-year old daughter who lives in Santa Ana.

"We may be old when those trees are ready to be cut down but if you think of the next generation, our children and their children will benefit in the future."

But as well as combating climate change and providing a kind of retirement fund for the farmers, the agro-forestry project is a form of sustainable development which can revitalize deforested and unproductive land -- the result of slash and burn agriculture.

"Migrants coming from the highlands of Peru on arriving in the Amazon don't know how to cultivate without slashing and burning the plants and trees," Lecomte explained.

"This has a very bad effect on the water resources, on soil erosion, and on biodiversity of course. People's fields are slipping into the river because there are no big trees and their roots to maintain them."

Moreover, the bigger trees such as teak and cedar provide ideal conditions for the smaller cocoa trees which grow best in the shade, while the roots of the bigger trees oxygenate the soil. 

The result is that these farmers can double their yield to up to 2,000 kilograms (4,400 pounds) of cocoa beans per hectare per year. 

The Peruvian project is awaiting validation by the Voluntary Carbon Standard, or VCS, in July. 

The Pure Project is running similar projects in 14 countries with a number of corporate clients including cosmetics firm Clarins, Hugo Boss and French retailer E. Leclerc. 

It's ambitious in its vision. It plans to plant up to four million trees in the next five years, which could capture 2.3 million tonnes of carbon over the next four decades. These could be sold on the voluntary carbon market by the company to fund further tree planting. 

Despite the despondency which followed December's Copenhagen climate change summit, idealists like Lecomte are undeterred. 

He's convinced projects like this are the beginning of a much bigger trend and could also be an important niche market for developing nations like Peru. 

"Sustainability is not an obstacle to the growth of big companies, quite the opposite it can be a strategic advantage," he maintains. 

Projects like these, he says, work as a form of marketing for companies like Nestle but they also have a real impact on the farmers in the developing world.
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THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Monday, March 29, 2010

UNEP or UN in the News

The Hottest debate

St. Catharines Standard (Canada), March 29, 2010, by Thane Burnett

The race is on among climate change scientists. 

But not just to save the planet. Researchers and green champions, who had made amazing headway over the past two decades in convincing average humans that the Earth is in peril because of our collective bad eco-habits, are now trying to rebuild confidence in their sermon and science. 

Recent blows to their momentum, including last year's hacking of damning e-mail messages from a British climate research centre and recent errors found in a United Nations' report on climate change, have many scientists starting again from the Earth up. 

"For months, climate scientists have taken a vicious beating in the media and on the Internet, accused of hiding data, covering up errors and suppressing alternate views," a recent feature in the New York Times began. "Tentatively and grudgingly, they are beginning to engage their critics." 

Where once they simply dismissed critics of being conspiracy theorists, the tragically uninformed or agents of disinformation --bought and paid for by industry and energy companies -- climate change proponents are going back to the people to reinstill a sense of faith in dire predictions. 

This includes Britain's climate watchdog reviewing its temperature data, and the United Nations allowing an external review of its research. 

They also worry the "echo chamber" of a glimmer of doubt -- which, they charge, is what polluters want to create in the public -- will water down conclusions they view as almost absolute. 

But critics and skeptics are eager to seize back the Earth, arguing it's time to re-evaluate humanity's impact on the world. They believe previous results have been cooked and evidence that most climate change is occurring naturally hasn't been rightfully considered. 

It just may be, as many skeptics argue, time to start from scratch. 

The national Leger poll involved an online survey of 1,519 Canadian adults, taken between March 1 and 4. It simulated a margin of error of plus or minus 2.5%, 19 times out of 20. 

- - - 

Huh? 

What it all means... in simple terms 

Climate --The long-term elements of average weather in a region. 

Global warming --A rise in the Earth's surface temperature. 

Climate change --A few short decades ago, children feared an approaching new ice age. Then we learned to get ready for global warming. But climate change is the catch-all for any significant shift -- from increased storms to a melting of glaciers -- in the way our world behaves. 

Greenhouse effect --The natural way the atmosphere traps the sun's energy at the Earth's surface. The debate is whether there's been an unnatural -- if not potentially dangerous -- change in the life-giving cycle that's allowed man to thrive and, if so, are humans to blame? 

Reforestation --Replanting trees after others have been harvested. 

Sinks --Any way that helps remove greenhouse gases from the atmosphere. 

Carbon dioxide --The nonpoisonous gas that's part of the air around us. It's also produced through fossil fuel use and deforestation. It's often used as a benchmark in charting "global warming potentials." 

Carbon tax --A surcharge placed on discharge from the use of coal, gas or oil. 

Greenhouse gases --Among the contributions that man adds into the mix are methane and nitrous oxide. It also includes carbon dioxide. 

Carbon sequestration --Plans for storing greenhouse gases and carbon dioxide. It includes everything from drawing it into reservoirs or using newly planted trees to suck it up. 

Kyoto Protocol --An 

international, but hotly debated, agreement that was proposed to tackle climate change. It was drawn up in Japan in 1997. 

Thermal expansion --A complicated expansion because of heat. In this case, it relates to changes in sea levels. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) --The scientific body established to gauge the risk of climate change caused by our species. Their reports are often regarded as the voice of authority in issues of climate change. 

Microwave sounding units --A string of sensors aboard satellites that, since 1979, have tracked tropospheric temperatures. 

Emissions --All the stuff we pump into the environment. 

Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) --A collection of 43 small island countries that would be vulnerable to changes in sea levels and storm fronts. 

Chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) -- Man-made industrial gases, most often used in refrigerators, spray can propellants, cleaning supplies and in the making of plastic foam. And once released into the atmosphere, they last for decades -- or longer. 

Emissions cap --Predetermined ceiling on the amount of 

anthropogenic gas emissions that can be released into the environment. 

Emissions trading --A system that allows countries or companies to buy or sell off levels of their emissions, allowing them to reach targets. 

Biodiversity --All the living stuff found in a certain area. 

- - - 

Climate change 101 

The critics 

Climate change critics argue there are a good number of scientists and researchers who do not believe our habits threaten our world. They also counter that there's growing concern that past data has been manipulated for political and funding reasons. 

Climate change skeptics believe there is little evidence that global warming is taking place and that some areas, in fact, are becoming cooler. Increased urbanization could create "urban heat islands" and account for some temperature change, climate critics charge. Critics say there's no real evidence of a rise in overall sea levels and if it is happening in some parts of the Earth, it's natural. If the Earth is warming, it could have a positive impact for many countries looking to increase crop yields and decrease transportation costs. It may even open up the north to oil exploration, climate change critics point out. The effects of the sun have a much greater impact on the Earth getting hotter than mankind down on the surface, climate change skeptics point out. Critics say ice at the poles may not be melting as feared and that it's getting thicker in Antarctica. And if there is a change, it's a natural phase, they continue. Experts can't predict with certainty what the weather will be like next week, so how can we trust predictions for decades off , skeptics wonder? They also question how reliable the computer models are. Critics charge scientists have been exaggerating climate change findings and point to recent controversies involving damning e-mails and suggestions some have withheld evidence that goes against the mainstream. 

While some scientists are worried average people are becoming confused by the war of words over climate change, the debate has tested the mettle of both camps. 

Here's a quick guide to where the battle lines are drawn across the global map. 

The proponentsHowever others, including members of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), argue while some aspects are uncertain, it's clear that human activity has had a major impact on climate change in the last 50 years. They point to a 2004 review of 928 papers on climate change, in which three-quarters agreed with this conclusion. Climate change proponents argue that most scientists agree the global temperature has been rising over the past century and the 1990s were very likely the warmest since modern records have been kept. Climate change scientists say they've taken this into account, and have found temperature increases over oceans and even on windy nights. One IPCC report has found sea levels increased around .2 cm annually throughout the 20th century. They say it's because of the thermal expansion of sea water as it's being heated, along with melting ice. Climate change scientists say any benefits would be short-lived, adding developing countries may be hardest hit. Even those countries that see some benefits will still have to deal with flooding in some areas, a lack of fresh water in others and encroaching sea water all around, they add. Climate change proponents say the greenhouse effect in the atmosphere -- which keeps Earth warmer than it otherwise would be -- is fed in large part by our carbon dioxide emissions. A report on Arctic ice in 2000 found, overall, it had thinned almost by half what it was in past decades. One of the reasons why the Antarctic ice sheets are gaining mass is because of an increase in precipitation, proponents add. Proponents agree it's difficult to predict the future, but say their data is really a projection rather than a prediction. And they add, they are constantly refining their models. 

Climate change scientists say a few isolated problems should not destroy mountains of scientific data and progress made in changing people's attitudes. 

- - - 

Survey says: 

A new QMI Agency commissioned survey shows we have substantial doubt of what's happening to our planet -- two in 10 Canadians no longer have an idea of what to believe. 

This is according to a national survey conducted by Leger Marketing that also found younger Canadians are more likely to figure mankind is harming the planet while men, more than women, are more likely to feel the claims are overblown. 

The fact that a third of Canadians believe if there are dramatic changes in climate, it's likely a natural cycle of the planet, represents a trend of skepticism. A similar survey conducted in December 2009 found only 16% of Canadians felt the same way, points out Leger vice-president Dave Scholz. 

"We are seeing an era where more Canadians are starting to question the discussion related to the environment," says Scholz. "We are now in a situation where we require proof that this is something we should be concerned about." 

Scholtz adds much of the confusion seems to spring from a lack of a consistent message from business and political leaders in different regions of the country. He says without a unified mantra: "We are left, as ordinary Canadians, to sift through the available information and this leads to more and more confusion."

Climate Change Imperils the State of the Planet--Will the World Act?

Scientific American, March 26, 2010, by David Biello

NEW YORK CITY—More than 100 countries have signed on to the Copenhagen Accord—the nonbinding agreement to combat climate change hastily agreed to this past December at a summit of world leaders. As signatories, the countries agree to cut greenhouse gas emissions to keep global average temperatures from warming more than 2 degrees Celsius. The countries that have signed up to date represent more than 80 percent of the global emissions of such heat-trapping gases.

"Climate change is one of the most important challenges humanity faces today," said Mexico President Felipe Calderón Hinojosa via videoconference from Mexico City at the State of the Planet gathering at Columbia University hosted by its Earth Institute on March 25. "This is urgent, we need to act now as countries and as governments."

As part of signing on, countries also listed their national goals for emission reductions. Mexico, for its part, pledged to cut 50 million metric tons of greenhouse gas emissions annually by 2012. The U.S. pledged to reduce emissions by 4 percent below 1990 levels, pending legislation, whereas China promised cuts of 40 to 45 percent of the total CO2 per unit of economic production, so-called carbon intensity. And it will fall to Calderón and his colleagues in the Mexican government as hosts of the next climate change negotiation meetings in Cancún this November to continue progress toward an international, binding agreement. After all, without a legally binding treaty there will be no accountability on greenhouse gas emissions, warned United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-moon at the conference.

"The U.N. is important because it's the only place where we can get a truly comprehensive agreement," Nitin Desai, a former U.N. undersecretary general, told attendees via videoconference from New Delhi. However, "the U.N. is important, but not the only game in town."

Government action is key
Citing the various national action plans announced since Copenhagen, and in some cases listed therein, Desai argued that "what really matters is the degree of legal force behind national action," such as India's commitment to at least a 25 percent reduction in its carbon intensity.

That means U.S. governmental action will be vitally important; details of legislation to reduce greenhouse gas emissions are currently being worked on in the Senate while the House of Representatives has passed a bill that would match the Obama administration's pledge under the Copenhagen Accord. "It's up to the U.S. now to cut our carbon emissions if the rest of the world can reasonably be expected to do anything," said climate modeler Mark Cane of Columbia University's Earth Institute.

At the same time, the U.S. is pushing for international monitoring and verification of emission reductions in emerging countries, such as China. But political scientist Zha Daojiong of Peking University noted via videoconference from Beijing that "in the West, if something is not put into law then that won't work. In China when the government comes out and says, 'We have a target,' we are going to do this, because the culture and [political] institutions are different. They are going to do it—look at the past 30 years."

The key to doing it, according to Calderón, is "to find out a new model of development that will allow us to grow in harmony with the environment, which will imply a new Industrial Revolution based on low carbon growth."

In essence, the challenge is "how to link fighting poverty, which is a main concern of developing countries, with fighting climate change," he added. Mexico has begun to address that by providing direct cash payments to impoverished residents to purchase energy-efficient goods or preserve local forests.

"The day that a tree standing is worth more than a tree cut down" is the day economics align with sustainability, Achim Steiner, executive director of the U.N. Environmental Programme, said via videoconference from Nairobi, Kenya. "The myth of the 20th century made the services the environment provides invisible."

In fact, countries ranging from the U.S. to China treat the continent of Africa as "a large mine. You extract what you need for the world economy," Steiner charged. Some environmental economists have estimated that the entire continent has lost as much as 50 percent of its profusion of flora and fauna in just the last decade as a result of such exploitation. "We have to become more efficient in the way we use resources. The only other option is to run out of them," he added.

The role of economic development
A big part of any linkage between fighting climate change and poverty alleviation will be building a more comprehensive energy infrastructure. "When hundreds of millions [of Indians] don't have access to electricity, it's unrealistic to expect India to cut growth," noted Jyoti Parikh, executive director of Integrated Research and Action for Development, a think tank, via videoconference from New Delhi. "People got a free ride because of delay [in combating climate change], and those who delayed did not have anything to pay later in any way.... Whatever has happened has affected our [global] carbon budget."

But economic growth can be paired with climate change solutions. For example, the Indian government has instituted a goal of 20,000 megawatts of new solar power installations by 2022. "With the solar energy program, the strongest pressure is not from green groups," Desai noted. "The corporate sector in India is showing huge interest in getting into this area."

At the same time, locally appropriate technologies must play a role, such as using cattle to drive a generator or using livestock waste to produce biogas, Devin Narang, chairman of the Freeplay Group, a maker of consumer electronics for the poor, argued via videoconference from New Delhi.

Using clean technologies to promote economic growth is already a reality. China has surpassed the U.S. and other nations in total clean energy investment—securing $34.6 billion in investments and finance for wind, solar and hydropower, among other renewable energy technologies in 2009 alone, according to a new report from The Pew Charitable Trusts.

The key will be further speed and scale in efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from energy, agriculture, buildings and other sectors. "All the science shows that technology is not a silver bullet. We'll have to see lifestyle changes, as well," said Johan Rockström, executive director of the Stockholm Environment Institute. "This is the most decisive decade, when we have to start bending the curve on greenhouse gas emissions and biodiversity. What if we push this too far?"

After all, scientists generally agree that to hold average temperature rise to 2 degrees C, atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases must be stabilized at 450 parts per million—and they are already nearing 390 ppm. Holding to the 450-ppm level is "ludicrous, unless we were to gear up like we were fighting World War II again," argued geochemist Wallace Broecker of Columbia's Lamont–Doherty Earth Observatory, and one of the first scientists to identify modern global warming in the 1970s. "We could do it but the chances of the world taking it that seriously are very small."

IMO Proposes North American Emissions Control Buffer

Environmental Leader, March 29, 2010

Ships entering North American waters would have to comply with emissions standards once a UN proposal takes full effect.

Members of the UN’s International Maritime Organization’s marine environment protection committee adopted a plan that creates a 230-mile buffer around U.S. and Canadian shorelines, reports Reuters.

The idea is to control emissions of nitrogen oxides, sulphur oxides and particulate matter from ships.

Most IMO plans take 16 months to be fully adopted, meaning the emissions control area would not be mandatory until July of 2011 at the earliest.

Shipping companies counter that the plan sets arbitrary boundaries using faulty science. Complying with the rules would mean using pricier low-sulphur fuels.

Still, a Japanese envoy at the IMO talks described the new proposal as “weak,” reports Business Week. Vessels not meeting the guidelines would face limits on power output.

In response to a similar rule in California, ships have been sailing outside the typical shipping route to the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach. Complying with the CARB rules for low-sulphur fuel costs up to $30,000 per trip, shipping companies say.

Last fall, shipping companies were more amenable to emissions standards than they are now.

In September, international shipping industry, leary of the prospect of varying national and regional regulations on ship emissions, wanted the United Nations to forge a set of rules that spell out the expectations for maximum emissions.

In 2008, the UN International Maritime Organization put forth regulations on vessel emissions, known as Annex VI of the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships, or Marpol.

Meat-Eating Vs. Driving: Another Climate Change Error?

TIME, March 27, 2010, by Lisa Abend

Here we go again. On March 22, a scientist at the University of California at Davis pointed out a flaw in "Livestock's Long Shadow," a 2006 report by the United Nation Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) that attributes 18% of the world's carbon emissions to animal agriculture. It didn't take long for the bashing to begin again. "Eat Less Meat, Reduce Global Warming — or Not" ran a headline on the FoxNews website. "Meat Avoidance Cures Flat Feet and Other Lies," mocked another on a the Cattleman's Blog. London's Telegraph put it succinctly, "Now It's Cowgate."

It follows, of course, on what was called "Climategate" — which was precipitated by hackers who broke into the personal email account of a scientist at the University of East Anglia's Climate Research Unit in November 2009 and revealed attempts to play down evidence that did not, on its surface, support global warming. Since then, a small number of errors have been discovered in climate research, including the Fourth Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the organization that won the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize along with former U.S. vice-president Al Gore. Those errors have provided a steady trickle of fodder for climate change deniers and the mainstream media alike. (See a story about Climategate.)
This latest tempest erupted when Frank Mitloehner, air quality expert in UC Davis' Animal Science department, gave a paper at a conference of the American Chemical Society. In that talk he noted that a much-cited comparison in the FAO report — that livestock produce more carbon emissions worldwide, at 18%, than transportation, at 15% — was based on a faulty comparison. To calculate the impact of animal agriculture, the FAO reports' authors relied on a method called life cycle assessment, which charts the emissions of every aspect of raising meat, beginning with the carbon costs of clearing land for planting the grain the animals eat, and following it all the way through until a package of beef is sitting in the supermarket. The figure for transportation-related emissions they used only counted those produced when vehicles burn fossil fuels, not the full production cycle of petroleum. "They did life cycle assessment for one and not the other," Mitloehner says. "They basically compared apples and oranges." 

Pierre Gerber, livestock officer at the FAO and one of the 2006 report's authors, admits that the comparison was flawed. "It's a weakness that we were aware of the issue when we used it," he says. "But it's not the point of the report. We included the comparison only because we wanted to give the reader a frame of reference."

Gerber says the FAO is currently engaged in a follow-up project designed to provide more details on where those emissions originate. "We're working on a more sophisticated analysis that will break down emissions by commodity [type of animal], by farming system, and by region," he says.

Environmentalists and some climate scientists (to say nothing of vegetarians) have used the FAO's work to call for a reduction — or even eradication — of meat eating. That idea, Mitloehner said in the same talk, is misguided. "Smarter animal farming, not less farming, will equal less heat." He elaborated on the point in a separate interview. "Globally, producing less meat is only going to mean more hunger. Feedlots are very efficient at converting animals into food. That's something to keep in mind if our goal is to feed as many people as possible with as few resources as possible."

Already, Mitloehner's finding is leading many to suggest that reducing meat consumption or using more sustainable livestock management systems won't help mitigate climate change. But for the FAO's Gerber, that's just not the case. "You have to find a balance depending on local circumstances," he says. "Maybe in Africa I need to improve meat and dairy production. But that in affluent countries, in places where each person on average annually eats 80-120 kilos of meat, a lot can be done to reduce emissions at the consumption level."

Gerber regrets that the FAO's error in comparative methods is being used to suggest once again that the science of climate change is fatally flawed. But he's not too worried that the mistake will have a lasting impact. "If someone wants to use it as a way to close their eyes to the problem [of global warming], fine," he says. "It won't serve them for very long."

Mitloehner's work is partially funded by the dairy and beef industries, and one of his previous studies found that, contrary to the Environmental Protection Agency's research, that normal cow belching, rather than industrial manure "lagoons," were responsible for the majority of cattle methane emissions. But there's another problem with his argument, says Stanford University climate scientist Stephen Schneider, a contributor to IPCC. "His point about incomparable assessment methods is good science," Schneider says. "But the second point is a value judgment."

Any possible distinction between the two is likely to be lost in the increasingly inflamed rhetoric surrounding climate change. In the wake of the CRU revelations, a handful of errors have been discovered in the leading scientific literature on the subject. The IPCC report, for example, claimed that Himalayan glaciers could disappear by 2035 if the world continued warming at its current rate — a finding that is not only false, but turned out to be based solely on a speculative comment that one researcher made to a reporter. In February, the authors of a study published in Nature Geoscience that predicted that sea level would rise by between 7cm and 82cm by the end of the century, were forced to retract their article, citing two mistakes in their technical calculations. (See how a report got Himalayan glacier melting wrong.)
The discoveries have given new fuel to those who doubt or deny that the earth is warming and that human activity is responsible for it. In December, Republican senator James Inhofe called for an investigation into whether "the 'so-called consensus of global warming'... was contrived in the biased minds of the world's leading climate scientists." A Gallup poll, released earlier this month, found that 48% of Americans think the threat of global warming is exaggerated, an increase of 13% since 2008. And only 52% believe that most scientists accept the reality of global warming, down from 65%.

However, for the vast majority of the scientific community, the errors that have emerged do nothing to undermine the overall consensus that climate change presents a real and pressing risk to the globe. "They have found perhaps three mistakes in the IPCC report out of, what, 1000 conclusions?" says Schneider. "That's an incredible batting average. Think about it in comparison to predictions about health care or the economy — it's better than any other human forecasting endeavor."

Can Business Do the Job All by Itself?
The New York Times, March 28, 2010, by Tom Zeller Jr. 

NEW YORK — When the United Nations’ climate chief, Yvo de Boer, announced last month his intention to relinquish his post in July, he seemed to underscore a point that was becoming increasingly clear to everyone in the aftermath of the fizzled climate talks in Copenhagen. “I have always maintained that while governments provide the necessary policy framework, the real solutions must come from business,” said Mr. de Boer, who will be taking a post as a global adviser on climate and sustainability with the Swiss consulting firm KPMG. “Copenhagen did not provide us with a clear agreement in legal terms, but the political commitment and sense of direction toward a low-emissions world are overwhelming. This calls for new partnerships with the business sector and I now have the chance to help make this happen.” 

Mr. de Boer’s frustration at the world’s inability to come to an agreement on reducing greenhouse gas emissions is no secret. 

Indeed, at a gathering of investors, business representatives and sustainability professionals in New York last week, Ed Crooks, energy editor for The Financial Times, the host newspaper, suggested that Mr. de Boer had simply grown tired of “banging his head against that particular brick wall.” 

But Mr. de Boer’s words also suggest that the problem of industrial emissions and the risks posed by a warming planet have hardly gone away and that the hot, bright spotlight is now focused not just on parliaments and presidents, but on boardrooms and executive suites. 

That is to say, while the globe’s biggest industrial emitters, led by the fossil fuel industries, may have successfully helped to stymie the development of a binding treaty at Copenhagen — and, as my colleague John Broder reported late last week, to defang cap-and-trade legislation now pending in the American Congress — there is more pressure than ever on big business to come up with solutions. 

The question is, can businesses ever be relied upon to address climate change — or really, any social issue, from pollution to poverty — entirely on their own? 

To be sure, for all the doubt and political mistrust that has been deliberately sown by big business organizations, from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce to fossil fuel lobbies the world over, the obligations facing industry — on the climate issue and on environmental impacts generally — continue to mount. 

Lloyds of London, the global insurance giant, issued something of a warning to businesses on its Web site just last Friday. “Pressure is building on businesses to address the environmental impact of their operations,” the firm wrote. “Moves by intergovernmental bodies and investors suggest that they could soon be made more financially accountable for the pollution they cause.” 

That call for accountability is coming from a variety of directions — and not just from legislatures, although the continued promise of new regulations loom large. Lloyds, for example, noted that “some experts are even predicting that many of the world’s biggest companies could see their profits cut by one third as a result of more stringent regulation, the abolition of subsidies and increased taxes.” 

But investors and shareholders are playing an increasing role in demanding change as well. 

Just last month, Lloyd’s noted, a coalition of investors from 13 countries representing about $2.1 trillion in assets decided to call out 86 “laggard” companies that had failed to deliver on their commitments as signatories of the United Nations Global Compact — a policy initiative initiated 10 years ago that seeks to bring global business in line with “universally accepted principles in the areas of human rights, labor, environment and anti-corruption.” 

And the Financial Times conference last week in New York, after all, called “Investing in a Sustainable Future,” was animated by the notion that “C.S.R.” (one of those dreadful suit-and-tie glyphs standing in this case for Corporate Social Responsibility), is now an inextricable part of doing business. 

“We believe that C.S.R. is entering its second stage of evolution, whereby it is being integrated into corporate strategy and is becoming part of good corporate governance,” wrote Jayne Van Hoen, the global director for conferences and events at The Financial Times, in the program for the event. 

The menu of speakers — a medley of sustainability and investor relations directors from companies like Ford, Dell and ExxonMobil; corporate environmental consultants; and socially conscious fund managers — formed the basis, Ms. Van Hoen said, “of a single program at companies that believe a strategy of ‘doing good’ will not only be its own reward, it will also enhance shareholder value.” 

Sure, it is easy to dismiss some of this as so much Pollyannaism. The whole notion, of Corporate Social Responsibility, after all, is seen by some as, at best, an opportunistic smokescreen — and at worst a fundamental contradiction in terms. 

The Nobel Prize-winning economist Milton Friedman wrote 40 years ago in his book “Capitalism and Freedom,” that “there is one and only one social responsibility of business — to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game.” 

Of course, businesses also spend much time and treasure attempting to influence the rules of the game — and ensuring that any changes to the rules, however broad or obvious their potential social benefits, do not affect their bottom lines. 

Which is probably why, when he was asked during a panel session at the conference, whether Mr. de Boer’s sentiment — that “real solutions must come from business” — was accurate, Fred Krupp, the president of the Environmental Defense Fund, said that while businesses had an important role to play in curbing emissions, governments still needed to provide a policy framework to make it happen. 

“The most important thing government can do is pass national policy,“ Mr. Krupp said, adding: “We’ve never solved any pollution problem without policy limits.” 

Freeing Energy Policy From The Climate Change Debate

Environment 360 (Opinion, US), March 29, 2010, by Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberger

The 20-year effort by environmentalists to establish climate science as the primary basis for far-reaching action to decarbonize the global energy economy today lies in ruins. Backlash in reaction to “Climategate” and recent controversies involving the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)’s 2007 assessment report are but the latest evidence that such efforts have evidently failed.

While the urge to blame fossil-fuel-funded skeptics for this recent bad turn of events has proven irresistible for most environmental leaders and pundits, forward-looking greens wishing to ascertain what might be salvaged from the wreckage would be well advised to look closer to home. Climate science, even at its most uncontroversial, could never motivate the remaking of the entire global energy economy. Efforts to use climate science to threaten an apocalyptic future should we fail to embrace green proposals, and to characterize present-day natural disasters as terrifying previews of an impending day of reckoning, have only served to undermine the credibility of both climate science and progressive energy policy.

The Endless Weather Wars

The habit of overstating the current state of climate science knowledge, and in particular our understanding of the relationship between global warming and present-day weather events, has been difficult for environmentalists to give up because, on one level, it has worked so well for them.

Global warming first exploded into mass public consciousness in the summer of 1988, when droughts, fires in the Amazon, and heat waves in the United States were widely attributed as warning signs of an eco-apocalypse to come. Former U.S. Senator Tim Wirth held the first widely covered congressional hearing on the subject that summer and admits having targeted the hearing for the hottest day of the year and turned off the air conditioning in the room to ensure that the conditions would be sweltering for the assembled media.

Such tactics have only intensified over the past two decades. In the run-up to U.N. climate talks in Kyoto in 1997, the Clinton Administration recruited Al Roker and other weathermen to explain global warming to the public. In 2006, Al Gore used his “Inconvenient Truth” slide show to link Hurricane Katrina, droughts, and floods to warming. And some environmental groups have routinely implied that present-day extreme weather and natural disasters are evidence of anthropogenic warming.

But it turned out that both sides could play the weather game. Skeptics also started pointing to weather events like snowstorms as evidence of no warming. While environmental advocates frequently criticize opponents such as Sen. James Inhofe for conflating weather with climate, the reality is that both sides abuse the science in the service of their political agendas. Climate change models, created in an effort to understand the potential long-term effect of global warming on regional weather trends, can no more tell us anything useful about today’s extreme weather events than last month’s snow storms can inform us as to whether global warming is occurring.

Climate Science Disasters

For more than 20 years, advocates have simultaneously overestimated the certainty with which climate science could predict the future and underestimated the economic and technological challenges associated with rapidly decarbonizing the energy economy. The oft-heard mantra that “All we lack is political will” assumes that the solutions to global warming are close at hand and that the primary obstacle to implementing them is public ignorance fed by fossil-fuel-funded skeptics.

Environmental advocates — with help from pollsters, psychologists, and cognitive scientists — have long understood that global warming represented a particularly problematic threat around which to mobilize public opinion. 
The threat is distant, abstract, and difficult to visualize. Faced with a public that has seemed largely indifferent to the possibility of severe climactic disruptions resulting from global warming, some environmentalists have tried to characterize the threat as more immediate, mostly by suggesting that global warming was already adversely impacting human societies, primarily in the form of increasingly deadly natural disasters.

The result has been an ever-escalating set of demands on climate science, with greens and their allies often attempting to represent climate science as apocalyptic, imminent, and certain, in no small part so that they could characterize all resistance as corrupt, anti-scientific, short-sighted, or ignorant. 
Greens pushed climate scientists to become outspoken advocates of action to address global warming. Captivated by the notion that their voices and expertise were singularly necessary to save the world, some climate scientists attempted to oblige. The result is that the use, and misuse, of climate science by advocates began to wash back into the science itself.

Little surprise then, that most of the recent controversies besetting climate science involve efforts to move the proximity of the global warming threat closer to the present. 
The most explosive revelations of Climategate involved disputed methodological techniques in which some researchers merged data sets to reinforce certain contentions, such as temperatures rising sharply in recent decades, resembling the so-called “hockey stick” shape. 
Whatever one thinks of the quality of the data sets, the methods used to combine them, or the efforts by some to shield the underlying data from critics, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that those involved were trying to fit the data to a trend that they already expected to see – namely that the spike in global carbon emissions in recent decades tracked virtually in lockstep with a concomitant spike in present-day global temperatures.

Other faulty or sloppy claims in the IPCC’s voluminous reports — such as the contention that global warming could melt Himalayan glaciers by 2035 — followed the same pattern.

Perhaps most problematic of all, with some environmentalists convinced that connecting global warming to natural disasters was the key to climate policy progress, researchers felt enormous pressure to demonstrate a link. But multiple studies using different methodologies and data sets show no statistically significant relationship between the rising cost of natural disasters and global warming. 
And according to a review sponsored by the U.S. National Science Foundation and Munich Re, researchers are unlikely to be able to unequivocally link storm or flood losses to anthropogenic warming for several decades, if even then. 
This is not because there is no evidence of increasing extreme weather, but rather because the rising costs of natural disasters have been driven so overwhelmingly by social and economic factors — more people with more wealth living in harm’s way.

Yet prominent environmental advocates, including Al Gore, have continued to make claims linking global warming to natural disasters. And in its 2007 report, the IPCC — ignoring evidence to the contrary — misrepresented disaster-loss science when it published a graph linking global temperature increases with rising financial losses from natural disasters.

Action in the Face of Uncertainty

It was only a matter of time before such claims would begin to undermine public confidence in climate science. 
Weather is not climate and linguistic subterfuges, such as the oft-repeated assertion that extreme weather events and natural disasters are “consistent with” climate change, do not change the reality that advocates and scientists who make such assertions are conflating short-term weather events with long-term climactic trends in a way that simply cannot be supported by the science.

For 20 years, greens and many scientists have overstated the certainty of climate disaster out of the belief that governments could not be motivated to act if they viewed the science as highly uncertain. 
And yet governments routinely take strong action in the face of highly uncertainty events. California requires strict building codes and has invested billions to protect against earthquakes even as earthquake science has shifted its focus from prediction to preparedness. 
Recently, the federal government mobilized impressively and effectively to prevent an avian flu epidemic whose severity was unknown.

In the end, there is no avoiding the enormous uncertainties inherent to our understanding of climate change. Whether 350 parts per million of CO2 in the atmosphere, or 450 or 550, is the right number in terms of atmospheric stabilization, any prudent strategy to  minimize future risks associated with catastrophic climate change involves decarbonizing our economy as rapidly as possible. 
Stronger evidence of climate change from scientists was never going to drive Americans to demand economically painful limits on carbon emissions or energy use. 
And uncertainty about climate science will not deter Americans from embracing energy and other policies that they perceive to be in the nation’s economic, national security, and environmental interest. This was the case in 1988 and is still largely the case today.

But the danger now is that having spent two decades demanding that the public and policy-makers obey climate science, and having established certainty and scientific consensus as the standard by which climate action should be judged, environmentalists risk undermining the case for building a clean-energy economy. 
Having allowed the demands of advocacy efforts to wash back into the production of climate science, the danger today is that the discrediting of the science will wash back into the larger effort to transform our energy policy.

Now is the time to free energy policy from climate science. In recent years, bipartisan agreement has grown on the need to decarbonize our energy supply through the expansion of renewables, nuclear power, and natural gas, as well as increased funding of research and development of new energy technologies. 
Carbon caps may remain as aspirational targets, but the primary role for carbon pricing, whether through auctioning pollution permits or a carbon tax, should be to fund low-carbon energy research, development, and deployment.

No longer conscripted to justify and rationalize binding carbon caps or the modernization and decarbonization of our energy systems, climate science can get back to being primarily a scientific enterprise. 
The truth is that once climate science becomes detached from the expectation that it will establish a standard for allowable global carbon emissions that every nation on earth will heed, no one will much care about the hockey stick or the disaster-loss record, save those whose business, as scientists, is to attend to such matters.

Climate science can still usefully inform us about the possible trajectories of the global climate and help us prepare for extreme weather and natural disasters, whether climate change ultimately results in their intensification or not. 
And understood in its proper role, as one of many reasons why we should decarbonize the global economy, climate science can even help contribute to the case for taking such action. 
But so long as environmentalists continue to demand that climate science drive the transformation of the global energy economy, neither the science, nor efforts to address climate change, will be well served.

IPCC's Pachauri cleared of financial wrongdoing

Greenwire, March 29, 2010, by Fiona Harvey

An independent auditing group has cleared the leader of the U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change of financial irregularity accusations.

KPMH, the professional services company, probed Rajendra Pachauri's finances after media reports suggested late last year the U.N. climate change chief received payments for advising several companies, including Toyota Motor Corp. and Credit Suisse.

The review of Pachauri's finances concluded that the monies were paid to his nonprofit organization, the Energy and Resources Institute, which also commissioned the KPMG examination.

The IPCC chief hopes that another independent review he commissioned on the practices of the IPCC and the science in the report would quell any lingering doubts about climate science. That review is slated to be published in the fall.

"There might be a few minor glitches in the use of language, a few statements that are not appropriately worded," Pachauri said. "But this is a human undertaking with 600 to 700 authors." 

De Boer's departure highlights role of business in climate solutions

Greenwire, March 29, 2010, by Tom Zeller

When U.N. climate chief Yvo de Boer announced last month that he would step down from his post in July, his words underscored the fact that climate change solutions may come from boardrooms and executive suites, not just from politicians.

"I have always maintained that while governments provide the necessary policy framework, the real solutions must come from business," de Boer said. 
He pointed out that the international climate talks in Copenhagen last December provided a new sense of direction that calls for "new partnerships with the business sector," and that he will be taking a job as a global adviser on climate and sustainability within the Swiss consulting firm KPMG.

While the world's biggest industrial emitters may have successfully stalled the development of a binding treaty at Copenhagen and helped shape cap-and-trade legislation in Congress, investors also have the power to push companies toward environmental responsibility.

Now global insurance giant Lloyd's of London is warning that pressure is growing on businesses to address the environmental footprint of their operations and to act in the name of corporate responsibility.

Lloyd's issued words of caution to businesses on its Web site on Friday, noting, "Pressure is building on businesses to address the environmental impact of their operations."

"Moves by intergovernmental bodies and investors suggest that they could soon be made more financially accountable for the pollution they cause," the firm wrote. Some experts say that such accountability could mean that "many of the world's biggest companies could see their profits cut by one third as a result of more stringent regulation, the abolition of subsidies and increased taxes," Lloyd's wrote.

Some investors are already taking action to fuel change, Lloyd's said. Last month, international investors representing about $2.1 trillion in assets decided to use their collective monetary might to call out 86 companies that had failed to deliver on their commitments as signatories of the U.N. Global Compact, a decade-old policy initiative that seeks to bring global business in line with "universally accepted principles in the areas of human rights, labor, environment and anti-corruption."

Still, Fred Krupp, president of the Environmental Defense Fund, cautioned that change will not come exclusively from the business community and that government still needs to provide a policy framework to make big change happen.

"The most important thing government can do is pass national policy," he said. "We've never solved any pollution problem without policy limits"

General Environment News 


New rule cuts ship pollution around US, Canada
The Associated Press, March 27, 2010, by Daisy Nguyen

LOS ANGELES — A United Nations agency that regulates the international shipping industry adopted a plan Friday to dramatically reduce air pollution from ships that sail within 200 nautical miles of the U.S. and Canadian coasts.

The decision by the London-based International Maritime Organization establishes an emissions control area and requires all oceangoing ships, including oil tankers, cargo vessels and cruise ships, to use cleaner fuel within the zone.

The rule, which was proposed by the two nations a year ago, will become enforceable in August 2012. The designation extends to eight major Hawaiian islands and some French island territories.

Up to now, ships that fall outside the U.S. government's jurisdiction often use heavy, sludge-like fuels with high levels of sulfur. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency said the regulation will force ships to use pricier, more-refined fuel that cuts sulfur levels by 98 percent, thereby slashing by up to 85 percent nitrogen oxide emissions and soot pollution that are linked to asthma and cancer.

"This is a change that will benefit millions of people and set in motion new innovations for the shipping industry," EPA Administrator Lisa P. Jackson said in a statement.

"The sulfur, particulate emissions and other harmful pollutants from large ships reach from our ports to communities hundreds of miles inland — bringing with them health, environmental and economic burdens," she said. "Cleaning up our shipping lanes will be a boon to communities across North America."

The California Air Resources Board estimates that the fuel requirement typically will add $30,000 to a California port visit.

California is the only state that mandates ships within 24 nautical miles of the coast to burn cleaner fuel. The rule, which took effect last summer, forced ships heading to California ports to switch from burning so-called bunker fuel to low-sulfur fuel as they enter the buffer zone.

The mandate prompted many vessels heading to the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach to take a shortcut route to save on using the costlier fuel. The different traffic pattern caused safety concerns as some ships entered restricted areas where Navy missile tests are conducted.

California port officials said the IMO ruling will allow the state to compete with North American rivals.

Under pressure to clean up emissions contributing to some of the nation's worst air quality, officials of the giant Long Beach and Los Angeles port complex had also imposed cargo fees to help pay for cleaner trucks that haul goods in and out, raising worries that ships might go elsewhere.

"All vessels will have to comply with the same regulation. It levels the playing field, and we will no longer be putting our port at a competitive disadvantage" said Bob Kanter, managing director of environmental affairs and planning at the Port of Long Beach.

Shippers and cruise companies initially opposed the new emissions control area on grounds that it sets arbitrary boundaries using faulty science and the switch to low-sulfur fuels would drive up costs.

After the IMO decision, though, they appeared to be softening their stance.

The Cruise Lines International Association said in a statement Friday it will obey regulators "in order to advance our mutual goal of protecting the health of individuals and the environment."

The EPA estimates that it will cost about $3.2 billion to fully bring ships up to compliance by 2015.

Environmentalists said winds off the ocean can blow ship pollution hundreds of miles inland, so the new rule will improve the air for residents in every region of the country.

"This is a huge step for clean air that'll bring better health to tens of millions of Americans," said Rich Kassel, director of the Natural Resources Defense Council's clean fuels and vehicles program.

Landmarks, cities worldwide unplug for Earth Hour
The Associated Press, March 28, 2010, by David Stringer

LONDON — Europe's best known landmarks — including the Eiffel Tower, Big Ben and Rome's Colosseum — fell dark Saturday, following Sydney's Opera House and Beijing's Forbidden City in joining a global climate change protest, as lights were switched off across the world to mark the Earth Hour event.

In the United States, the lights went out at the Empire State Building in New York, the National Cathedral in Washington, D.C., and the Coca-Cola headquarters in Atlanta, among many other sites in the Eastern time zone.

Millions were expected to turn off lights and appliances for an hour from 8:30 p.m. in a gesture to highlight environmental concerns and to call for a binding pact to cut greenhouse gas emissions. This year's was the fourth annual Earth Hour, organized by the World Wildlife Fund.

"I think it's great to see that hundreds of millions of people share this common value of lowering our carbon footprint," said Dan Forman, a spokesman for WWF in Washington.

Some 4,000 cities in more than 120 countries — starting with the remote Chatham Islands off the coast of New Zealand — voluntarily switched off Saturday to reduce energy consumption, though traffic lights and other safety features were unaffected, organizers said.

"We have everyone from Casablanca to the safari camps of Namibia and Tanzania taking part," said Greg Bourne, CEO of WWF in Australia, which started Earth Hour in 2007 in Sydney before it spread to every continent.

Other sites expected to participate in the U.S. were businesses on the glittering Las Vegas strip and the Mount Rushmore presidential monument in South Dakota. The lights stayed on at the White House, U.S. Capitol and the Lincoln and Washington monuments, though they were switched off at the Smithsonian Institution and the National Portrait Gallery.

In Europe, Italy's Leaning Tower of Pisa, the Arc de Triomphe in Paris and buildings across Germany went dark. Amsterdam planned to cut the lights at most city buildings including Schiphol Airport, Artis Zoo and the Amsterdam Arena.

"It's saying to our politicians — you can't give up on climate change," said WWF spokeswoman Debbie Chapman in the U.K.

Buckingham Palace and the British Parliament building were scheduled to go dark to support the campaign, along with other famed London landmarks including St. Paul's Cathedral and the Royal Albert Hall, as well as Edinburgh Castle in Scotland.

"Tackling climate change is urgent and vital to both safeguard our environment and our children's future. We can make a difference if we act now and act together," said British Prime Minister Gordon Brown, who switched off lights at his Downing Street residence in London.

Rome switched off the lights of the Trevi Fountain, the 18th-century landmark where many tourists flip a coin in hopes of coming back to the city. State-TV RAI showed the fountain that was immortalized by Federico Fellini in "La Dolce Vita" falling dark.

Moscow's iconic and imposing State University, perched on a hill overlooking the city, all but disappeared into the darkness as the city took part in the protest. The gigantic Luzhniki Stadium nearby also went black, as did the skyscraping Ukraina Hotel downtown. Restaurants in Vladivostok held a so-called Candle Evening, promoting Earth Hour as a chance for romance.

Sweden turned out lights at the government's headquarters in Stockholm, the golfball-shaped Ericsson Globe arena, royal castles and streets in several towns, including popular skiing resort Are.

Giant panda Mei Lan led events in 30 Chinese cities, walking onto a platform amid dimming lights in her enclosure at the Chengdu Panda Breeding Research Center in the southwestern province of Sichuan, said Chris Chaplin of WWF in China. Lights were also turned off in Beijing's imperial palace known as the Forbidden City.

Taiwan's Presidential Palace and at least 20 Taipei skyscrapers went dark, while hundreds of Taiwanese placed candles beside a Taiwan map formed by energy-saving LED lights at a square outside the city hall.

Researchers at the Davis Station, in Antarctica, also joined the campaign — shutting off lights at the base.

"Tonight, hundreds of millions of people are raising their voices by turning out their lights. It is a simple act, but a powerful call to action," said WWF Director-General, James Leape.

Last year, some 88 cities took part in Earth Hour, which is backed by the United Nations as well as global corporations, nonprofit groups, schools, scientists and celebrities.

Our climate is changing prepare for it 

The Niagara Falls Review, March 29, 2010, by Matthew Van Dongen and Julie Greco

Ryan Plummer is thinking beyond the causes of climate change. 

To be clear, the Brock University researcher still thinks cutting greenhouse gas emissions is important -- but so is preparing for the consequences of a warming planet. 

"To be blunt, if we stopped all emissions tomorrow, we'd still have to deal with climate change," said Plummer, an associate professor in the department of tourism and environment. "Thinking through what climate change might mean for us, and how we can adapt in a proactive way, is absolutely critical." 

That's why Plummer is excited about Brock's new partnership with Environment Canada and Sweden's Stockholm Environment Institute. The five-year agreement, announced late last week, is meant to turn national and international research into local strategies to deal with the potential consequences of climate change. 

Plummer and Brock biological sciences professor Liette Vasseur will both lend a hand to the international effort. Right now, Plummer is studying water management issues faced by the Six Nations of the Grand River and the Oneida Nation of the Thames River, while Vasseur has done climate research on Canada's east coast and with the Greater Sudbury Consortium on climate change. 

Environment Canada will also provide scientific and modelling expertise, while the Swedish institute is contributing research on how governments and businesses perceive and act on climate change-related risks. 

The shared project is meant to benefit communities in Canada and all over the world -- but at least some of the research will be aimed squarely at Niagara, Plummer said. 

For example, work is already underway studying potential climate change scenarios and "vulnerabilities" in the peninsula, he said, as well as a survey of area "adaptation planning." Regional council voted last year to prepare a climate change adaptation plan for Niagara, which includes steps to track and reduce greenhouse gas emissions, as well as prepare for problems that could stem from global warming. 

"We're extremely fortunate to have the kind of talent (at Brock) to draw on as we do our planning locally," Benson said. 

Climate change science, always vigorously debated, is tough to interpret at the best of times, Benson noted. 

Brock's experts "can help us translate that data," making it more understandable and relevant for public planners, he said. 

Although not everyone agrees on how the climate is changing, or how fast, many municipalities are starting to plan for a host of potential scenarios. 

Temperature changes and severe storm events, for example, could have drastic implications for agriculture and aging underground infrastructure.

Plummer pointed to Niagara's vineyards as an example. 

"What might seems like a relatively small shift in temperature could affect what grape varieties will grow successfully, or how pests react," he said. 

More precipitation-- or less -- could ultimately affect shipping on the Great Lakes, or overwhelm old sewage pipes and treatment plants. 

"We're looking at stories of possibilities for the future, what our vulnerabilities might be, and how we should address them," he said. 

"There's obviously a theoretical component to this, but it has a strong, real-world application as well. A big part of our job is helping real communities deal with these issues in real time." Plummer said he and other partnership researchers are eager and willing to work with Niagara Region on its climate plan, although the two projects are separate. 

He expects more details of his local research to become available later this year. 

The next step in Niagara's climate change plan, a 

community-wide inventory of greenhouse gas emissions, is expected this summer, Benson said. 

In the meantime, the regional government has released a corporate emissions report, which estimates Region operations release the equivalent of 55,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide every year. 

Benson said energy-efficient building upgrades and new hybrid vehicle purchases are slowly cutting the government's carbon footprint, but more can be done. 

B.C.'s Earth Hour suffers brownout
CBC News, March 28, 2010

The province’s electricity load dropped by 1.04 per cent during Earth Hour, BC Hydro reported Sunday — a drop that was slightly less than the previous year's.

From 8:30 to 9:30 p.m. Saturday, British Columbians saved 64.6 megawatt hours of electricity — the equivalent of turning off about 1.4 million lights. 

If British Columbians were to implement the same conservation measures for one hour every evening, the provincial utility reported, the combined savings would be enough to power nearly 2,200 homes for an entire year.

Burns Lake in B.C.'s central interior led all cities with a reduction of seven per cent. Vancouver and Victoria tied with a 1.4 per cent drop. 

In 2009, there was a 1.1 per cent reduction in the province's overall electricity load during Earth Hour. In 2008, the drop was measured at two per cent. 

Despite the disappointing figures, BC Hydro spokesman Simi Heer found a silver lining in the event.

"Anytime we can get people talking about conservation — friends having that conversation, parents having that conservation with their children — you know we're very pleased with that. You know, we're trying to build a conservation culture in B.C. where conservation comes naturally and events like Earth Hour help educate people of the simple things they can do on a daily basis."

In Vancouver, the lights went out at landmarks such as the sails atop Canada Place. Several restaurants in the city held candlelight dinners.

Carl Morisset, a tourist from Montreal who was enjoying a candlelight dinner at a Vancouver hotel, called it a small gesture, but said he hoped it would show Prime Minister Stephen Harper that Canadians do care about the environment.

Earth Hour, an annual global event hosted by the World Wildlife Fund and sponsored provincially by BC Hydro, encourages individuals to show their support for the fight against climate change. More than 80 communities in B.C. signed up to participate in this year's event.

Canada's avalanche warning system facing financial crunch
The Globe and Mail, March 29, 2010, by Nathan VanderKlippe

Faced with a rising tide of snowmobilers dying in avalanches, the Canadian Avalanche Centre says it needs to more than triple its budget to $3-million a year in order to run proper safety programming. 

Back-country experts say more money could save lives in Canada’s often-dangerous mountains. 

But the avalanche centre, which provides critical safety information to a snowmobiling community whose sport is worth $6-billion a year in Canada, has entered a state of financial despair. It faces budget overruns and an uncertain future that could lead to layoffs. 

“We want to empower safe back-country travel by snowmobilers. It can be done,” said Ian Tomm, the centre’s executive director. “But we’re joking around the office right now that bake sales might be the next step in terms of raising funds.” 

Canada already devotes far less money to avalanche awareness and forecasting than other countries – Switzerland, for example, spends more than eight times as much – but even the centre’s $800,000 a year is now under pressure. 

It estimates that it will tumble $24,000 into the red this year, in part because of the cost of responding to the tragedy on Revelstoke’s Boulder Mountain, where two snowmobilers died March 13. 

But the centre also faces possible shortfalls in the year ahead. Parks Canada and the Meteorological Service of Canada together hand it $175,000 a year, but those funding agreements, which expire this year, have not yet been renewed. And the Alberta government, which provides $100,000 a year, has warned that it could cut funding by as much as 17 per cent. 

“That’s going to take the legs out of the CAC for a whole bunch of things,” said Mr. Tomm, who plans to travel to Victoria in April to make the case that more funding is needed. 

B.C. currently provides $150,000 a year. Another $100,000 comes from the Canadian Avalanche Foundation. And though the B.C. Coroner Service recommended that all four major snowmobile manufacturers boost their avalanche safety spending, Yamaha and Bombardier Recreational Products together give just $10,000 a year to the centre, which has no single entity it can turn to for help, even if some of its partners are open to it. 

“We are prepared to look at the needs of the CAC and discuss it with our federal funding partners,” said Bill Rodgers, communications director for Environment Minister Jim Prentice. “The provincial governments also need to be part of any funding equation.” 

Officials with the Alberta and B.C. governments declined to answer questions on a possible funding increase. 

The centre also faces a problem of conflicting mandates: Snowmobiles are not allowed in parks, for example, making it unlikely Parks Canada would fund snowmobiler training. 

Still, Mr. Tomm says it’s clear more money is needed if it is to comply with recommendations from a recent B.C. Coroner’s report, which pushed for better education and improved avalanche forecasting after 19 snowmobilers died in avalanches in 2008 and 2009. 

“In the last couple of years, we’ve got a whole new user group that’s turning into this high priority. But we really can’t move on anything without it costing us money that we don’t have or sacrificing core programs that are applicable to all user groups,” Mr. Tomm said. 

One of the most important needs is better avalanche forecasts. The centre now provides thrice-weekly forecasts for seven regions. But a single region – north Columbia – is larger than Switzerland, where forecasters provide daily reports for 11 areas. 

Improving forecasts alone will cost several hundred thousand dollars, Mr. Tomm said. The centre also wants to rewrite the curriculum for its avalanche training courses, which snowmobilers have faulted as too expensive and time-consuming. Fewer than 10 per cent of those who take the courses today are snowmobilers, even though more than half of all avalanche deaths in the past decade have been snowmobilers – a percentage that climbed to 75 per cent in the past two years. 

Snowmobilers themselves say more education is needed, but say inadequate funding has prevented some from accessing safety courses. 

“Province-wide, it is insufficient funding,” said Suzanne Clark, president of the B.C. Snowmobile Federation. “You can only educate if you have the funds.”’ 

Part of the problem is too few staff. The avalanche centre employs the same number of forecasters as the state of Utah, which is a quarter the size of B.C. and dominated by desert. Canadian forecasters also base their work almost exclusively on reports from heli-ski operators and highway workers, who must pay $400 to $2,500 a year to access a system where they can input their observations. Elsewhere, forecasters make their own measurements, and non-professional snow observers are paid for their information. 

“Our problem in Canada is that we’re a huge massive geographic area and a small amount of population,” said Evan Stevens, who runs B.C.’s Valhalla Mountain Touring. “How do we do this for such a huge area with so few people and way less funding than all these other places in the world? It’s an uphill battle.” 

Emission-Cutting Plans Approved for U.S., Canadian Coasts 

The New York Times, March 26, 2010, by Robin Bravender

The International Maritime Organization today finalized plans that would subject ships within a 230-mile buffer zone around the U.S. and Canadian coastlines to stricter air pollution regulations.

The organization formally approved a joint U.S. and Canadian request to create "emission control areas," where ships will be required to drastically cut their emissions, IMO spokesman Lee Adamson said. The London-based IMO is a U.N. agency that regulates the environmental and safety aspects of international shipping.

Creating an emissions control area along the U.S. and Canadian coasts will save up to 8,300 American and Canadian lives every year by 2020, according to U.S. EPA.

The designation will take effect in August 2012. By 2015, according to EPA, the rule will require ships entering emission control areas to cut nitrogen oxide emissions by 80 percent, particulate matter by 85 percent and sulfur oxides by 95 percent relative to current emissions levels.

"This is a change that will benefit millions of people and set in motion new innovations for the shipping industry. We’re gratified by the IMO's decision to help keep our air clean and our communities healthy," said U.S. EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson. "The sulfur, particulate emissions and other harmful pollutants from large ships reach from our ports to communities hundreds of miles inland -- bringing with them health, environmental and economic burdens."

Environmental groups also applauded IMO's final designation.

"These new emission controls will finally begin to clean up the largest, dirtiest ships servicing North American ports and sailing along our shores," said Rich Kassel, an attorney at the Natural Resources Defense Council and director of NRDC's clean vehicles and fuels project.

John Kaltenstein, marine program manager at Friends of the Earth, also welcomed the announcement, saying that the designation would help prevent large ships, including foreign-flagged vessels, from contributing to air pollution and harming public health.

"Friends of the Earth has been working for more than a decade to end deadly and unregulated pollution from the shipping industry, one of the last industries to be brought under pollution control laws," Kaltenstein said.

However, he added, the IMO rules will not address greenhouse gases or black carbon, and his group plans to fight for additional rules to address those emissions.

Some members of the shipping industry have expressed concerns about the higher cost and decreased fuel availability under the stricter limits.

EPA estimates that the total costs of slashing ships' emissions to comply with the new standards will be about $3.2 billion by 2020. The monetized health benefits from the rule are expected to range between $47 billion and $110 billion.

Sustainable development about more than profits
GuelphMercury.com, March 28, 2010, by Troy Bridgeman

GUELPH — “Every company I know would drop sustainable development programs overnight if they didn’t see a positive effect on the bottom line,” said Dr. Blair Feltmate at a lecture at the University of Guelph Friday night. 

“You better have the business case down tight.”

He was the keynote speaker for the Kenneth Hammond Lectures on Environment, Energy, and Resources. The theme for the lecture series this year is Human Dimensions of the Environment.

Feltmate is a professor at the University of Waterloo in the faculty of environment and director of sustainability practice.

He told those in attendance that industry leaders are not uncaring people but they want to see measurable returns on their investment.

He said studies are showing sustainable practices are yielding tangible gains and this is the message industry must hear if they are to be convinced to get on board.

He said many make the mistake of thinking sustainable development is only concerned with the environment, but it must have environmental, social and economic elements.

He said the best definition was coined in 1987 by the World Commission on Environment and Development that said sustainable development is, “Meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs.” 

He said since 1997 sustainable development efforts have spread from resource-based industries to include all business sectors including banking, retail and technology.

“Everything is dependent on the ecosphere,” Feltmate said. “We can’t continue to produce waste faster than nature can assimilate it but that is not a popular message to corporations.”

He said sustainable practice reporting must become a standard part of doing business.

He used the example of Home Depot, a company that mandates all its suppliers provide sustainable development reports. This stemmed from protests over the company stocking wood from old-growth forests. The company uses the reports to ensure none of the wood they sell is old growth. Feltmate said this has a wide effect because 25 per cent of all lumber sales in Canada are made by Home Depot. 

He said companies that are committed to sustainable development are more likely to attract “earned media” or positive coverage from media which he said is better than paid advertising.

He said there are many other advantages.

Banks and financial organizations are far more likely to invest in and offer better lending rates to companies that are committed to sustainable development reporting because it shows a level of long-term planning and creates the impression of superior management.

Feltmate said studies have shown advantages when attracting and retaining quality employees. 

Feltmate used his experience convincing the Canadian Electricity Association to begin sustainable development reporting to show how companies can be convinced of the benefits.

Members of the association provide 90 per cent of the electricity in Canada.

They are a very conservative industry,” he said. “If you can transition them, you can do it with anyone.”

“This is a long-term trend, it is not a fad,” he said. “At the end of the day it is the people who write the cheques who make the decisions. We have to get them on board.” 

Worst Ice Year Kills Canadian Seals Before Hunters Can
Environment News Service, March 26, 2010

CHARLOTTETOWN, Prince Edward Island, Canada, March 26, 2010 (ENS) - Thousands of harp seal pups are presumed dead in Canada's Gulf of St. Lawrence and starving pups are being found abandoned on the beaches of Prince Edward Island, victims of the worst ice conditions ever recorded in the region. 

Environment Canada said March 16 that ice conditions in the Gulf were the lowest in the 41 years it has kept records. 

Off Newfoundland, Canada's other seal hunting ground, ice has formed only off the Northern Peninsula when, by now, it has usually extended along the island's northeast coast. 

Observers from the International Fund for Animal Welfare report that the Gulf of St. Lawrence, the annual birthing ground of hundreds of thousands of harp seals, is "essentially devoid of both ice and seals." 

"The conditions this year are disastrous for seal pups. I've surveyed this region for nine years and have never seen anything like this," said Sheryl Fink, a senior researcher with IFAW. 

"There is wide open water instead of the usual ice floes, and rather than the hundreds of thousands of seal pups that we normally encounter, only a handful of baby harp and hooded seals, animals that are normally found on ice, remain on the beaches," she said. 

Other observers report that the lack of ice has left seal mothers with few places to bear their young or to feed their pups. Many people have seen the newly born pups stranded on beaches instead of being born out on the ice-covered Gulf where they have entered the world for hundreds of years. 

Yet the federal government increased the quota for this year's seal hunt just a few days after federal Fisheries Minister Gail Shea told the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation March 10 that poor ice conditions could cause the cancellation of this year's Gulf of St. Lawrence seal hunt. It usually begins at the end of March. 

On March 15, Shea increased the total allowable catch of harp seals by 50,000, to 330,000 animals. She said the current estimate of the harp seal population is approximately 6.9 million animals, or more than triple what it was in the 1970s. 

The minister's announcement was criticized by animal welfare organizations, conservationists, and sealers, in what Fink calls "a rare moment of agreement." 

"Our government recognizes the importance of the sealing industry to the people and the economies of Canadian coastal communities," said Shea. "Ongoing efforts are made to ensure our management decisions include the perspective of our scientists, as well as the input of Canadians in Atlantic Canada, Quebec and the North who work and depend on the industry for their livelihood."

The one year total for the harp seal TAC includes a developmental allocation of 20,000 seals to support three value-added projects proposed by the sealing industry in Atlantic Canada, Shea said. 

The Canadian Sealers Association says, "Improved handling and processing of fur and leather have occurred and a significant market breakthrough has occurred in China. Oil is rich in Omega-3 fatty acid and amino acids and the refining of oil is continuing and offers some real possibilities in the health industry." 

But extremely high pup mortality is happening again this year. In 2007, 99 percent of harp seal pups born in the Southern Gulf of St Lawrence are thought to have died due to lack of ice. 

"It is reckless and irresponsible for the government to allow the hunt to proceed this year, given the high pup mortality that is expected," she said. 

"Under a precautionary approach, we should be protecting the few pups that might escape the devastating lack of ice this year," said Fink. "Given the almost complete lack of demand for seal skins, allowing the commercial slaughter of these survivors to proceed is simply adding insult to injury." 

Scientists with IFAW are concerned that the cumulative effects of high pup mortality due to the poor ice conditions, and high numbers of pups killed during Canada's commercial seal hunt could be devastating to the species

TSX, S&P launch Canadian clean technology index

Reuters, March 25, 2010, by Susan Taylor

OTTAWA (Reuters) - Investors can now track the performance of Toronto-listed green energy companies on the new S&P/TSX clean technology index, launched on Thursday by Standard & Poor's and TMX Group Inc, parent of the Toronto Stock Exchange.

The index, created in response to growing investor demand, tracks 21 Canadian-based companies whose core business is the development and use of green technologies and sustainable infrastructure.

"Toronto Stock Exchange has become a key listing, financing and trading destination for clean technology companies," said Ungad Chadda, senior vice-president of the TSX.

"The creation of the S&P/TSX clean technology index is a significant step forward for this important new industry sector."

The companies operate in five sectors: renewable energy production and distribution, renewable energy manufacturing and technologies, energy efficiency, waste reduction and water management, and low-impact materials and products.

"A growing number of investors are interested in the clean technology investing theme," said Jasmit Bhandal, director of S&P Indices in Canada.

"This new index provides a gauge for investors to assess the hypothesis that global interest in clean technology will lead to a favorable environment for clean technology companies."

Securities, which must each have a float-adjusted market value of at least C$100 million ($98 million), are screened by Jantzi-Sustainalytics, which provides environmental, social and governance research and analysis.

The weight of each stock is based on its float-adjusted market cap, but is modified so that no one stock has a weight of more than 10 percent.

Climate Change Killed Dinosaurs, Scientist Says
AOL News, March 28, 2010, by Joseph Schuman

(March 28) -- Was it long-term climate change, rather than a rogue asteroid, that killed off the dinosaurs?

That's the conclusion of German paleontologist Michael Prauss, who studied 65-million-year-old fossils drilled out of the earth in the Brazos River area of Texas and argues that radical changes to the flora and fauna of the era began long before arrival of the massive space rock widely associated with one of the largest mass extinctions in the history of the planet.

That impact, at what is now Chicxulub, Mexico, in the past 30 years has become the primary suspect in the death of the dinosaurs. And it was the subject of an article in the journal Science earlier this month in which 41 scientists from around the world argued that a wealth of global data show the extinctions began at the same time that the asteroid's crash sent debris across the atmosphere and blocked out the sun for years.

But Prauss, writing in next month's edition of the journal Palaeogeography, Palaeoclimatology, Palaeoecology and working with Princeton paleontologist Gerta Gerta Keller -- a well-known critic of the Chicxulub theory -- maintained the impact was just one in a chain of catastrophic events that caused substantial environmental upheaval.

"The resulting chronic stress, to which of course the meteorite impact was a contributing factor, is likely to have been fundamental to the crisis in the biosphere and finally the mass extinction," Prauss said.

Those events include the massive, years-long volcanic activity in what is now the Deccan Plateau of India, and which, like the Chicxulub asteroid impact, is conventionally used by paleontologists to separate the Cretaceous period from the Paleogene period.

The Cretaceous, with a relatively warm climate a high sea levels, was the last era of the dinosaurs and the large marine reptiles that lived at the same time. And Prauss also takes issue with other paleontologists' use of Chicxulub as the historical demarcation point.

"The actual impact took place well before the geochemically and micropaleontologically defined Cretaceous Paleogene boundary," he said.

In support of his theories, Prauss cites his analysis of samples taken from drill cores and rock sections dating to the Cretaceous-Paleogene boundary near Brazos, which is about 620 miles from the Chicxulub crater.

The appearance and distribution of microfossils -- the remains of algae, pollen and plant spores -- demonstrate that significant and persistent variations of the ecosystem built steadily over the late Cretaceous and continued over several million years, Prauss said. They can especially be seen in the fluctuation of sea levels and productivity of marine algae, and the so-called fern spike -- a widespread surge in fern spores that signaled landscapes were repopulating after an ecosystem was destroyed.

Prauss said the fern spike began well before the Paleogene period began, and that the Cretaceous-Paleogene boundary -- and the asteroid impact -- marked only the peak of a trend that began millions of years earlier.

"In the light of the new data, both of these points have to be refuted," Prauss said.

Earlier this month, when the Chicxulub paper appeared in Science, one of its authors told AOL News that a goal of the team's work was to respond to arguments coming from the minority of paleontologists who cast doubt on the asteroid's role in killing the dinosaurs.

"It is almost impossible to change the skeptics' minds," Tamara Goldin said. "But we hope we can communicate to the scientific community and the public that this impact-induced environmental catastrophe did happen."

Still, it's important to note that both papers are using geological data to tie environmental events to the period that produced the latest dinosaur fossils scientists have found. In other words, paleontologists are dating the scene of the crime and placing environmental suspects at the scene with some pretty strong arguments.

But there's no direct evidence showing what killed the dinosaurs, leaving open a debate that's likely to continue.

U.S. Nuclear Waste Plan Needs Public Support: Panel
Reuters, March 29, 2010, by Ayesha Rascoe

Plans to boost nuclear power hinge on overcoming intense public fears about radioactive waste -- and mistrust that the government can safety store it -- federal commissioners tasked to deal with the issue said on Friday.

There's little point in hammering out technical details about how to site a permanent nuclear waste dump without also convincing the public that storing waste won't be a risk to health or the environment, argued Commissioner Albert Carnesale of the University of California at Los Angeles.

"We have to be careful not to focus solely on the technical questions," Carnesale said as a panel set up to develop an alternative to the now-scrapped nuclear waste dump at Yucca Mountain in Nevada worked out logistics for their monumental task.

"To come up with an optimal policy that cannot be implemented, ain't optimal," Carnesale said.

The White House has requested $54 billion in loan guarantees to build more nuclear plants, part of its effort to reduce the use of fuels that spur climate change, and so far has offered Southern Co an $8.3 billion guarantee to build two reactors in Georgia.

But without a long-term home, the 2,000 tonnes of nuclear waste produced each year by existing plants remains stored at sites around the country, leading to uncertainty among power companies about liabilities as they seek to revamp an industry that has languished since the 1970s.

The industry also needs new technology to reduce the amount of waste produced by nuclear plants to make industry growth sustainable, said commissioner John Rowe, chief executive of power company Exelon Corp.

"If you assumed significant growth with the current fuel cycle, the number of waste disposal projects gets larger than one can imagine the public accepting," said Rowe.

Exelon, one of the largest U.S. nuclear plant operators, has said it will not pursue new plants until progress is made on the waste issue.

The Obama administration canceled the Yucca Mountain project following years of opposition from Nevada and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, who represents the state.

Some lawmakers and state governments have said they will fight the decision.

PUBLIC COMMENTS ILLUSTRATE CHALLENGE

The commission got a taste of the wide range of impassioned public views on nuclear power during more than an hour of input provided by members of public at the end of its meeting.

"Civilizations will rise and fall ... and the only constant during all that future time will be our selfish foolish generation's lethal legacy of nuclear waste, said Mary Jane Williams, who argued against nuclear expansion.

Others also spoke vehemently against expanding nuclear power when the country is still grappling with existing waste. One woman placed a tin can on the commissioners' table, soliciting donations to clean up a New York site she said is hazardous.

The commission must be able to generate public support for whatever plan it develops, said Bruce Breslow, executive director of the Agency for Nuclear Projects in Nevada's governor's office.

"You can have tremendous plans, but if they're not sellable to the community ... and the politicians who are going make the final decisions on these things, you're wasting a lot of time," Breslow said.

He recommended the panel consider a strategy that would offer economic incentives to locations chosen as a nuclear waste site.

Some commissioners argued that Americans are becoming more accepting of nuclear technology and the commission must try to educate and allay concerns of the public.

"Overwhelmingly, Americans say, 'Yes, it is needed,'" said commissioner Phil Sharp, president of Resources for the Future, an environmental policy think-tank.

New global-warming exhibit shows steady shift from education to advocacy at Monterey Bay Aquarium
MercuryNews.com, March 29, 2010, by Paul Rogers

Bright pink Chilean flamingos. Green sea turtles. A living coral reef, teeming with neon fish.

Visitors to the newest exhibit at the Monterey Bay Aquarium will see the same marvelous creatures from around the world that have made the aquarium famous since 1984. But at the end, they won't just wander off to the gift shop. They'll be asked to type letters at kiosks urging their senators to pass a global warming law. They'll be coaxed to take a pledge to bike more and eat less meat.

The new exhibit — "Hot Pink Flamingos: Stories of Hope in a Changing Sea" — which opens today, is the first full-blown discussion of global warming at the Monterey aquarium. It also represents the most visible example yet of the influential institution's steady evolution in recent years from education to advocacy.

"Is it OK for a museum or zoo or aquarium to have a point of view? I believe it is," said Julie Packard, executive director of the Monterey Bay Aquarium. "Our audience is asking for it. In this world of information overload, people are looking for a trusted source of information."

As they wade into the controversial waters of explaining global warming, other zoos and aquariums around the nation are closely watching Monterey, long regarded as one of the premier aquariums in the world. Also being watched is the San Diego Zoo, which on Friday opened a $1 million global-warming exhibit next to its polar bear habitat, complete with satellite photos showing Arctic ice steadily declining since 1989. 

This emphasis is different from 25 years ago when Packard's father, Hewlett-Packard co-founder David Packard, donated $55 million to build the aquarium with one basic idea: to teach families about the otters, fish and whales in Monterey Bay.

But starting in the mid-1990s, messages encouraging visitors to change behavior, or become part of political efforts, began to appear.

In 1997, the aquarium built "Fishing for Solutions," an exhibit highlighting threats to the world's fisheries, including overfishing and aquaculture. That year, aquarium leaders rewrote their restaurant menu, serving only sustainably caught fish.

Two years later, the aquarium released its famous "Seafood Watch" cards. A guide for shoppers and chefs, the wallet-sized cards rank common seafood red, yellow or green based on its environmental status. So far, 34 million cards and 200,000 iPhone applications have been sent world wide.

In 2004, the aquarium's board changed its nonprofit status to allow lobbying.

Now, through its "Center for the Future of the Oceans," the aquarium is advocating that California residents donate money to sea otter research via a voluntary checkoff box on state tax forms. It is urging the public to send an electronic form letter to Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger to support broad "no fishing zones," or marine protected areas, off Southern California. And it's asking members to contact the National Marine Fisheries Service to urge the agency to ban long lines and other fishing gear in the habitat of the endangered leatherback sea turtle.

Historically, many scientists have avoided political debate, said Mike Murray, staff veterinarian at the aquarium. But they need to come out of their labs.

"We have an elected government. The only way they are going to react is if they hear from people," Murray said. "It's not enough to publish scientific papers. Most members of the public don't read scientific journals. We need to make a connection with them."

Urging people not to buy shrimp farmed in Asia is one thing. Tackling global warming is another.

Although every major scientific institution in the world that studies climate — from NASA to the World Meteorological Organization — all say the Earth's climate is warming and humans are largely to blame, the issue has become heated fodder for talk radio and the basis for pitched political battles.

Last year, when the San Diego Zoo mailed calendars with a global-warming theme to 250,000 households, some people complained and threatened to drop memberships.

Joseph D'Aleo, a former meteorologist with the Weather Channel and prominent climate-change skeptic, told the San Diego Union-Tribune last week that the San Diego Zoo's global-warming exhibit is "unfortunate."

"The message that they are giving is that global warming is so important that we would spend $1 million to get you to listen, but in actual fact that money would have been better spent on doing other things," D'Aleo said.

But Packard, a marine biologist, and other scientists at the Monterey aquarium say the science is clear and the public is constantly asking for advice. That's why the new "Hot Pink Flamingos" exhibit not only explains how rising seas, ocean acidification and fisheries shifts threaten flamingos, coral reefs and penguins, but the exhibit also tells visitors about everything from compact fluorescent bulbs to what to eat for dinner.

"Not everyone agrees with our points of view," Packard said. "But we always hang on to our conviction about being science-based."

Some visitors say they don't mind the nudging.

"Nobody asked us to sign anything, like a petition," said Heather Athan of San Clemente. "That would have been annoying. I'm in favor of what they do. It's part of educating you."

Wyoming water extra vulnerable to warming

Coloradoan.com, March 29, 2010, by Bobby Magill

As Fort Collins entrepreneur Aaron Million and another group of regional water utilities are separately proposing a water pipeline from Wyoming's Green River to Front Range communities, a new University of Wyoming report shows that the Cowboy State's water supplies are especially vulnerable to global warming.

Like Colorado, Wyoming is a "headwaters" state - the source of many of the West's great rivers. Climate change could hurt Wyoming's water supplies by increasing the severity of drought in an already dry state and altering the snowpack.

That means the state is less likely to provide water to growing downstream cities, according to the report, "Assessing the Future of Wyoming's Water Resources."

"What we do know is that Wyoming's water resources are highly sensitive to climate change," said Steve Gray, Wyoming state climatologist and lead author of the report. "This is because Wyoming is a relatively dry state, a headwaters state, and because we are so reliant on mountain snow, the main source of surface water for the entire year."

Increasing temperatures across the state are likely, and that means snow could melt earlier and faster.

"If early runoff becomes commonplace in the future, storing water for Wyoming and downstream users could become more challenging," the report said. "In short, a rapid or 'flashy' runoff could limit the ability of reservoir managers to balance flood control and storage."

If average temperatures increase by only 2.5 degrees, average conditions in Wyoming would be on par with the driest years of the 1950s, according to the report. An average increase of 5 degrees would mean average conditions would be similar to the worst droughts of the past several decades.

Drought would be the new normal, the report said.

"There is mounting evidence that the Earth is experiencing a warming trend," the report said. "Any increase in temperature will increase the impact of drought, just as population growth and other factors have already increased the West's vulnerability to water shortages."

Chamois Andersen, a University of Wyoming research scientist who worked on the report, said it was written to spur discussion about the impacts of climate change among scientists and lawmakers.

"There's no slack in the system when it comes to our state's water resources," she said.

With some species rebounding, commission weighs loosening of ban

The Washington Post, March 29, 2010, by Juliet Eilperin

Save the Whales!" One of the earliest slogans of the environmental movement, it galvanized a generation of conservationists. Awe-inspiring behemoths that breached the ocean's waves and could communicate with one another underwater, whales inspired public support in a way endangered snail darters and obscure plants never could.

And to a significant extent, the campaign worked: A quarter-century after the first anti-hunting regulations were approved, several whale populations have stabilized and a few seem to be rebounding. 

Now, in light of that comeback, delegates from around the world will decide in the coming weeks if they should condone commercial hunts once more. 

The International Whaling Commission will consider a controversial plan seeking a truce in the battle that has raged since a global whaling ban took effect in 1986. Three nations -- Japan, Norway and Iceland -- have defied that moratorium, insisting on the right to use the oceans as they always have, and in recent years have expanded their whale hunts. 

The compromise being considered would give approval for commercial hunts by those three nations in exchange for an overall cut in the number of whales being killed each year. 

While the United States has yet to formally endorse the compromise -- the details of which will be made public on April 22, Earth Day -- U.S. commissioner to IWC Monica Medina said it may represent the best chance of bringing the ongoing whale hunt under control: "It's a global problem, and needs global solutions." 

But the negotiations have infuriated some environmentalists and scientists, who say policymakers are placing whales at risk at the very moment when some are beginning to recover. "It's great to be showing success, but should we be planting the flag and saying, 'We're there'?" asked Howard Rosenbaum, who directs the ocean giants program at the Wildlife Conservation Society. "We're not out of the woods yet." 

Warmer and more acidic seas attributed to climate change threaten to disrupt feeding and breeding patterns, and other threats from ocean noise and offshore energy development are rising. 

So scientists and policymakers are at a crossroads: Have the whales been, mostly, saved? Is the battle over, or has it just changed focus? 

While recent estimates are not precise, several whale populations are on the mend. Bowhead whales off Alaska number somewhere between 8,200 and 13,500, according to the IWC, and are on the rise. Eastern Pacific gray whales, taken off the endangered species list in 1995, reached a peak of between 21,900 and 32,400 in 1999 before experiencing a modest decline. Blue whales in the Southern Hemisphere number between 1,150 and 4,500, and are increasing. 

Centuries ago many of these whale populations were much larger, but that was before commercial hunting began. The three historic heydays of whaling were the killing of right whales in the Southern Hemisphere in the late 1700s; sperm whale hunting in the mid-1800s off New England; and global industrial whaling in the mid-1900s, which peaked when hunters killed nearly 80,000 whales in 1960. 

But in 1967 Roger Payne and Scott McVay recorded humpback whales singing, a discovery that transformed public attitudes and galvanized a global movement to halt whaling altogether. 

"The recordings worked because they have a very emotional impact on people who hear them -- I've actually seen people weep while listening to them," Payne recalled. "People began realizing this is a terrible thing that's happening to the largest animals that ever have lived on Earth." 

Now, between 1,800 and 2,200 whales are killed every year. Japan claims a moratorium exemption for scientific purposes; Iceland and Norway have objected to the moratorium and conduct commercial hunts; and aboriginal groups in the United States, Canada, Russia, Greenland and St. Vincent and the Grenadines engage in subsistence hunting under an indigenous exception to the ban. 

While no whale population has significantly deteriorated in the past few decades, several are still struggling. Just 130 or so western Pacific gray whales swim off the coast of Russia now -- compared with at least thousands, if not tens of thousands, in the past -- and they are still vulnerable to being caught in Japanese fishing nets and offshore energy projects. Even one of the populations that made major gains over the past few decades, the Southern right whale, is experiencing a sudden die-off. Since 2005, researchers have identified 308 dead whales in the waters around Argentina's Peninsula Valdes, an important calving ground, and 88 percent of the dead were calves less than three months old. 

The survival of the North Atlantic right whale, which migrates along America's Eastern Seaboard and numbers between 300 and 400, may depend on the fate of one or two reproductive females. In places like Stellwagen Bank National Marine Sanctuary off Scituate, Mass., scientists and government officials do their best keep fishing gear from entangling the whales, ships from striking them, and the noise from ocean vessels from drowning out their calls to one another. 

"Right now we're at a point in time where we can absolutely influence the survival of this species," said David Wiley, one of the sanctuary's marine mammal ecologists. "This is the time. This is the place to do this." 

Dubbed the "urban whale" because its coastal swimming brings it into close contact with everything from liquefied natural gas tankers to lobster traps, these remaining right whales are vulnerable to a host of threats. 

New research, using underwater buoys with recording devices, has shown the whales are in sanctuary much more often than scientists had realized. They've also determined that 70 percent of the space they had to communicate in during ancient times is now drowned out by the noise of ship traffic and other human activities. 

"Really, what they're undergoing is an incredible degree of stressors in an environment that's only getting worse," said Leila Hatch, one of the sanctuary's marine ecologists. 

Globally, however, the biggest threat facing large whales may be climate change. 

Most indicators suggest this will create problems for animals that need to consume vast amounts of plankton and tiny crustaceans in order to sustain themselves. Increased carbon dioxide levels are making the seas more acidic, which makes its more difficult for small crustaceans to form their calcium-based shells. At the same time plankton blooms may occur earlier, which means food might not be available when the whales arrive to feed. And scientists are already seeing in warmer years that the right whales off Argentina are enjoying a lower rate of reproductive success. 

"It's fairly clear it's not gong to be anything else but another big problem for them," said Mark Simmonds, international director of science for the British-based Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society. In that context, many advocates question why nations like the United States would back a plan to reauthorize whale hunts. "Whales face more threats today than at any time in history," said Patrick Ramage, global whale program director for the International Fund for Animal Welfare. "The last thing they need is a compromise agreement that seems to keep commercial whaling alive." 

Setting the levels for such a hunt is particularly challenging. For decades the scientists at the IWC have refined a complex computer model to guide policymakers on how to theoretically set an annual catch that would be "a safe number," in the words of Greg Donovan, the commission's head of science. But in the end, Donovan emphasized, "you have a trade-off between total conservation and maximum yield. Where that trade-off is, is not a scientific decision. It's a societal decision." 

And some scientists, such as Rosenbaum and Stanford University's Stephen R. Palumbi, say new genetic analyses suggest there used to be many more whales than researchers have assumed existed before widespread exploitation. These findings remain controversial, but coupled with the fact that researchers now realize whale species live and breed within separate populations despite their wide ocean ranges, it could mean that population increases in one region of the world cannot compensate for declines elsewhere. 

Some scientists say the compromise proposal amounts to a political deal that ignores scientific imperatives. "They simply agree on arbitrary numbers for 10 years, and after 10 years they think about if they want new ones," said Justin Cooke, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature's representative on the IWC's scientific committee. 

And regardless of what number they choose, pro-whaling countries say they will resist any significant new limits on their right to hunt. 

"Norway sees absolutely no reason why whales should be treated differently from other species in the marine ecosystem or, for that matter, other animals that are hunted," said Karsten Klepsvik, Norway's IWC commissioner, in an interview. 

Amalie Jessen, Greenland's deputy minister for fisheries, hunting and agriculture, said any short-term deal "is only to postpone what has to be decided once in the future": whether managed whaling can come back for good. 

China Leads in Clean Energy Investments
The New York Times, March 29, 2010, by Todd Woody

China’s investments in renewable energy in 2009 exceeded those made by the United States for the first time, according to a report by the Pew Charitable Trusts.

With its investments growing 50 percent in 2009, China committed $34.6 billion to wind power, solar energy and other forms of renewable energy, making it the word’s biggest investor in such projects.

China invested nearly double the United States’ $18.6 billion, while the United Kingdom, which has a much smaller population, was the third-largest investor with $11.2 billion in 2009.

The study of investments by G-20 nations also found that China’s installed renewable energy capacity surged to 52.5 gigawatts, putting it just behind the United Ststes, which had 53.4 gigawatts of capacity in 2009.

“China is emerging as the world’s clean energy powerhouse,” wrote the report’s authors. “Having built a strong manufacturing base and export markets, China is working now to meet domestic demand by installing substantial new clean energy-generating capacity to meet ambitious renewable energy targets.”

Over the past six months alone, China has signed deals with American solar companies to build solar power plants that would generate 4,000 megawatts of electricity.

“There are reasons to be concerned about America’s competitive position in the clean energy marketplace,” the report said. “Relative to the size of its economy, the United States’ clean energy finance and investments lag behind many of its G-20 partners.”

In relative terms, for instance, Spain invested five times as much as the United States in renewable energy in 2009.

Globally, renewable energy investments remained healthy, despite a severe recession. The study found that investments declined only 6.6 percent in 2009 and have since rebounded. Investments in the oil and gas industry, by contrast, declined 19 percent last year.

The report, “Who’s Winning the Clean Energy Race? Growth, Competition and Opportunity in the World’s Largest Economies,” was based on data collected by Bloomberg New Energy Finance, a consulting and research company.

Texas Weighs Efficiency, Solar Mandates
The New York Times, March 29, 2010, by Kate Galbraith

Texas regulators may soon ramp up mandates requiring tougher energy-efficiency standards and development of renewable energy sources other than wind power.

Earlier this year, the state’s Public Utility Commission proposed requiring utilities to offset 50 percent of their growth in electricity sales with energy-efficiency measures by 2014. That would be well above the current requirement of 20 percent. (Separately, another state agency last week proposed strengthening Texas’s building codes.)

The utility commission has also put forward an early-stage proposal that would require 500 new megawatts of power in Texas to come from renewable energy sources like biomass, geothermal, solar and hydro in 2014. That represents a substantial increase from current amounts, though it is still small compared to the amount of wind power already in the state. 

Texas leads the nation in wind development, but under the proposal, 50 megawatts of non-wind renewables in 2014 would have to come from solar projects. Texas currently has less than 7 megawatts of solar power, according to Michael Webber, the associate director of the Center for International Energy & Environmental Policy at the University of Texas.

Both proposals are still receiving comments, and must be approved by the three commissioners, who are appointed by the Texas governor. Environmentalists, however, are hopeful that the measures will go through relatively unscathed — and soon. 

If the regulations get approved, they will be doing essentially what the the Texas legislature had contemplated doing a year ago. So many pro-solar bills were filed in last year’s legislative session that it was dubbed the “solar session.” Several efficiency bills also were introduced.

But those bills’ backers were in for a big disappointment: only one clean-energy bill, which promoted property tax-financed solar and retrofit measures for homes, made it to the finish line. 

And since the Texas legislature does not convene again until next year, advocates are worried that the window for attracting renewable energy projects — and manufacturers of solar panels, who might favor locating in a big market — is closing. “The idea is to stimulate an industry, not just build a project,” said David Power, the deputy director of Public Citizen Texas, an environmental and consumer advocacy group.

Kirk Watson, a state senator from Austin who sponsored one of the ill-fated renewables bills last session, said that he was glad that the Public Utility Commission was moving forward with their renewables rule, even if it only requires one-third as much development as his bill called for. 

“I do see this as a great first step,” Mr. Watson said.

Darkness descends as Earth Hour tolls
The Globe and Mail, March 28, 2010, by the Canadian Press

The most visible landmark in Halifax, the Angus L. Macdonald Bridge, went dark a few minutes before 8:30 p.m. Saturday as parts of Canada began to power down for the worldwide lights-out campaign known as Earth Hour. 

The 1.3-kilometre suspension bridge spans Halifax harbour and has linked the port city with neighbouring Dartmouth since 1955. Its green 100-metre-tall steel towers are typically lit up with massive floodlights. 

And shortly before the appointed hour, the lights went out in a gesture of solidarity with the global campaign for awareness and action on 


. 
climate change
In downtown Halifax, a free concert marking Earth Hour drew a small crowd at Grand Parade Square in front of city hall before the lights were dimmed on a cold evening. 

Ken Boudreau of Halifax said he came because one person can make a difference even when it comes to global issues. 

“It shows that a little by everybody means a lot,” he said. “That's what we're trying to show.” 

In Newfoundland, the City of St. John's planned to turn off all non-essential lighting, as did the 155-year-old Basilica Cathedral of St. John the Baptist, which overlooks St. John's Harbour. 

Spearheaded by the World Wildlife Fund, Earth Hour is a global campaign aimed at raising awareness about climate change and the need for energy conservation. 

Organizers hoped people across Canada would join millions around the globe in flicking off their power switches at 8:30 p.m. local time. 

Stacey McCarthy, Atlantic spokeswoman for the WWF, said Earth Hour is a symbolic event, not an energy-saving exercise. 

“It's more about the long-term effects of people making changes in their everyday lives,” she said. 

“It's things like turning off a light when you leave the room, washing with cold water or walking. Events like this are getting people thinking, ‘Hey, I could be part of a bigger picture and effect change in the long run.“’ 

System operators at Nova Scotia Power's energy control centre reported an 18-megawatt reduction in power consumption between 8:30pm and 9:30pm on Saturday evening — equivalent to more than 1.4 million 13-watt compact florescent light bulbs. 

As the event reached Toronto, the lights went out on the CN Tower as Canadian musician Chantal Kreviazuk headlined an unplugged concert in the city's Yonge-Dundas Square. 

Similar events were planned in other parts of the country as municipalities prepared to power down government buildings and other public spaces. 

In Chilliwack, B.C., Joy Hellinger plans to spend an hour tonight doing the same thing she did last year about this time: sitting with her husband in their home, in the dim glow of candlelight with nothing but their conversation to pass the time. 

“Turned everything off, we had candlelight and we just talked — which was really difficult,” Ms. Hellinger, a 55-year-old self-described homemaker, recalls about last year's Earth Hour. 

“You're not used to that. You're used to all th e other attractions around you that keep you busy, and then you have to take the time for that hour to reflect on everything around you and why you're doing it.” 

As each time zone reached the appointed hour abroad, skylines went dark and landmarks dimmed. 

The white-shelled roof of the Sydney Opera House fell dark after Taiwan's skyscrapers dimmed and Beijing's Forbidden City became, well, a little more forbidding as lights were turned off. 

Europe's best known landmarks — from the Eiffel Tower in Paris to London's Big Ben and Rome's Colosseum — fell dark at the appointed time. The lights also went out at Italy's Leaning Tower of Pisa and the Arc de Triomphe in Paris. 

In Canada, the iconic sails on Vancouver's Canada Place will go dark, as will Toronto's CN Tower and Halifax's harbour bridges, and municipalities are preparing to power down government buildings and other public spaces. 

Canadian musician Chantal Kreviazuk is headlining an unplugged concert in Toronto's Yonge-Dundas Square, and there are similar concerts and events planned in other cities. 

For Ms. Hellinger, who says the campaign has encouraged her to find ways to save power, such as washing her clothing in cold water or making sure lights are off when they're not needed, taking part in Earth Hour was a no-brainer. 

“It's so that everybody will be aware and paying attention (to the environment),” she says. “So that our grandchildren will have that in the future.” 

Earth Hour began as a local gimmick in Sydney, Australia, in 2007, when an estimated two million homes went dark. 

The following year, Earth Hour was exported to nearly three dozen other countries, including Canada. 

Tara Wood of the World Wildlife Fund says it's a chance for Canadians to send a message to the Canadian government that they want more done to combat climate change. 

“When millions or billions of people turn out their lights for one hour, we want to use that to show world leaders that the people want action on the climate and they (politicians) are out of step,” says Ms. Wood. 

“We've seen very little action from the federal government, especially this year, so hopefully this is a way for the public to show their support and their concern.” 

The World Wildlife Fund says its Canadian polling indicates slightly more than half of respondents say they participated last year. 

Every year, Earth Hour is followed by news stories tallying up the energy saved for 60 minutes, usually as a percentage of energy use in a province or estimates of how many light bulbs were shut off. 

But Ms. Wood says the point isn't to reduce power consumption over an hour — a feat that, no matter how impressive the numbers, wouldn't amount to much in the larger picture. 

“It's definitely not about energy saved for that hour — lighting is a very minimal portion of the overall grid and energy use,” she says. 

“Earth Hour is all about bringing global awareness to this issue.” 

As for its influence on Canadians' habits, the group conducted polling earlier this year asking Canadians to grade their energy-saving habits — most respondents gave themselves a B — and will repeat the survey to see if there's any change. 

Earth Hour has also turned into an attractive marketing ploy, with a long list of corporations lining up to announce they'll be powering off the lights they don't need on Saturday night. 

And after the hour's up, of course, they'll turn those non-essential lights back on. 

Even the federal government, which environmentalists have assailed for failing to do enough to curb greenhouse-gas emissions and combat climate change, is eager to show it's doing its part. 

Some of the lights on the Parliament buildings and the clock face of the Peace Tower will be shut off, and federally owned buildings across the country will also become dimmer. 

Ian Bruce of the David Suzuki Foundation, which has no official role in Earth Hour, said Ottawa should see growing participation in Earth Hour as a wake-up call. 

“We're seeing Canadians from all walks of life want to see leadership from our government on climate-change, and I think many Canadians are embarrassed that our emissions have skyrocketed,” Mr. Bruce said.

Lights out across Asia as world begins Earth Hour

The National Post, March 27, 2010, by Talek Harris

Sydney -- Sydney's iconic Opera House and Harbour Bridge went dark Saturday at the start of Earth Hour, followed by cities across Asia in a global switch-off aimed at revitalizing efforts against climate change.

Harbour ferry horns blared to signal the energy-saving event, which is supported by 4,000 cities in a record 125 countries and includes 1,200 famous landmarks from the Forbidden City to the pyramids to the Las Vegas Strip.

"From Brazil to America, to Canada, all the way down to Australia, Japan and India -- it's a really diverse set of countries taking part this year," Earth Hour executive director Andy Ridley said.

Sydney's office buildings plunged into gloom at 8:30 p.m. local time, setting off a rolling wave of darkness which will sweep the globe in a boost for the environmental movement after December's disappointing Copenhagen UN talks.

The WWF-run event had officially begun nearly three hours earlier when New Zealand's Chatham Islands switched off their diesel generators, leaving just 12 street lamps burning. It will eventually end in Samoa after nearly 24 hours.

On the way, most of the world's top landmarks, from the Eiffel Tower to the Empire State Building and the Leaning Tower of Pisa, will turn off the lights to show their support for energy conservation.

Beijing's Forbidden City and Bird's Nest Stadium were among the participants along with dozens of cities in China, the world's biggest carbon polluter, where giant panda Mei Lan is an Earth Hour ambassador.

Hong Kong's renowned neon waterfront dimmed as did office buildings in Jakarta, Seoul and Tokyo.

In Japan, the city of Hiroshima turned off the lights at 30 sites, including the Hiroshima Peace Memorial.

Also known as the Atomic Bomb Dome, the former exhibition hall was one of the few buildings to survive an atom bomb attack during World War II.

More than 100 students lit candles and arranged them to spell out "Peace and Eco," on the ground near the dome, clapping when the backdrop plunged into darkness, a city official said.

About 300 participants gathered in central Jakarta to light hundreds of candles and lanterns set out in the shape of the number 60 - representing the 60 minutes of Earth Hour. About 100 buildings in the Indonesian capital had pledged to turn off their lights.

Indian cities Delhi and Mumbai were also due to join the switch-off.

Historical monuments across the country were turning off floodlights while a rock concert was organised to take place at New Delhi's landmark monument India Gate.

Bollywood celebrities joined the call for action on the environment.

"As responsible citizens of this planet, it's extremely crucial for us to address the colossal problem of climate change through ensuring responsible action," said Bollywood star Abhishek Bachchan.

India is expected to be one of the hardest hit by rising temperatures and changes in rainfall patterns that experts warn could affect its food security and displace many communities.

London's Big Ben and Manchester United's Old Trafford football ground are set to take part amongst Europe's best known spots including Paris's Notre Dame cathedral and the Trevi Fountain in Rome.

In America, some 30 states are on board with Mount Rushmore, San Francisco's Golden Gate Bridge and Chicago's 110-storey Sears Tower all due to go dark.

But in Bangkok, city authorities were ordered to halt their Earth Hour campaign for security reasons, as anti-government protesters held another major rally.

Earth Hour started in 2007 in Sydney and now enjoys widespread support both from the public and big business, including Google, Coca-Cola and McDonald's.

This year, even users of ubiquitous Twitter and Facebook can show their support with special applications that turn their displays dark.

In December, two weeks of UN talks in Copenhagen failed to produce a binding commitment to limit global warming or set out concrete plans for doing so, in a setback for the environmental movement.

Shale gas the new green issue

The National Post, March 27, 2010, by Diane Francis

Producing natural gas from shale is going to replace cap and trade as the new green issue in U.S. politics.

Gas is dramatically cleaner than other fossil fuels and so much has been tapped in deep-shale formations in North America that it may eventually black out gasoline, nuclear and coal plants.

Shale gas is the game-changer and has suddenly become possible due to a disruptive technology -- expensive, horizontal drilling, then fraccing or atomizing the shale at depths of one mile or more.

There has been much noise by independent oil companies touting their finds, and skepticism. But no longer because the world's major oil companies are buying them up quickly.

This is why it's a game-changer. The majors buying shale gas also control most of the U.S. gasoline stations, which means they can bring about the gasification of transportation fuels and power generation.

The idea of using compressed natural gas instead of gasoline was the brainchild of Calgary's Jim Gray of Canadian Hunter in the 1980s. It's inexpensive to retrofit a car to use gas and easier on engines.

But the idea went nowhere because gasoline chains weren't interested and governments weren't concerned about the environment or about the cost of oil imports.

Shale gas supporters include ExxonMobil Corp., Royal Dutch Shell PLC and ConocoPhillips and those three are the biggest gasoline station marketers in the United States.

The deal to watch is ExxonMobil's US$41-billion purchase of XTO Energy Inc., due to close in June. The backroom politics are ferocious over shale gas and pits Big Oil against two unlikely bedfellows, environmentalists and the coal lobby. Both have been making a fuss over alleged negative impacts on water supplies as a result of the production of shale oil deposits near population centres in New York and Pennsylvania states.

But most shale gas is in remote areas and deeper levels where water isn't an issue. And Canada has as much shale gas as the United States.

Here are recent developments:

1. Besides ExxonMobil's big bet, Royal Dutch Shell and China's biggest oil company are spending billions of dollars buying shale and coal seam companies in Australia with a view toward converting it into LNG and shipping to China.

2. EnCana Corp. just inked its deal, worth up to $1.2-billion, with Korea Gas Corp. to ship LNG to Korea from British Columbia.

3. EnCana just announced it will double gas production over five years despite sagging prices, zeroing in on shale gas.

4. Imperial Oil Ltd. and its Mackenzie Valley gas pipeline partners announced last week a postponement of the project for five more years. That gas, and Alaska's, may never be shipped in North America but will more likely be bought by Asians then converted into LNG for shipment home.

Norway acknowledges Arctic challenge from Russia

The National Post, March 29, 2010, by Randy Boswell

Just hours before attending an Arctic Summit near Ottawa to discuss issues emerging among the five coastal nations of the circumpolar world, Norway's foreign minister highlighted the challenge of negotiating the Arctic's future with Russia, which he described as "not yet a stable, reliable, predictable state."

While Jonas Gahr Store stressed that his country's strategy is to build a trusting, co-operative relationship with its eastern neighbour on Arctic issues, he labelled as "unhelpful" recent comments by Russian President Dmitry Medvedev in which he declared it "absolutely inadmissible" for other countries to try to "limit Russia's access" to northern resources. 

Mr. Medvedev's comments, made in a speech to Russian officials following a European Union debate on Arctic policy, appeared to have been directed at the EU's efforts to become a bigger player in setting environmental regulations in the northern waters as melting sea ice invites more Arctic shipping and oil exploration.

But Mr. Store, speaking to a small group of journalists and diplomats at a pre-summit briefing on Monday at an Ottawa hotel, said Mr. Medvedev's latest controversial remarks typify the challenge facing Norway as it works to resolve an offshore Arctic boundary dispute with Russia and to generally build secure bilateral relations with the former Soviet state, which shares a 200-kilometre land border with Norway and a vast maritime frontier. 

Mr. Store's comments also followed news of a deadly terrorist bombing on Monday on Moscow transit trains, initially believed to be linked to a long-running struggle for Chechen independence.

"Since 1990, we have been on a journey with this neighbour," said Mr. Store, who described Russia's robust economic ambitions in the Arctic as one of the region's three driving forces - along with climate change and emerging resource riches - for Norway's "High North" foreign policy.

"Russia behaves almost like a normal state," Mr. Store noted. "We want a stable relationship based on law."

He acknowledged, however, that unlike Canada - which has what diplomats call "well-managed" Arctic territorial disputes with Denmark and the United States - Norway is working out its boundary disagreement in a potentially oil-rich part of the Barents Sea with a country that is still grappling with its transition from a totalitarian state to a democratic nation.

Some experts say Russia is "lost in transition," Mr. Store mused.

Citing uncertainty over the evolution of Russian society - in terms of democratic institutions, the rule of law, freedom of expression and the recent "clamp down" on opposition activities - he said it is "not certain in what state they will be" as the tumultuous reformation continues to unfold.

But he also credited Moscow with acting in a "civilized way" so far to work out undersea territorial claims and confront other issues - new shipping rules, oil exploration and polar security - common to the five Arctic coastal states whose foreign ministers were meeting on Monday at a federal retreat in Chelsea, Que., hosted by Foreign Affairs Minister Lawrence Cannon.

He pushed for other countries to give a cautious reading to provocative statements coming out Moscow on northern issues, suggesting the need for a better appreciation of Russia's enormous and "legitimate" economic and cultural interest in the Arctic, and to calmly "look through the rhetoric" sometimes emanating from the Kremlin.

"We have to update our mental maps" and reject knee-jerk, Cold War-era interpretations of many Russian statements, he said.

Mr. Store added that Russia poses no "specific military threat" to his country, but insisted that it is "not an option" for Norway - a nation with an area of territorial waters six times greater than its land mass - to neglect its Arctic military capacity.

Addressing another major issue ahead of the Arctic Summit, the Norwegian minister acknowledged it is "not a good thing" that three members of the international Arctic Council - Iceland, Sweden and Finland - are "unhappy" about being excluded from Monday's talks.

While he reaffirmed that the five countries with an Arctic Ocean coastline have a special status "given to us by geography," he indicated that meetings of the coastal nations - Canada, Russia, Norway, the United States and Denmark - should not be used undermine the role of the broader Arctic Council, which embraces various northern aboriginal groups as "permanent participants" in researching and shaping international Arctic policies.

"We should keep the Arctic Council relevant," he said, adding that he Norway-council should remain the principal "venue for circumpolar Arctic discussions."

Oilsands producers fail to convince environmental critics

The Montreal Gazette, March 29, 2010, by Jeffrey Jones

Canada's oilsands producers have pledged to improve their environmental records and do a better job communicating their efforts to the public, but environmentalists say they see no commitment to real change.

The diverging views point to a continued tough sell around the world for producers of the massive energy resource in northern Alberta, the world's second-biggest oil reserve, and for the Alberta and Canadian governments.

Executives at the Reuters Canadian Oil Sands Summit in Calgary this week gave details of some technological advances they are banking on to reduce the impact of development on land, air and water while trying to stay competitive.

The oil companies are looking at such methods as using solvents to cut the amount of steam generated to produce the tar-like crude, which would reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and they say they are testing ways to stop the spread of toxic tailings ponds.

Environmental groups say Alberta's regulations remain too lax, company disclosure too guarded and that not enough is being done to gauge the overall regional effects of many projects being developed at the same time.

The also say their concerns are falling on deaf ears in government.

"We have discussions with some companies, but generally, I'd say industry and government are not interested in having a discussion about solutions and improvements," said Simon Dyer, oilsands director of the Pembina Institute, an environmental think tank.

"The polarization is continuing. It seems many in government and industry are digging in and I'm not sure why that's the case."

Last week, Pembina released an environmental "report card" comparing nine steam-assisted gravity drainage projects, which concluded that tougher environmental standards are required. Dyer said just three of the developers agreed to provide in-house information and vet aspects of the study.

Meanwhile, Greenpeace activist Mike Hudema said to expect more direct action by his group to disrupt operations.

Canada's oilsands represent the second-largest crude reserves outside Saudi Arabia. The country is seen as the most secure foreign supplier of oil to the United States.

Some international environmental groups have mounted campaigns to spread the message that the industry must be shut down, saying greenhouse gas emissions, land disturbance and water use are far too intensive.

The industry has launched a communications counter-offensive, saying they are working to balance environmental concerns with economic benefits. They have signed on to a set of guiding principles pledging to improve performance.

Rick George, chief executive of Suncor Energy Inc., the country's largest oilsands producer, said there has been too much uninformed debate about the issues.

"I'm not defensive about his," he told the summit. "I understand that stakeholders want to see continuous improvement. I believe we have delivered that and will continue to deliver that. That's our job and we take the responsibility very seriously."

Companies such as Cenovus Energy, which concentrates on steam-driven production, say the solvent technology has strong potential to reduce emissions as well as production costs by cutting the ratio of steam to oil pumped out.

Toronto stays bright for Earth Hour

The Toronto Star, March 27, 2010, by Denise Balkissoon and Moira Welsh
When Earth Hour came to Toronto this year, many of the lights stayed on. 

Most of the downtown skyline was still ablaze, many of the bank buildings and the Rogers Centre. The CN Tower extinguished its colourful lights display, but safety lighting remained on.

According to Toronto Hydro, fewer people participated this year — the utility recorded a 10 per cent power drop between 8:30 and 9:30 p.m. Saturday, March 27, 2010, compared with 15.1 per cent last year. Across Ontario, 560 megawatts less energy was used. That’s enough to power the city of Brampton.

The thermometer read 10 degrees colder than in 2009, which meant more juice to heat homes, says the provincial Independent Electricity System Operator.

Hundreds of people gathered in Dundas Square to mark the occasion. As the flashing billboards went out one by one, they listened to musicians like Chantal Kreviazuk, and tied notes with environmental hopes to a wishing tree.

“Sustainable farms and farming,” read one. Clean energy was another common wish. 

“I wish the province would honour its promise to build light-rail transit over the whole city,” said Mayor David Miller. At 8:30, the square went dark—except for the sign above Forever 21, which kept blazing, as did spotlights on the HNR tower at the square’s northeast end.

The whole point of Earth Hour is to turn off the lights for an hour to take a stand against climate change.

Toronto was one of 4,000 cities in 120 countries that committed to powering down at 8:30 p.m. local time in a call for world leaders to make real change in greenhouse gas emissions.

The great darkening kicked off in Australia — where, indeed, the concept of Earth Hour was launched in 2007 — when the lights went out at the landmark Sydney Opera House. Lights dimmed on every continent, including at Davis Station and Casey Station in Antarctica, and dimmed such landmarks as the Sphinx in Egypt, New York’s Empire State building and Rome’s Coliseum, even the Forbidden City in Beijing.

Other local events included a candlelight walk through Roncesvalles village and stargazing through telescopes at the Ontario Science Centre.

Canada bragged that 250 cities turned off the lights on public landmarks, but St. John, New Brunswick wasn’t one of them. 

“We didn’t really see that much for what we put into it [last year],” city spokesperson Leah Fitzgerald told the Telegraph Journal. She said non-essential lights are already turned off on weekends and overnight.

At last year’s climate change conference in Copenhagen, Canadian leaders faced intense criticism for the country’s environmental performance, especially the “dirty oil” of Alberta’s tar sands. 

“We’ve seen very little action from the federal government,” said Tara Wood, spokesperson for the World Wildlife Fund, who said the event was about more than an hour’s worth of energy savings. “We want to show world leaders that the people want action on the climate.”

In Bangkok, city authorities halted the campaign as thousands of anti-government protestors surrounded the office of the Prime Minister. For security reasons, France’s Eiffel Tower dimmed its lights for five minutes, rather than a full hour. 

As the crowd left Dundas Square at 9:30 p.m., the ads were as bright as ever. 

Gorrie: On the trail of a global mass killer - bad water

The Toronto Star, March 27, 2010, by Peter Gorrie

VIRAGONI, Kenya–The scene seems idyllic, especially in the golden glow of a tropical late afternoon.

Coarse bushes and stunted trees stud red-soiled hills. A rippling pond reflects the cooling blue sky. At the water's edge, a few women – chatting, some with toddlers in tow or carrying infants – fill large plastic containers.

Then, with the crucial loads balanced on their heads, they walk in stately fashion back to their rough thatched houses.

The village is near the Indian Ocean port of Mombasa, an hour up a truck-choked highway and 30 minutes along a badly eroded dirt track.

The women must get water every day. Full containers weight at least 25 kilograms. Each trip takes hours. The unnatural burden keeps them in constant ache. The men hanging about never help.

The yellowy-green liquid they fetch isn't fit to drink: Grazing cattle defecate near the pond, clothes are laundered in it, and human sewage sometimes enters the stew.

I visited the village recently as a guest of several United Nations organizations. The day I was there, a few children from a primary school, where 1,300 students crowd 10 classes, were shown, with considerable ceremony, how to test the pond water for turbidity, temperature and oxygen content. 

The UN wanted our small group of journalists and officials to see progress toward cutting the global toll of death and illness caused by scarce or polluted water.

Nearly a billion people lack access to an "adequate" supply of water. Worse, what's officially considered adequate is a bare minimum and makes no reference to the actual quality.

In developing countries, 90 per cent of sewage and 80 per cent of industrial waste goes into rivers, lakes or oceans untreated. Some 2.2 million people die every year from diarrhea, mainly because of bad water.

A child under five succumbs to a water-borne disease, on average, every 20 seconds. 

Agricultural run-off is poorly controlled everywhere. Water and sewage treatment is absent or inadequate in many cities, including several in Canada.

The world's urban population is forecast to nearly double by 2050. The number of people living where water is scare is expected to triple to 3 billion within 15 years. Pollution and climate change are likely to decrease the supply as demand soars.

Viragoni and thousands of similar places are at the most basic end of the effort to improve things. It's a world away from ours, where we rarely think about, and often abuse, our abundant water. But we aren't immune from what experts consider a looming crisis. 

Solving it would be a monumental task, and we're barely touching its edges. The testing kits are a case in point: They change virtually nothing. Except in the rainy season, when Viragoni's water is collected in large tanks, there's no alternative water source: It still must be carried and boiled, and so it will continue to consume as much of the women's time and energy, and to threaten disease.

The kits also don't alter the culture in which men disdain domestic chores. 

We also visited a prison outside Mombasa, where a constructed wetland is to replace a broken-down sewage system for 4,000 inmates and staff. Meanwhile, the city – population 850,000 and growing 4 per cent annually – has no prospects of sewage treatment.

Others on our trip went to a Nairobi slum, where UN Habitat showed off its mere seven showers and toilets for 70,000 people who live in sewage and struggle for even putrid water.

Multiply this by millions for the global scope of what needs to be done. I'll write more about that, including the role Ontario might play if Premier Dalton McGuinty is serious and creative about making the province a world leader in water quality.

Liberals hear call for carbon tax

The Montreal Gazette, March 28, 2010, by Hubert Bauch

An old idea got fresh traction yesterday at this weekend's federal Liberal thinkers' conference, which is supposed to be generating new ideas for the country and the party.

The idea of a carbon tax as a means of curbing greenhouse gas emissions, which the Liberals rode to a resounding defeat in the last federal election, got strong support from invited experts at afternoon panel discussions on the theme of energy, environment and economic growth.

"Nothing will influence what our (energy) landscape will look like more than pricing," said Michael Phelps, former CEO of natural gas company West Coast Energy Inc., who predicted a 40-per-cent rise in global energy demand over the coming two decades, of which 80 per cent will be reliant on fossil fuels.

Only high prices will change behaviour, he said.

"If I wanted to change behaviour, I'd be yelling about a carbon tax. People won't pay $2 per litre for gasoline. That will change behaviours. Nothing else will. But then, of course, I'm not running for office." Dan Gagnier, head of the International Institute for Sustainable Development and former chief of staff to Premier Jean Charest, suggested the political risk of proposing a carbon tax might be overcome by attuning the public to its benefits.

"Normally you say 'tax' and they run for the hills. You need to give people a clear idea of the benefits instead of scaring the bejeezus out of them." Leading Quebec environmentalist Stephen Guilbault said a consensus in favour of carbon taxation is forming, with even oil giant Exxon showing signs of coming around. "At this point I can't see who except Stephen Harper can still be opposed." In a morning session on health care, the conference was told that Canadians and their governments must face up to some hard facts and have "an adult conversation" about the future of the country's health care system.

The advice came from David Dodge, the past governor of the Bank of Canada and former deputy finance minister, who said medicare costs will inevitably rise in coming years at a greater rate than government revenues and the country's gross domestic product, and require some unpalatable choices to be made.

Choices he suggested include new taxes specifically dedicated for health care or a steady reduction in the scope and quality of services provided by the public health system that would require people to either pay for private care themselves or suffer ever greater wait times for service in the public system.

"These are stark and unpalatable choices that we face with respect to health care, but there is no magic solution," he said. "We absolutely must have an adult debate about how we deal with this. Finding solutions in this area is extraordinarily difficult, but it is imperative." The conference title, Canada 150, is a reference to the upcoming 150th anniversary of Confederation in 2017. The event is billed as non-partisan and not all speakers and those in attendance are Liberals, but is intended to give the Liberals policy ideas that will assist the party in crafting its next election platform.

In addition to the main event, 53 satellite gatherings were held across the country yesterday where participants could follow the webcast of the conference and interact with the speakers. On the conference's Friday opening day, it drew 9,500 Internet viewers and was the country's top Twitter topic.

Party leader Michael Ignatieff said the conference represents a democratic renewal for both the party and the country. "It's probably the most inclusive pan-Canadian conference any party has put on in the history of the country." 

A 'smarter' grid may come with backup batteries

ClimateWire, March 29, 2010, by Saqib Rahim

Coming to a neighborhood near you: energy storage.

Among the next developments in "greening" the grid may be metal boxes that look just like the electric boxes commonly seen on suburban streets, but these will be batteries that can help stabilize the neighborhood power flow.

Sandia National Laboratories has given a $5 million stimulus grant to Detroit Edison Co., which will deploy 20 small units in neighborhoods in the Detroit metro area, as well as three cities in Virginia and Massachusetts.

Each box can store up to 25 kilowatts and can discharge over two hours. Imre Gyuk, who heads the Department of Energy's energy storage research program, said that would be enough juice to feed four to five homes.

This is one example of what's called "community energy storage": storing energy not in a few large installations, but in many far-flung ones. In this case, the units could serve as backup power in case the grid goes down, or they could stockpile energy from a home's solar power system.

If there were enough of these, Gyuk said, grid operators would have a ready reserve whenever power supplies stuttered.

Backup systems for blackouts

He said utilities feel shaky about integrating renewables into their power portfolios, and that they will be watching such projects for prospects. "It's just to see how the thing works," he said of the Detroit pilot.

More such solutions will be needed, some experts say, if the power grid is to get greener.

Some congressional proposals call to scale up the country's renewable energy sources from less than 1 percent to 15 percent or more. Climate-minded policy leaders say such scaling is necessary to meet midcentury climate goals.

Yet extreme events have some utilities quaking at the possibility. In Texas, where Gyuk said some regions have 10 percent wind power, sudden stops in the breeze have caused hundreds of megawatts to disappear. Prices for wind power have bounced around; in 2008, they often went negative, meaning some wind producers had to pay the grid to accept their electricity.

Massive amounts of energy storage, it is thought, could help renewables by reserving energy whenever it's available -- and dispatching it whenever it's needed.

Speaking at Johns Hopkins University's School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS) last week, Gyuk summarized the status of the leading technologies and applications.

How to make cheap power last

He said technologies for "peak shaving" are nearing commercial readiness. Currently, some smaller power plants only fire up for the hottest hours of the hottest days of the year, when people turn up their air conditioners. It's an expensive practice, mostly because of the high demand and the need to use pricey and dirty fuels, such as diesel oil.

American Electric Power found that by putting small batteries at the substation, it could store excess power overnight -- when electricity is cheapest -- and dispatch that electricity during the day, when the air conditioners reach full blast.

Gyuk also said there's evidence that wind fluctuates about as much as regular power sources. Electricity demand follows a basic pattern through the day, but there can also be small, unexpected jitters in demand. Grid operators know how to deal with that, Gyuk said, so they can probably figure out how to deal with small wind dips.

"I would classify that as increasingly being considered," he said. "Five years ago, people would have laughed if you'd suggested it."

Gyuk said Sandia will use $185 million in American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funding -- his usual budget has been about $3 million -- to advance some well-known, but immature technologies.

Immature technologies get stimulus funding

Three projects will focus on large battery systems. He said two compressed-air systems, checking in at 450 megawatts total, will effectively double the world's compressed-air storage.

A Carnegie Mellon project will try to design a new sodium-based battery that's made of common, safe materials and whose lifetime cost will come out to a dime per kilowatt-hour.

DOE's Advanced Projects Research Agency-Energy program also devoted cash to six energy storage efforts. But it's unclear whether utilities will be on their own once stimulus funds run out.

A Senate staffer also speaking at SAIS said energy legislation by Sen. Jeff Bingaman (D-N.M.), the "American Clean Energy Leadership Act," would require states to consider energy storage when planning interstate transmission lines.

Alicia Jackson, a staffer for the Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources, also noted a proposal last year from Sen. Ron Wyden (D-Ore.). The "Storage Technology of Renewable and Green Energy Act" would give 20 percent tax credits for grid storage projects, as well as 30 percent credits to businesses and homes that store small amounts of energy nearby.

State legislators ramp up campaigns against EPA rules [image: image2.png]



Greenwire, March 29, 2010, by Robin Bravender

Illinois state Rep. Dan Reitz, a Democrat and a former coal miner, is worried that pending federal climate change rules will cripple the economy, and he wants Congress to step in and stop it.

Reitz, who represents the 116th District in southern Illinois, launched his own assault against U.S. EPA climate rules when he introduced a resolution urging Congress to postpone greenhouse gas regulations for factories, power plants and other so-called stationary emission sources. The Illinois House approved his resolution earlier this month.

"I believe that Congress should adopt legislation if we're going to regulate greenhouse gases from stationary sources," Reitz said in an interview. "We should be able to do that within the context of a bill and not do it within the regulatory measures that are out there right now."

Reitz is among at least 25 legislators in 17 states who have introduced measures aimed at blocking or limiting EPA's authority to regulate greenhouse gases. Five of those bills came from Democrats.

At least seven such measures have been adopted. In addition to Reitz's resolution in Illinois, legislators in Alabama, Kansas, Kentucky, South Carolina, Tennessee and Utah have passed measures encouraging Congress to step in and block EPA climate rules or for the agency to halt its regulatory plans.

EPA this week is planning to issue the first national greenhouse gas standards for automobiles, a rule that will ultimately require the agency to regulate stationary sources' emissions of the heat-trapping gases. The Supreme Court ordered EPA in 2007 to determine whether greenhouse gases pose a threat to public health. EPA did so last year, paving the way for new emission rules.

The Obama administration and environmentalists argue EPA is compelled by the law and by science to begin clamping down on the emissions. EPA officials insist that they can do it in a way that won't cripple the economy.

But Reitz and many other state legislators do not see it that way.

"Regulating greenhouse gas emissions from 'stationary sources' under the Clean Air Act would be a great anchor on manufacturing and the economy in general," Reitz's resolution says, and EPA's efforts would impede environmental improvements and economic recovery by imposing onerous permitting requirements on industrial facilities.

Like Reitz's resolution, many of the state legislative proposals urge Congress to postpone or block EPA because of economic concerns. Some question the science behind global warming; others would prevent state enforcement of federal programs to slash greenhouse gases.

But not all state legislators want to handcuff EPA. For one, Illinois Democratic Rep. Elaine Nekritz filed a motion to reconsider after Reitz's resolution cleared the House.

"I don't support the resolution," said Nekritz, who represents Illinois' 57th District, encompassing a suburban area northwest of Chicago.

"Under the Clean Air Act, they've been given the right to do that," Nekritz said of EPA's actions. "States don't need to upset all that pre-existing law."

Judi Greenwald, vice president of innovative solutions at the Pew Center on Global Climate Change, said it is important to distinguish between measures that have passed and those that are still pending.

The resolutions that pass may be reflecting the mood of constituents in a given state, Greenwald said, but introduced resolutions that haven't moved don't have much effect at all. Resolutions are often introduced around the country on a host of issues, she said, "and most of them never go anywhere."

Warnings of economic consequences

States that rely heavily on coal as a fuel source have been more likely to adopt measures to block EPA, said Glen Andersen, a program principal at the National Conference of State Legislatures. "I think it's partially just states seeing the potential costs based on what their [fuel] mix is."

Andersen said that the number of bills and resolutions introduced by state legislators doesn't strike him as unusual, given widespread concern about how EPA's actions will affect states. Often, if states see federal regulation or legislation as extremely costly or impinging on their authority, he said, "this type of response isn't completely unusual."

In Kentucky and South Carolina, state Houses adopted measures from Kentucky Democratic Rep. Jim Gooch and South Carolina Republican Rep. Jeff Duncan encouraging Congress to postpone EPA climate rules "until Congress adopts a balanced approach to address climate and energy supply issues without crippling the economy." The Tennessee state Senate adopted a similar measure earlier this month from Sen. Jack Johnson (R).

If EPA were to start regulating stationary sources, "it could have a tremendously detrimental impact on our economy," Johnson said in an interview. He said he hopes to see more state legislators follow suit. "If enough states do it, and I hope others will do it, then maybe we'll begin to have some impact."

A resolution adopted last week by the Kansas Senate urges EPA not to move forward with its planned climate rules. "Lawmaking that impacts entire sections of the American economy should not be done by administrative fiat, but rather such laws and regulations should be made by elected members of the United States Congress," the resolution says.

Additional measures pending in Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Illinois and Missouri warn of dire economic consequences that will ensue if EPA pursues greenhouse gas regulations. Some of those request that EPA rescind its endangerment finding; others ask Congress to intervene.

Oklahoma state Sen. Todd Lamb (R) introduced a resolution stating that the Oklahoma Senate supports any legislative action to suspend EPA's authority to regulate greenhouse gases using the Clean Air Act. EPA's proposals to regulate greenhouse gases would burden the nation's farmers, the proposal says.

A bill pending in Washington's Senate would block state implementation of programs to address greenhouse gases or motor vehicle fuel economy. The bill would require express legislative authorization for such a program to move forward, following a complete assessment of the economic and administrative impacts that the program would have on Washington's budget, economy and consumers.

Attacking climate science

The Utah legislature last month approved a bill sponsored by Rep. Kerry Gibson (R) to halt its greenhouse gas reduction policies and withdraw its finding that greenhouse gases threaten public health and welfare until a full investigation into global warming science is conducted. The measure asserts that "global temperatures have been level and declining in some areas over the past 12 years," a downturn that "climate alarmists" are unable to account for.

Utah's measure also cites a recent scandal involving e-mails hacked from the University of East Anglia's Climatic Research Unit -- a prominent climate research center -- as cause for further investigation. Contents of the e-mails exchanged between climate scientists have fueled attacks by climate change skeptics, though it is widely agreed they do not upend the conclusion that man-made emissions are contributing to global warming.

Greenwald of the Pew climate center lamented the Utah bill. "From our perspective, I think the thing that's most problematic is something that would try to deny the science," she said.

Maryland Republican Delegate Charles Jenkins introduced a bill similar to the one approved in Utah citing concerns about global warming science. The bill urges EPA to halt its carbon dioxide reduction policies and to withdraw its endangerment finding "until a full and independent investigation of the climate change conspiracy and science can be undertaken."

Supporting congressional bids to curb EPA

A measure enacted in Alabama from Rep. H. Mac Gipson Jr. (R) urges Congress to approve a bill from U.S. Rep. Earl Pomeroy (D-N.D.) that would strip EPA of its authority to regulate greenhouse gases unless the agency was provided explicit authority to do so from Congress.

Bills introduced in Alaska, Rhode Island and West Virginia ask Congress to enact a resolution from Sen. Lisa Murkowski (R-Alaska) that would disapprove EPA's endangerment finding and prevent EPA from moving forward with climate regulations.

The Alaska measure warns that those rules would negatively affect the state's economy and the livelihoods of Alaskans by eliminating jobs and increasing costs.

The Rhode Island and West Virginia bills say Congress ought to prevent EPA from regulating carbon dioxide as a pollutant while there continues to be a "vigorous, legitimate and substantive debate in Congress and the scientific community regarding the need" for any such regulation.

Ecologist suggests democracy might be 'put on hold' to address warming

Greenwire, March 29, 2010, by Leo Hickman

Renowned scientist James Lovelock says humans are too stupid to prevent climate change from radically altering the planet in the coming decades.

Humans' inertia and democracy are major obstacles to tackling a complex issue like climate change, Lovelock said in his first in-depth interview since the leak of the University of East Anglia climate e-mails fueled climate change skepticism. "I don't think we're yet evolved to the point where we're clever enough to handle as complex a situation as climate change."

"The inertia of humans is so huge that you can't really do anything meaningful," Lovelock said. The situation may be so dire that democracy might need to set aside temporarily to address the problem, he added.

"Even the best democracies agree that when a major war approaches, democracy must be put on hold for the time being," Lovelock said. "I have a feeling that climate change may be an issue as severe as a war. It may be necessary to put democracy on hold for a while."

The 90-year-old scientist believes the best way to combat climate change effects is to invest in adaptation measures, such as defenses around cities that are most vulnerable to sea-level rises.

The recent UEA e-mail controversy and the admission of the Himalayan glacier mistake in the IPCC report have caused Lovelock to appreciate "good" climate skeptics because they serve as a check on science. "The good skeptics have done a good service, but some of the mad ones I think have not done anyone any favors. You need skeptics, especially when the science gets very big and monolithic," he said.

But as for the scientists caught up in the e-mail controversy, he said he has little sympathy. "Fudging the data in any way whatsoever is quite literally a sin against the holy ghost of science," he said. "I'm not religious, but I put it that way because I feel so strongly. It's the one thing you do not ever do. You've got to have standards."

Forty years ago, Lovelock first developed the Gaia theory, which states that Earth is a giant, self-regulating organism.

Is the globe really warming?

The Washington Post, March 26, 2010, by Stephen Stromberg

Is the earth warming? It sounds more and more unlikely, if you listen to the blithe rhetoric from global warming skeptics who claim that it isn’t, since the hottest year on record is 1998. It would be nice, though, if skeptics spent more time attacking real arguments as opposed to the straw men they prefer to mangle. 

Given the complexity of earth systems, particularly the interaction between the atmosphere and the oceans, climate scientists aren’t expecting to measure a warming world in smooth, even, year-on-year temperature increases. Looking only at one-off peaks such as 1998 gives you a distorted view of global temperature. (That year, for example, saw a notably large El Nino effect, which transferred energy from the heat-storing Pacific Ocean into the atmosphere.) Instead, it’s longer-term trends that deserve attention.

For example: the World Meteorological Organization’s report on global climate released Thursday, which confirms NASA findings that the previous decade was, indeed, the warmest on record. And that fits into a longer-term trend: the 2000’s were warmer than the 1990s; the 1990s were warmer than the 1980s, etc. Studies that examine heat content not just of surface air, but of the oceans, which can store lots of energy, look even more concerning.

It’s true that, when talking climate, it’s better to examine even longer-term scales than a mere few decades. Peaks and troughs could be many years long. Which is among the reasons climate scientists have done so much work constructing historical temperature records using measures such as tree rings. But at the very least, it would be nice for climate-change skeptics to resist running to the opposite extreme, citing 1998 or, even worse, Washington’s “snowmageddon” as evidence that the science is more suspect than it is. 

Scientists Call for 'Climate Intervention' Research With 'Humility'

Science, March 26, 2010, by Eli Kintisch

PACIFIC GROVE, CALIFORNIA—An international group of scientists, ethicists, and governance experts meeting here this week has agreed that research into large-scale modification of the planet is "indispensable" given the "threats" posed by climate change. 

"It is thus important to initiate further research in the natural and social sciences to better understand and communicate whether alternative strategies to moderate future climate change are, or are not, viable, appropriate, and ethical," declares a statement by the organizing committee released today at the close of the conference. "Further discussions [on geoengineering] must involve government and civil society." 

The statement capped a 5-day meeting on geoengineering, the idea of deliberate tinkering with the climate to reduce global warming. More than 175 scientists from 15 countries spanning the geosciences, ethics, business, and political science, convened on the leafy grounds of the Asilomar Conference Center along the Pacific Ocean in Northern California. Molecular biologist met here 35 years ago to hash out initial ethical and safety rules on recombinant DNA. So researchers dubbed this meeting "Asilomar 2." 

Scientists emphasized that they are not saying whether large-scale geoengineering to combat climate change is needed—or if it is morally acceptable. Indeed, the statement urged that any discussion of the topic should be undertaken with "humility." But virtually all agreed that research into even the most radical methods should expand in case governments decide to act at some point. As Daniel Rosenfeld of Hebrew University in Jerusalem told ScienceInsider, "We are very late in the game. We have to do everything we can, and it still may not be enough." 

But even just studying geoengineering on a small or medium scale presents a variety of risks. The 1975 confab grappled with the dual opportunities and dangers of recombinant DNA technology. By the same token, participants here struggled to balance the dangers with its potential for helping humanity stave off the worst effects of climate change. Reflecting a persistent tendency of participants to cite medical ethics, Princeton University energy expert Robert Socolow quoted from Hippocrates on "avoiding those twin traps of overtreatment and therapeutic nihilism." 

The meeting began with 2 days of general sessions on scientific, ethical, and governance issues. Participants then split into groups representing the two broad kinds of geoengineering: methods which block solar radiation from the sun, like spreading aerosols in the stratosphere, and techniques to remove carbon from the atmosphere, like growing algae blooms at sea. 

A major concern of participants was that talk about geoengineering could further slow flagging efforts to slow carbon emissions. "The risks posed by climate change require a strong commitment to mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions," as well as adaptation and energy research, the statement said. 

But concerns about how geoengineering might be applied should not forestall research or even field tests, most scientists felt. Since geoengineering experiments might have global impacts, participants emphasized the importance of setting up international ways to govern the experiments. Without such a body, irresponsible scientists might do "jurisdiction shopping," warned Edward Parson of the University of Michigan Law School in Ann Arbor. 

Structuring such an entity was a contentious topic, however. Should every country have a seat at the table? On the second day of the conference, former ambassador Richard Benedick proposed a 15-member executive council of countries to oversee global geoengineering work, admitting that the "quixotic" idea would be controversial among any country not represented. Although a number of scientists scoffed at his suggestion, Benedick said he was worried that a governing structure that involved all countries would be "impossibly unwieldy" and block crucial scientific progress. 

The scientists and other experts here hope their efforts will shape the way the public perceives the wild idea of geoengineering. But they agreed that theirs isn't the only voice that should be heard. "It simply is not up to us whether these field trials go forward," said David Morrow, an ethicist completing his graduate studies at the University of Chicago in Illinois. 

Participants noted that the public's regard for climate scientists has dropped in recent months following a release of e-mails between prominent researchers and the discovery of a handful of errors in the 2007 report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. "If they're not believing our ideas about climate, they're definitely not going to trust us when we are talking about managing the planet," said Ken Denman of the Canadian Centre for Climate Modeling and Analysis. 

A vexing question for participants was the role of commercial companies in this controversial field. A breakout group devoted to the idea of blocking sunlight—by whitening clouds or the ocean surface, for example—couldn't agree on whether it should propose barring for-profit companies from the enterprise. 

Indeed, the organizer of the conference, the Climate Response Fund (CRF), itself faced questions about links between its officials and Climos, a commercial company that was founded in 2006 seeking to conduct iron fertilization experiments at sea and sell carbon credits to fund the work. CRF's head Margaret Leinen is the former top scientist with the firm, and her son is its CEO; she says she has severed "all financial ties" with the company. 

Prominent geoengineering expert Ken Caldeira of the Carnegie Institution for Science in Stanford, California, said he was "concerned with possible conflicts of interest related to the profit motive," and chose not to attend after Leinen declined to say categorically that her organization would never support field research into geoengineering. But David Keith of the University of Calgary in Canada decided to attend after the Climate Response Fund issued a statement that declared that it would not do so. 

More detailed materials from the conference are expected, including the possibility of voluntary guidelines for specific geoengineering approaches. Some felt the best name for this event was "Asilomar 2.1", suggesting that more meetings to hone geoengineering research guidelines will be necessary. "Asilomar 3 will be in another 30 years, for the next discipline," predicted Princeton's Socolow in a plenary talk on the final night. 

Steady as She Goes for Ocean's Conveyor

Science, March 26, 2010, by Richard A. Kerr

Europe can rest easy. A new analysis of data from satellites and drifting sensors finds no evidence that the Atlantic portion of the "Conveyor Belt"—the great warm current flowing ultimately from the Pacific toward the frigid far North Atlantic—is slowing. Scientists and the public had worried that global warming might be shutting down the conveyor flow and threatening a big chill for Europe. Now, judging by its behavior, the conveyor appears to be far less susceptible to throttling by climate change than once feared.

Headlines warning of Europe’s coming ice age first appeared 5 years ago. In a 2005 Nature paper, oceanographers analyzed temperature and salinity measurements made during five brief ship surveys between 1957 and 2004. These data suggested a 30% decline in the northward flow of the Atlantic conveyor near 26°N around the turn of the century. But continuous measurements by cable-moored instrument arrays soon revealed fluctuations in conveyor flow in the space of a year that would have swamped the once-a-decade surveys. Signs of an ice age evaporated, at least by scientists’ reckoning if not the public’s.

Physical oceanographer Joshua Willis has now further allayed those fears. Working at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, California, he combined centimeter-accuracy satellite measurements of the height of the sea surface with observations from subsurface, free-floating Argo drifters. He could then calculate the conveyor flow at 41°N. As he writes in a new paper in Geophysical Research Letters, the different approach at a latitude where the flow is much less variable shows “that substantial slowing of the [conveyor] did not occur during the past 7 years.” Judging by the satellite data alone—before the Argo float program got going in about 2002—substantial slowing “is unlikely to have occurred in the past two decades.”

A finding of no slowing is fine by physical oceanographer Carl Wunsch of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Cambridge. The satellite-drifter analysis is only the latest evidence against a slowing, he says. And at this rate, he adds, it will likely be decades before the conveyor changes enough to be detected by in situ or satellite-borne instruments.

Could Tiny Bubbles Cool the Planet?

Science, March 26, 2010, by Eli Kintisch

PACIFIC GROVE, CALIFORNIA—In an effort to curb global warming, scientists have proposed everything from launching sunlight-blocking dust into the stratosphere to boosting the number of carbon-sucking algae in the oceans. Now, a Harvard University physicist has come up with a new way to cool parts of the planet: pump vast swarms of tiny bubbles into the sea to increase its reflectivity and lower water temperatures. “Since water covers most of the earth, don’t dim the sun,” says the scientist, Russell Seitz, speaking from an international meeting on geoengineering research here. “Brighten the water.”

Natural bubbles already brighten turbulent seas and provide a luster known as “undershine” below the ocean’s surface. But these bubbles only lightly brighten the planet, contributing less than one-tenth of 1% of Earth’s reflectivity, or albedo. What Seitz imagines is pumping even smaller bubbles, about one-five-hundredth of a millimeter in diameter, into the sea. Such "microbubbles" are essentially "mirrors made of air," says Seitz, and they might be created off boats by using devices that mix water supercharged with compressed air into swirling jets of water. “I’m emulating a natural ocean phenomenon and amplifying it just by changing the physics—the ingredients remain the same." 

Computer simulations show that tiny bubbles could have a profound cooling effect. Using a model that simulates how light, water, and air interact, Seitz found that microbubbles could double the reflectivity of water at a concentration of only one part per million by volume. When Seitz plugged that data into a climate model, he found that the microbubble strategy could cool the planet by up to 3°C. He has submitted a paper on the concept he calls “Bright Water" to the journal Climatic Change.

In addition to helping curb global warming, the microbubble strategy could also help conserve water by reducing evaporation in rivers and lakes, says Seitz. That’s a problem that leads to the loss of billions of tons of freshwater each year in California alone. 

Seitz says adding bubbles to a 1-square-kilometer patch of ocean is feasible, but scaling it up may be technically difficult. Energy is not the limiting factor, he says, estimating that the energy output of 1000 windmills might be sufficient to add bubbles to an entire ocean. The larger challenge to large-scale deployment, he says, would be ensuring that the bubbles last as long as possible. In nature, a bubble’s lifetime depends on the level of dissolved organic matter and nanoparticles, without which small bubbles rapidly shrink and disappear. If the water is too clean, the bubbles might not last long enough to be effectively spread over large areas, Seitz says. 

One way to test the viability of the idea might be to study the impact of bubbles created in the wakes of ships, says oceanographer Peter Brewer of the Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute in Moss Landing, California. "It's something nobody's talked about," he says of Seitz’s technique. 

Another warmer than normal winter reported

The Associated Press, March 27, 2010, by the Associated Press

WASHINGTON — It will probably come as a surprise to most Americans, but the winter just finished was the fifth warmest on record, worldwide.

Oh, sure, nearly two-thirds of the country can dispute that from personal experience of a colder-than-normal season.

But while much of the United States was colder than usual, December-February — climatological winter — continued the long string of unusual warmth on a global basis.

And parts of the United States did join in, with warmer-than-normal readings for the season in New England and the Pacific Northwest. Indeed, Maine had its third warmest winter on record, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration reports.

NOAA's National Climatic Data Center reports that worldwide the average temperature for winter was 54.9 degrees Fahrenheit (12.7 Celsius).

That's 1.08 degrees F (0.60 C) above average for the three-month period.

Contributing to the warmth was an El Nino (el NEEN-yo), a periodic warming of water in the tropical Pacific Ocean, which can influence weather over large areas.

However, worldwide temperatures have also been climbing in recent years, a warming attributed by most atmospheric scientists to chemicals added to the air by human activities since the start of the Industrial Revolution.

In February NOAA reported that the 2000-2009 decade was the warmest on record, easily surpassing the previous hottest decade, the 1990s.

The report for December-February also said:

_Warmer-than-average temperatures engulfed much of the planet's surface, with the exception of unusually cool conditions across Europe, parts of Russia and most of the contiguous United States.

_The Southern Hemisphere combined land and ocean temperature during the three-month season was the second warmest December-February on record, behind 1998.

_Most of Canada had warmer-than-average conditions during winter, resulting in the warmest December-February period since national records began in 1948.

_Much of Australia experienced warmer-than-average conditions during the Northern Hemisphere winter (Southern Hemisphere summer), with the exception of cooler-than-average conditions across the northern parts of the country.

The struggle of farming a land where 'normal' has lost its meaning
E & E Daily, March 29, 2010, by Jessica Leber

SAKAI, Kenya -- No one complained that the rains were late when they watered the parched hills and muddied the roads here in December. Normally, they would have begun weeks earlier.

Villagers were grateful the rain had come at all.

"God is great. After these two seasons of the worst drought, now there is something in the fields," proclaimed Daniel Muthembwa, 76, an elder in this small farming community, a three-hour drive on winding roads from Nairobi. Around him, cornstalks dotted the green slopes and promised relief from the worst dry spell he could remember. Never had two seasons' crops and three years of rains failed so completely, he said.

"Normal" has little meaning in Sakai today. Kenya is struggling to emerge from a drought that put 4 million on food aid last year and saw at least 10 million facing starvation, the highest levels in two decades, according to one report. And while dry spells are old hat in a nation dominated by an arid and semiarid climate, today rising global temperatures are ending what little predictability farmers could count on in the past.

Experts predict climate change will increase Kenya's already tough food security challenges. Its small landholding farmers feed most of the country and also make up most of its swelling poor population. By 2080, the World Bank estimates that African agricultural output could fall by 16 percent.

Recent drought periods have slashed Kenya's gross domestic product by 14 percent, for example. When both crops and livestock herds perished in droves last year, many Kenyans cut down trees to sell firewood or moved to cities in a desperate search for work. Food imports rose, hydroelectric power stagnated, trucks shipped emergency water supplies. Meanwhile, aid supplies were stretched thin.

In Sakai, however, residents have borne the recent hard times better than many neighbors. They credit a U.N.-funded small budget pilot program to buffer them against the shocks of growing climate uncertainty.

Corn remains king, but now it needs help

"Sakai is blessed because we have benefited from the project, even though things have not been good for us for the last three years," said Francis Mbithi Kimei, a farmer who leads the 120 families who were selected to participate.

Helping Sakai and much of Africa address their food woes starts with corn, or maize, as it's called here. It is the region's staple crop.

Corn is king in East Africa, a phenomenon shaped by global market demand and its colonial past. Kenyans now much prefer the taste of ugali, a cornmeal porridge that accompanies most meals, to traditional staples such as sorghum and millet. But corn is a thirsty, foreign crop that is more sensitive to East Africa's typical droughts than native grains.

Sakai's farmers deal with a host of impressive calculations and risks when planting corn on their overworked soils and cramped plots.

Buying seeds each season is a big and risky upfront expense for families who are eating one meal a day and earning maybe $200 at harvest time, according to Daniel Mbuvi, drought manager of Sakai's district area. Farmers only have one chance to time the planting right. If the rains fail to arrive on time, the crop dies, and with it, so does the bulk of their annual income.

This all wasn't so bad when climate patterns were more predictable. Village elders observed the flowering of the baobab tree or the flights of bees to tell them when to plant. Thirty years ago, there were two reliable rainy seasons in Sakai -- the short rains and the long rains. Over time, the latter has become so fickle in effect, the area only has about three growing months a year.

"Now people cannot now rely on these signs. They only used to work when the environment was ideal," said Kimei. In the meantime, villagers were skeptical and uncertain about how to use the government's more formal seasonal climate forecasts.

An arid lands program takes root

In 2006, a group of nongovernmental organizations, funded by a grant from the Global Environment Facility, Norway and the Netherlands, chose Sakai to test measures that would alleviate today's current climate stresses. They also recruited Mbuvi, who works with Kenya's World Bank-funded arid lands program, to help. Since then, farming practices there have changed dramatically.

Agricultural extension officers now offer seasonal and locally relevant climate predictions explained in simple terms in Kikamba, the regional tribal language. They are now producing a handbook to translate weather predictions into practical advice about what and when to plant.

Selecting a maize variety is important, Mbuvi said. If rains are not plentiful, there are seeds with a 90-day growing cycle, for example, that might survive where higher-yielding 130-day varieties would not.

The project has also helped farmers set up a seed bank. A group of about 40 men will collect, process and preserve the best local seeds and loan them out again during the next planting season, slowly selecting for the best climate-adapted varieties. Now, farmers can circumvent the expensive seed market, where they can't even tell if they are getting the seed varieties they are paying for.

A total reliance on maize also is a big part of the current problems. More often, now, Sakai's farmers are hedging their bets. Increasingly, they are diversifying their crops by planting more drought-tolerant grains, peas and beans.

Crop diversification and seeding small businesses

They are also producing income that isn't linked to the rain cycles. One-thousand-dollar loans were made to groups of women who have started small businesses: an egg hatchery, a paraffin shop and even a small lending bank. The bank's loans helped families pay for emergency health care and food purchases during the drought.

"It is a way of diversification, so we are not just relying on farm income," one of the women said.

Gilbert Ouma, a University of Nairobi climate researcher who is part of the project's team, said that the actions that might prove to be the most important for long-term climate adaptation are also the most expensive, however.

For more than $20,000 each, three sand dams -- partial stream blockades that filter and store rainwater for later use -- have supplied drinking water for villagers and livestock during the drought. Before they were installed, Sakai women might walk two hours to fetch water from streams that later dried up. The plan is to next install small drip-irrigation systems that will use some water for the farms.

Now, as the U.N. funds wind down, the arid lands program's drought managers are expanding the Sakai project to weave scientific climate forecasts and adaptation strategies into their work across the country.

Experts say the next phase of scaling up to national-level policies is critical. "Climate change is a long-term phenomenon. It's not going to be solved by a project that goes only for a few years," said Ephraim Nkonya, a senior research fellow at the International Food Policy Research Institute. He is critical of many climate projects that do just this.

More broadly, development experts say, Sakai's experience illustrates two forces at work as Africa strives to increase food security and reduce rural poverty.

One side goes like this: Short-term climate adaptation needs to be woven into development work in poor nations and, in the end, isn't always distinguishable from other poverty reduction goals.

The work in Sakai, for example, has demonstrated how far some agricultural education, better outreach and low-level investment in water infrastructure can go in improving rain-dependent farmers' crop yields and cushioning against climate variability.

More help needed to avert famine in the future

"My belief is we need to act. We need to act to let people survive right now. We don't need to know whether we're surviving through climate variability or climate change. So if early warning systems can work well for now -- people may be able to survive," said Ouma.

But there is also a hard reality that development as usual will fall short in the face of wholesale climate shifts. Without millions of dollars in annual climate adaptation aid to invest in more expensive irrigation and road infrastructure and researching new seed varieties, Kenya's hope to reliably feed itself could hit a wall.

Nkonya said Kenya's government is aggressively promoting agricultural investments in irrigation, at least relative to neighboring Uganda. To compare the countries' policies, he studied pairs of similar villagers in places that straddle the national border and found Kenyan farmers faring better and deploying more irrigation.

Others, however, are critical that government investments aren't coming nearly quickly enough. "There is no political will to invest in agriculture," said Claudia Ringler, another International Food Policy Research Institute research fellow. "Urban elites run the country, and poor have little pull," she said.

Ouma said the project has been successful in Sakai, but was clear about its limits. "The biggest fear -- the biggest weakness -- is the dependence on rainfall. If it doesn't rain, it doesn't rain. There's nothing you can do," he said.
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