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Zee News (Blog): Arab region to be hit hard by water scarcity, climate change: UN
18 March 2010

United Nations: In the coming years, Arab region is faced with the danger of water scarcity and could be hit hardest by the potential of direct and indirect impacts linked with climate change, a UN Environment Programme report has found. 

"One factor that is both, a persistent but also an emerging challenge, is water," Achim Steiner, head of UNEP said.

The report 'The Environment Outlook for the Arab Region (EOAR)', launched by the League of Arab States in Cairo, says that Arab countries were now among most water- scarce in the world. 

There had been a decline in per capita water availability with an average of only 1,000 cubic metre per inhabitant per year, as of 2008.

"Climate change is likely to aggravate these trends. Thus, it is in the interests of nations across the region to constructively engage in the climate change negotiations as countries look to Mexico and the UN climate convention meeting later in the year," Steiner said. 

The impact of climate change includes loss of coastal zones, more severe droughts and desertification, increased groundwater salinity, and a surge in epidemics and infectious diseases.

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Kyiv Post (Ukraine): UN neither blessed Sochi plans as Moscow claimed nor condemned them as activists hoped

18 March 2010

A report by the United Nations environmental protection agency neither blessed the plans of the Russian government for the construction of facilities for the Sochi Olympiad planned for 2014 as Vice Prime Minister Dmitry Kozak had claimed nor condemned them as unacceptable as ecological activists had hoped and even expected. 

As posted on the UNEP website yesterday, “Nezavisimaya gazeta” reports today, the conclusions of the international experts reflecting their brief visit to Sochi at the end of January were far “more nuanced” than either side expected. 
As a result, both sides in the debate are now seeking to put their spin on it .

Attention in Russia to the report, which is only four pages long, was guaranteed last week when Kozak, who is responsible for overseeing the government’s building program in Sochi, invoked its then-unpublished findings to accuse Russian NGOs of taking “an unconstructive position” about the games 
“Judging from the report,” the Moscow paper says, the UNEP experts have attempted not to offend either the Russian powers that be or the ecologists,” something they were able to do by narrowing their examination of the environmental impact to that of transportation links. 
As a result, the UN experts satisfied neither group.

At the same time, however, the report provided ammunition for both sides to continue the fight. 
On the one hand, the UN experts said they had compiled it “on the basis of the literature they had part of which may not contain real data” and they suggested that “additional efforts” should be made to collect information on site.

But on the other, the UN called on “all interested sides, both officials and NGOs to more actively cooperative with one another,” a call that the powers that be are unlikely to heed given what Kozak has already said and that the environmental activists are likely to view as yet another indication of international support for their cause.

The report’s specific “key recommendations” are likely to provoke more arguments in Russia as well. 
They include a call for “the conducting of an all-embracing analysis of the general impact of the projects of Olympic and touristic objects on the eco-system and the creation of Center for Monitoring the Caucasus Ethno-Region.

The Russian enterprise for the development of the Olympic site, Olimpstroy, told “Nezavisimaya gazeta” that it had received exactly the same recommendations from the UN experts when they were in Sochi, and the enterprise spokesmen insisted that they were taking all necessary steps to implement them.

But Mikhail Kreyndlin, a senior official of Greenpeace Russia, told the Moscow daily that “the [UN] report somewhat disappointed [him].” He said he had “hoped that it would be more concrete and specific,” rather than limiting itself to generalities with which no one could disagree.

He was especially angry that the report had called for “dialogue” between the activist community and the government. 
Such conversations, Kreyndlin concluded, “make no sense because none of the decisions [Olimpstroy or the government says it has taken] are ever implemented.” Everything remains at the level of PR.
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Games Bids (Blog): Sochi 2014 - Environmental Issues, Official Quits
18 March 2010

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) is to question organizers of Sochi 2014 next month about their environmental record. 

The IOC reportedly said Thursday that its coordination panel overseeing Games preparations will visit Sochi April 13-15.

A United Nations (UN) environmental watchdog group strongly criticized Sochi officials this week as to reported ecosystems being damaged and wildlife habitats destroyed while building the Olympic Games infrastructure.

According to the UN report, the government-backed Sochi project has delayed decisions that could lessen the impact of construction work. Russia's government says it has taken notice of the concerns.

The IOC said it expects "the situation will be dealt with appropriately".

Meanwhile Deputy Sports Minister Gennady Alyoshin has quit, reports Reuters.

Alyoshin, responsible for elite and recreational sports, became the second high-ranking official to quit after Russia's dismal showing at last months Vancouver 2010 Games.

On March 3 Leonid Tyagachyov resigned as president of the Russian Olympic Committee (ROC).

Sports Minister Vitaly Mutko said he would stay on the job, reportedly vowing to improve fortunes in 2014 when Sochi hosts the next Winter Olympic Games.

The ROC's executive board will meet Wednesday to discuss Tyagachyov's successor
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Environmental Research Web (Blog): US to lobby for endangered species listing for polar bear
17 March 2010

It is a familiar story in the climate-change debate. The US government is at odds with the rest of the world and, despite criticism, wants other countries to change their minds and fall in line behind Uncle Sam.

This time, the tale comes with an unexpected twist. This weekend, the US will warn that the threat from climate change to the survival of the polar bear is so great that the world must grant it the highest possible protection.

At the meeting of the international body that regulates trade in animals, the US will push for a total ban on the sale and movement of polar bear products that are used for furs, rugs and taxidermy. 

Melting sea ice in the Arctic will kill thousands of bears in coming years, the US says, and continued commercial trade must not be allowed to make the situation worse. Other countries, including US neighbours and keen polar bear traders, Canada, disagree.

The US has put its proposal to the Convention on International Trade of Endangered Species (Cites), which meets every two-three years and tomorrow begins its 12-day meeting in Doha, Qatar. Governments from 175 countries will discuss dozens of such proposals, which could help determine the fate of, among others, elephants, tigers, rhinos and the world's dwindling stocks of bluefin tuna.

"2010 is a key year for biological diversity," said Achim Steiner, head of the United Nations Environment Programme, which runs Cites. 

"It is the year when the world was supposed to have reversed the rate of loss of our biodiversity. This has not happened. The international community must re-engage and renew its efforts to meet this goal. Cites is an important part of this response."

The US wants polar bears promoted to Cites appendix I, which brings an automatic ban on trade. In its proposal it says: "Sea ice changes will likely negatively impact polar bears by increasing energetic demands of seeking prey.

 As changes in habitat become more severe and seasonal rates of change more rapid, catastrophic mortality events that have yet to be realised on a large scale are expected to occur."

It adds: "A precautionary approach, which includes polar bears in Cites appendix I, is necessary to ensure that primarily commercial trade does not compound the threats posed to the species by loss of habitat."

Biologists reckon there are 20,000 to 25,000 polar bears in the Arctic, spread across 19 geographical sub-populations. 

Last year the polar bear specialist group of the International Union for Conservation of Nature said that numbers in eight of these groups were declining, three are stable and one, a group of under 300 animals around Canada's M'Clintock Channel, is increasing. The state of the other seven groups is unclear.

The US plan is backed by Egypt and Rwanda, but other nations, including Europe, are expected to vote against. Canada, which exports skins and products from about 300 polar bears legally shot each year, says the trade is insignificant compared to the threat of global warming.

There are also doubts about whether the polar bear meets the required criteria for appendix I listing. In its official response to the US proposal, the Cites secretariat recommend it is rejected. 

"The global population of polar bears does not appear to be small. The area of distribution of this species extends over several million square kilometres and is clearly not restricted at present," it says.

 "There is insufficient evidence that the species has undergone a marked decline in population size in the wild large enough."

The Cites meeting will also trigger a new round in a long-running debate about the sale of ivory harvested from African elephants.

 Trade in ivory was banned in 1989, though Cites has permitted one-off sales of government stocks from countries including Botswana, South Africa and Japan. 

The $20 m raised from the sales were channelled towards elephant conservation, but critics say they encourage poaching and illegal trade.

Tanzania and Zambia will this year push to be allowed a similar sale of ivory stocks, though other African nations such as Ghana, Kenya and Mali have signalled they will vote against the plan. All proposals need a two-thirds majority to pass.

Other Cites proposals include moves to control unregulated trade in corals and sharks, including the porbeagle, spiny dogfish and three species of hammerhead, as well as the proposed ban on bluefin tuna trade.

"The marine theme of this year's Cites conference is particularly striking," said Willem Wijnstekers, Cites secretary-general. 

"Cites is increasingly seen as a valuable tool to achieve the target of restoring depleted fish stocks by 2015 to levels that can produce the maximum sustainable yield."

Not all the proposals reflect shrinking biodiversity. Mexico and Egypt want to relax Cites controls on local species of crocodile they argue have recovered sufficiently in the wild.

Monaco has proposed adding the bluefin tuna to Cites appendix 1, which brings an automatic ban in trade.

The giant fish can grow to 3 m and weigh more than half a tonne. Much sought after as a delicacy and for sushi, a single fish reportedly sold earlier this year for $120,000.

Populations in the Atlantic and Mediterranean have crashed in recent decades and there is no sign that efforts to introduce more sustainable fishing practices have slowed the decline. Scientists say stocks are about 15% of what they were before industrial fishing began.

The proposed change is backed by the US and Europe, which wants a 12-month delay on any trade ban. 

Japan has indicated it may opt out from Cites controls if it is passed. It wants bluefin conservation to be managed by regional fishery bodies and blames the fish decline on European countries for setting unrealistic quotas and ignoring illegal fishing.
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Mongobay (Blog): High Arctic species plummeting across the board, others Arctic residents on the rise
18 March 2010

Between 1970 and 2004 species populations in the high Arctic have declined by 26 percent, according to the first report by the Arctic Species Trend Index (ASTI). 

While this may be a natural cycle, scientists are concerned that environmental impacts such as climate change are worsening natural population fluctuations in the high Arctic. Declining species include lemmings, red knot, and caribou. 

"Rapid changes to the Arctic’s ecosystems will have consequences for the Arctic that will be felt globally. The Arctic is host to abundant and diverse wildlife populations, many of which migrate annually from all regions of the globe. 

This region acts as a critical component in the Earth’s physical, chemical, and biological regulatory system," lead-author Louise McRae from the Zoological Society of London (ZSL) said in a press release.

Some migratory species are also on the decline, such as Arctic shorebirds. However, researchers are uncertain whether this is due to changes in the Arctic or to migration stops in the south. 

"Migratory Arctic species such as brent goose, dunlin and turnstone are regular visitors to the UK’s shores. 
We need to sit up and take notice of what’s happening in other parts of the world if we want to continue to experience a diversity of wildlife on our own doorstep," Louise McRae adds. 

Loss of sea ice is also a concern for a number of high Arctic species, such as polar bears, narwhales, and ringed seals, all of employ sea ice in one way or another to survive. Studies have shown declines in polar bear populations in some areas. 

However, the news is not all gloomy. When all the Arctic biomes are included—high Arctic (most northerly), low Arctic (between high and sub), and sub Arctic (most southern)—species populations have actually risen by 16 percent in the past 34 years.

Marine animals in the low Arctic, such as bowheads and sea otters, have rebounded after regulations have successfully protected them from overharvesting and overfishing. 
Marine fish biomass has also increased in the North Pacific, which researchers speculate is due to warming waters. 

However, in the sub Arctic species peaked in the 1980s and then began to decline. 

"The establishment of these results comes at a crucial time for finding accurate indicators to monitor global biodiversity as governments strive to meet their targets of reducing biodiversity loss," says co-author Christoph Zöckler from the UNEP-World Conservation Monitoring Centre. 

The Arctic Species Trend Index measured populations of nearly a 1,000 Arctic vertebrates, approximately 35 percent of the regions' vertebrates.
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Asian Tribune (Sweden): Bangkok celebrates: UN World Water Day on March 22
19 March 2010

The United Nations will celebrate World Water Day on March 22 at the United Nations Conference Centre in Bangkok, placing special attention on water quality with the theme “Clean Water for a Healthy World’.

The event, organized jointly by the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), features a panel discussion on: Challenges and Trends on Clean Water for a Healthy World in Asia. 

The panel, including UN representatives, government officials, and other experts - will focus on opportunities for industries, governments and international organizations as well as civil society to work together to improve the quality of water for a better living environment.

The experiences and good practices discussed during the panel discussion will reflect various initiatives undertaken at all levels -- local, national, regional and global. 

The panel will also examine the urgent need to step up research, monitoring and assessment of water quality; taking an integrated approach to manage water resources using the river basin as a management unit.

World Water Day observance will also include an exhibition featuring information on market solutions and other initiatives to improve water quality.

 The exhibition aims to encourage governments, organizations, communities, and individuals in Asia-Pacific to engage in proactively addressing water quality in pollution prevention, particularly in river clean up and rehabilitation.

The World Water Day was established by the United Nations General Assembly in 1992 with the objective to increase public awareness on the value of water and to promote sustainable use of water resources.
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Le monde (France): Pour les JO de Sotchi, l'emploi passe avant l'environnement
17 March 2010

Sotchi s'est défendue, mercredi 17 mars, contre un rapport de l'ONU (PDF en anglais) critiquant la lenteur russe à mettre en œuvre des décisions destinées à protéger l'environnement dans cette région, où doivent se dérouler les Jeux olympiques d'hiver en 2014.

"L'environnement est toujours affecté par l'organisation d'une manifestation comme les JO", a reconnu Eduard Mercey, un des responsables du département des relations extérieures de Sotchi, en marge du 21e Mipim (Marché international des professionnels de l'immobilier) de Cannes, où la délégation russe est venue en force. 
Mais, souligne M. Mercey, "le plus important" c'est que "les Jeux olympiques d'hiver de 2014 créent beaucoup d'emplois avec l'apparition de nouvelles infrastructures, notamment routières".

Publié mardi, le rapport établi par le Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (PNUE) pointe la lenteur de "la mise en œuvre de décisions prises au niveau politique, afin de réduire et de compenser l'impact des projets olympiques et touristiques". 
Tardent ainsi "l'agrandissement du parc national de Sotchi ; le renforcement du niveau de protection des zones les plus fragiles (...) ; l'installation de nouvelles zones protégées, en particulier le long de la côte de la mer Noire". 
En outre, le rapport reproche aux autorités russes de ne pas prendre en compte "les effets cumulatifs et synergiques des différents projets sur les écosystèmes de la région de Sotchi et de sa population".

Bénéficiant du soutien appuyé de Vladimir Poutine, les JO de Sotchi suscitent inquiétudes et polémiques. Retard des chantiers, impact sur l'environnement, expulsions d'habitants... sont autant de préoccupations pour les observateurs.
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Branchez-Vous (Canada): Jeux de Sotchi: l'ONU interpelle la Russie à en faire plus pour l'environnement

17 March 2010

Le Programme des Nations Unies pour l'environnement (PNUE) a publié un rapport dans lequel il avertit les autorités russes quant aux impacts environnementaux des Jeux olympiques d'hiver de Sotchi en 2014.

Selon l'organisme de l'ONU, il y a un réel besoin de mieux évaluer l'impact des Jeux de Sotchi sur l'écosystème local et de mettre en place des mesures d'atténuation appropriées. 

Le rapport indique notamment que les autorités russes ont fait des évaluations sur les impacts, mais qu'elles «ne prennent pas en compte les effets cumulatifs et synergiques des différents projets sur les écosystèmes de la région de Sotchi et de sa population». 
Les sites olympiques sont en cours de construction dans cette ville de la mer Noire.

Des responsables du PNUE, qui ont visité la région entre le 28 et 30 janvier dernier, estiment que la mise en ?uvre de plans d'atténuation a été trop longue. 

La critique vise entre autres la création de nouvelles aires protégées sur la côte de la mer Noire ainsi que la protection des zones humides et des routes migratoires des oiseaux. 

La protection des principaux types d'habitats naturels pour la faune et l'agrandissement du Parc national de Sotchi sont aussi visés par les critiques de l'organisation.

Sur le site de l'ONU, le PNUE résume la situation.
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Afrol (Senegal): Proyecto de energía solar "estudia ubicarse en Sáhara Occidental"
17 March 2010

Un gigantesco proyecto de energía solar en Sáhara, que podría proporcionar a Europa el 15% de sus necesidades de electricidad, ha sido criticado por no revelar donde se propone establecer su proyecto piloto. 
Ante el silencio del consorcio Desertec, se teme que su ubicación será en el territorio de Sáhara Occidental ocupado por Marruecos. 

Con sede en Alemania, la Sociedad para los Pueblos Amenazados (GfbV) está exigiendo que el director ejecutivo de Desertec, Paul von Son, revele dónde se ubicará el proyecto piloto del gigantesco plan. 
Von Son ha mantenido conversaciones con el Ministerio de Energía de Marruecos sobre la puesta en marcha de la primera fase de la iniciativa, con unos gastos previstos de 400 millones de dólares. 

En declaraciones a la prensa alemana, el líder de Desertec sólo ha revelado que el proyecto piloto se desarrollará en una zona costera de Marruecos, sin precisar más datos.

Ulrich Delius, investigador de África en GfbV, muestra su temor de que esto sólo pueda significar una ubicación dentro del territorio de Sáhara Occidental ocupado por Marruecos, "porque sólo allí existen todavía grandes áreas sin explotar cerca de la costa". 
La mayor parte de la costa marroquí que sería adecuada para el proyecto se encuentra densamente poblada o reservada para el desarrollo del turismo. 

El grupo alemán de defensa de los derechos humanos está pidiendo el apoyo de Desertec para asegurarse de que el consorcio energético no establezca plantas de energía solar en Sáhara Occidental. 
Entre los apoyos con los que cuenta Desertec destacan Rainer Brüderle, ministro alemán de Economía, y el profesor Klaus Toepfer, ex director del Programa de Naciones Unidas para Medio Ambiente (PNUMA). 

Toepfer, a principios de este mes, pasó a convertirse en "asesor estratégico" de Desertec. Su misión es la de asegurar que el gigantesco proyecto cuente con los beneficios de distintos socios estratégicos en Europa, así como también en Oriente Medio y el Norte de África.
 "Es vital garantizar que los países en los que la electricidad se produce a partir de energías renovables también se benefician en gran medida. Esta será mi papel", ha puntualizado Toepfer.

Por su parte, el ministro Brüderle también prometió su apoyo completo a Desertec a través de los programas de promoción de exportaciones que gestiona su Ministerio. 
El consorcio Desertec incluye a algunas de las grandes empresas más conocidas de Alemania, como Deutsche Bank y Siemens y las principales empresas de energía del país, como E.on y RWE. También el grupo suizo-sueco ABB forma parte del equipo. 

Desertec planea instalar un gran número de paneles solares en gran parte del desierto del Sahara dentro de un gigantesco plan que pretende producir hasta el 15 por ciento de la electricidad que necesita actualmente Europa.
 En estos momentos, se están elaborando planes para pasar por el sur de España, lo que significaría atravesar Marruecos por el Estrecho de Gibraltar. 

Desde el lanzamiento de los planes de Desertec, el proyecto ha recibido un apoyo total en Alemania. Pero la compañía hasta el momento ha revelado muy poca información sobre sus planes concretos de localización. 
En un principio, las ideas originales indicaban que los centros de producción primaria de energía solar podrían incluir Argelia, Mauritania, Malí y Libia. 

Pero entre las localidades más cercanas conectadas a la red eléctrica se encuentra Sáhara Occidental. En una carta remitida a afrol News, GfbV pide ahora el ministro Brüderle el apoyo del gobierno alemán para que Desertec de una garantía de que el territorio ocupado por Marruecos no será explotado. 

"Hasta ahora, el gobierno federal alemán ha sido consciente a la hora de no apoyar inversiones y proyectos en Sáhara Occidental", ha escrito la organización al ministro alemán de Economía. 
"Para seguir respetar el derecho internacional y el derecho a la libre autodeterminación de los saharauis, significa que esta cuidadosa política alemana hacia Marruecos debe continuar", concluye la carta.
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IPCC in the News
Epoch Times (US): IPCC’s Review Panel’s Impartiality under Fire
18 March 2010

Talk about letting the fox into the chicken coop.

After growing concern over the number of errors contained in the IPCC’s 2007 Fourth Assessment Report (FAR) and on the fact that many of its key findings were not peer-reviewed but based on magazine articles and pamphlets from environmental groups, environment ministers from around the world called for the convening of a panel to review the world’s top climate science panel.

The review panel was appointed earlier this month by none other than Dr. Rajendra Pachauri, chairman of the IPCC, and Ban Ki-moon, secretary-general of the United Nations, not exactly paragons of objectivity.

That is the same Dr. Pachauri who has continued to maintain that the worst examples of errors contained in the report are trivial and the same Ban Ki-moon who declared just before the Copenhagen summit that if Copenhagen failed the world was doomed. 

Furthermore, Dr. Pachauri’s own credibility is under attack due to a perceived conflict of interest: He is accused of making a fortune from his links with carbon trading companies.

TAINTED DATA

So what exactly is the review panel’s mandate? It has been assigned four key tasks:

· Analyze the IPCC process, including links with other U.N. agencies;

· Review the use of non-peer reviewed sources and data and evaluate its process to ensure quality control;

· Assess how the full range of scientific views are managed in fact and to recommend changes; and

· Review IPCC communications with the public and the media.

Unfortunately, during their announcement of the review panel last week, Ban Ki-moon reiterated his view “that the case for man-made global warming is sound,” and Dr. Pachauri said, “We believe the conclusions of the IPCC report are really beyond any reasonable doubt.”

In other words, the review panel will be hamstrung from the get go because it must take for granted that the substance of the 2007 report is robust—an idea that many scientists are now questioning. 

Eighteen key areas—which lie at the heart of the “warmist” science—have now been challenged, the latest, the claim that the Amazon rain forest is especially vulnerable to very minor changes in temperatures, having been thoroughly discredited due to contaminated data and poor analysis.

To further undermine the legitimacy of the review panel, the review is being conducted by the Inter-Academy Council—a representative body for a number of national academies of science, almost all of which are committed to the climate change cause. It will also be headed by the Council’s co-chairman, 

Professor Robbert Dijkgraaf, a professor of mathematical physics at the University of Amsterdam, who recently suggested on Dutch radio that the science around climate change is settled and that there is nothing substantially wrong with the 2007 report.

Suggestions have been made that the review panel’s recommendations, when it releases its report expected in August, are a foregone conclusion: it will recommend that Dr. Pachauri be removed as chairman, that the process to ensure quality be cleaned up, but that the science behind climate change is indeed settled. 

It will also likely repeat the Ban Ki-moon line that a few “problem” paragraphs in a 3,000 page document do not lead to the conclusion that the substance of the 2007 assessment is wrong. 

Gerald Warner, a columnist with The Telegraph in London, England, has written that these conclusions would be “not only a whitewash but one in which the paint is spread so thinly as to be transparent.”

Many in the science and public policy community are hoping for a completely different conclusion, one that reflects a more open, self-reflective, and critical review of all aspects of the science of climate change, untainted by the political agenda of those lobbying for green policies and the “green economy.” 

Professor Mike Hulme, of the University of East Anglia Climate Research Unit, for example, has suggested that the IPCC’s tendency to politicize climate change science has also helped to foster a more authoritarian and exclusive form of scientific knowledge production—just at a time when a globalizing and wired cosmopolitan culture is demanding of science something much more open and inclusive. 

Suggesting that the IPCC may have run its course, he recommended a more open approach to the science, including making extensive use of the tools of social media.

IPCC’S DEATH KNELL?

But whatever the panel reports, any attempt to “whitewash” the IPCC will be its death knell. 

Large numbers of people from around the world now see climate science and the politics of climate mitigation as so tainted and corrupted by vested interests that they will not countenance any recommendations that perpetuate current practice with only some slight modifications.

Rather than review the IPCC processes, the panel should have been mandated to suggest to the environment ministers how they can extract themselves from the quagmire they have created by their own relentless pursuit of public policy based on one-sided “science.” 

Until it becomes normal practice to demand an analysis of all evidence from all viewpoints, the ministers will continue to be in danger of implementing costly and unproven policies based on magazine articles, environmental brochures, and anecdotal evidence. Ministers must demand a broader range of views on which to base their decisions.
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Progress Online (UK): Climate change ad complaints were mostly thrown out
18 March 2010

Yesterday's ruling by the Advertising Standards Authority on DECC's climate change ads is being flown as a flag of victory by climate change deniers. But while the media fell for this misleading spin, winning the headlines was the only victory that the deniers can really claim.

Far from supporting their extreme views, the ASA actually threw out 9 out of the 10 objections placed by the climate changes deniers.

In fact, the only one of the deniers' points that the ASA upheld related to a technical point about the resolution of the climate models that the predictions of extreme weather events in the UK are based on - while the models are clear that the chance of more frequent heavy rainfall and heatwaves over most parts of the world is more than 90 per cent, it's much more difficult to make specific predictions about small geographical regions such as the UK.

 Beyond that however, the ASA agreed that there is extremely strong evidence for human induced climate change, that there are no national or international bodies with climate science expertise that disagree, that the CO2 was coming from ordinary everyday things like keeping houses warm and driving cars and that images of a drought and flood-ridden future were not misleading. In other words, the ASA agreed with the view of the IPCC and most green groups.

But while yesterday's headlines were frustrating, for those of us who have been arguing for climate action to be at the heart of the next manifesto, neither this nor the recent ‘climategate' should push us off track. 

We've known for some time (and I've argued elsewhere) that we need a different approach to the environment if we're to move the mass population to act. This new approach needs to focus on the wider benefits that come from pro-environmental behaviour - using the need to act on climate change, as an excuse to bring about the wider changes that as progressives we really want to make. 

Surely even the most hardcore climate deniers would find it hard to argue that it's wrong to insulate people's homes so that they are warmer and have lower bills? 

That we shouldn't be making the UK economy fit to compete in the 21st century by investing in new technologies and new industries? Or that we don't need to rethink our energy supply so that we are less reliant upon oil imported from unstable parts of the world?

Cast in this light, the real problem with DECC's ads is that they talked about climate change at all. It really doesn't matter if you believe the scientific evidence that climate change is real or not - most of the actions we need to take to reduce our carbon emissions are also the right things to do if we're to flourish in the modern world. 
And we'll know we have got our environmental policies and campaigns right when they're so compelling that the deniers don't even spot that they're green.
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American Thinker (US): Global Warming on Trial
19 March 2010

In 2005, the late Dr. Michael Crichton wrote a book of fiction called State of Fear. The plot of the storyline is the exposé of the fraudulent science behind the global warming theory in the middle of a fictitious court case. 

The book was a bestseller, and in a strange twist of circumstances, it landed Dr. Crichton in front of a Senate committee. Now it seems that life is indeed imitating art.

In the past few years, there have been many court cases concerning the actions of governments to the alleged threat of global warming.

The latest has been filed by Texas against the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) with respect to the Endangerment Finding of Carbon Dioxide (CO2).

Texas has filed two petitions in federal court. The first is a request for review of the endangerment finding, which is intended to examine the science behind global warming. The second is a petition for reconsideration of the finding. 

These court cases were brought about in the wake of the Climategate scandal. Climategate has revealed that significant portions of the Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)'s Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) were based on fraudulent science. 

The crux of the matter is that the EPA based the endangerment finding on the now-discredited IPCC report. To date, the IPCC have admitted to two significant erroneous claims. 

First, they admitted to the fact that the Himalayan glaciers are not melting away, and secondly, they have stated that the claim of the trends of natural disasters attributed to global warming is overstated. 

Subsequently, the IPCC have been prompted to publicly state that they are reviewing their own quality assurance procedures in light of these admissions. 

But now all of this is going to be examined in a court of law. It should be noted that the laws of governments and the laws of science differ very significantly. For example, governments can repeal laws, like in the case of prohibition. 

By contrast, science cannot repeal the law of gravity. It is this kind of cold, hard fact that lawyers typically are not used to dealing with. If the case of Texas versus the EPA is decided on the scientific facts, as it should be, then the EPA will lose.

So what are the facts? The two graphs below show the transmittance of two gasses in the Infrared (IR) wavelength. One is CO2, and the other is water vapor (H2O).

 The dips in these graphs show where the two substances absorb the IR energy. Clearly, H2O absorbs more than ten times the amount of energy in the IR spectrum as does CO2. 

Furthermore, H2O is more than one hundred times more abundant in the atmosphere than CO2. 
The conclusion is that H2O is more than one thousand times as potent a greenhouse gas (GHG) as CO2.With such immutable facts facing the EPA, how will they explain their stance that CO2 is a greater danger to the public than water vapor? What's sauce for the goose should be sauce for the gander.  

Scientific honesty is at the very heart of the global warming debate, and it will likely be the centerpiece for the legal questions to be presented in the dramatic setting of a federal courtroom. 

The weakness of the endangerment finding stops not with these two graphs, but with the entire methodology used in producing all of the IPCC reports, including AR4, on which the finding was based.  

In Senate testimony to the Committee on Environment and Public Works, Dr. Crichton stated that the verification techniques used in climate research did not meet the basic standard of independent verification. In explaining the scientific method to the committee, Dr. Crichton stated the following:

In essence, science is nothing more than a method of inquiry. The method says an assertion is valid -- and merits universal acceptance -- only if it can be independently verified. The impersonal rigor of the method means it is utterly apolitical. 

A truth in science is verifiable whether you are black or white, male or female, old or young. It's verifiable whether you like the results of a study, or you don't.

He went on to say:

For a person with a medical background, accustomed to this degree of rigor in research, the protocols of climate science appear considerably more relaxed. In climate science, it's permissible for raw data to be "touched," or modified, by many hands. 

Gaps in temperature and proxy records are filled in. Suspect values are deleted because a scientist deems them erroneous. A researcher may elect to use parts of existing records, ignoring other parts.

 But the fact that the data has been modified in so many ways inevitably raises the question of whether the results of a given study are wholly or partially caused by the modifications themselves.

Now that the horse is out, the IPCC is trying to close the barn door by establishing some sort of scientific standard in the wake of significant errors found in the AR4. Better late than never, or maybe not -- at least as far as the court case against the EPA is concerned. 

In February of this year, the IPCC stated the following:

GENEVA, 4 February 2010 

Materials relevant to IPCC Reports, in particular, information about the experiences and practices of the private sector in mitigation and adaptation activities, are also found in sources that have not been published or peer-reviewed (e.g., industry journals, internal organizational publications, non-peer reviewed reports or working papers of research institutions, proceedings of workshops, etc.). 
A lot of relevant information appears also in government reports and publications from international organizations. 
To make all references used in IPCC Reports easily accessible and to ensure that the IPCC process remains open and transparent, additional procedures have been agreed for the use of such sources, often referred to as "grey literature". 

Authors who wish to include information from a non-published/non-peer-reviewed source, are requested to critically assess and review the quality and validity of each source before incorporating results into an IPCC Report.

But even this standard of accepting "grey literature" does not meet basic standards of publication in scientific journals or government technical memorandums. 

For example, the National Marine Fisheries Service states the following concerning literature cited in professional papers: "Literature cited comprises published works and those accepted for publication in peer-reviewed literature (in press)."

The EPA will have to explain why it was willing to accept substandard work to establish the endangerment finding. 

Their lawyers will have to explain why they accepted work that states within the pages of the AR4 an admission of guilt to the sin of data-manipulation. In table 6.1, it states the following: "All reconstructions, therefore, involve a degree of compromise with regard to the specific choice of 'target' or dependent variable." 

In English, this means that the data were manipulated to achieve a predetermined "target." This hardly sounds like science...more like fiction. 

They say that the difference between reality and fiction is that fiction has to make sense. Maybe that explains the content of the leaked e-mail from Tim Osborn to the now-discredited Dr. Phil Jones of the Climate Research Unit at East Anglia University in Great Britain. 

This e-mail sent on December 13, 2005 discusses ways to manipulate Antarctic data to achieve an outcome that "makes sense" with respect to tropical data.

Even if you do something to sort out the problem at the S. Pole, how about the isolated boxes around the coast of Antarctica, which will be given much less weight than an isolated box in the tropics which might also have only 1 station in.

The e-mail goes on to say that Antarctic data should be given only 79% of its true value: "Perhaps put it in every fourth box, giving a weighting of 0.79 (bit less than tropical, which is reasonable for spatial correlation reasons)?"

By giving greater weight to the tropical data, you can achieve your "target" of global warming...even if it's only fiction.
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Other Environment News
BBC News:Tuna defeat's hypocritical roots 

18 March 2010
The frustration of conservation groups at the outcome of Thursday's tuna trade discussions was almost palpable. 
The proposal to ban international trade in the Atlantic bluefin discussed at the UN Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) meeting - tabled by Monaco and backed by all of the important conservation organisations working on the issue around the Mediterranean - fell by a substantial majority. 
The numbers (described in the news story linked above) are a bit complex because there were actually two votes, but basically delegations voted against the proposal by almost two to one. 
Recall that passing a CITES motion necessitates gaining a two-thirds majority, and it's clear just how far short the numbers fell. 

and ensure catches remain below danger levels. They are the Regional Fisheries Management Organisations; the one in question here is the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (Iccat). 
So poorly has this body performed its task (it was declared a "disgrace" by an indepenent performance review two years ago) that conservationists have another way of interpreting its initials - the International Conspiracy to Catch All Tunas. 

And it was in frustration with Iccat's annual habit of setting quotas higher than its scientists recommended (they have advised zero quotas for the last few years) that conservationists turned to a CITES ban as an alternative way of reducing the catch. 
Well, it hasn't worked; and there are perhaps three major reasons why. 
Firstly, there is the issue of consistency. 
The largest bloc supporting the bid was the European Union. 
If it is so keen to see vast reductions in tuna catches, it could accomplish this through Iccat. Instead it gets the largest share of the annual tuna catch from the Mediterranean, and as recently as the last Iccat meeting was lobbying hard against the moratorium that its own scientists had recommended. 
The EU is deeply divided on the issue, with the tuna-fishing countries of Italy, Spain, and France routinely deploying the argument that its fishermen would suffer under a moratorium. 

Japan- the largest bluefin consumer by a distance - has argued that it is up to the EU to put Iccat in order, rather than using a body such as CITES designed to restrict trade in endangered species. 
It is a convenient argument for Japan to make; but the EU's position - giving bigger catch quotas with one hand and demanding a trade ban with the other - is so obviously inconsistent as to give it added legitimacy. 
(A sign of frustration with the EU's bloc-voting strictures emerged in the day's second vote. The 27 countries were supposed to abstain on this - it sought a stronger ban than the EU had collectively decided to back - but in the secret ballot, I've been told, the UK and possibly some other EU nations as well defied the common position and voted with their consciences - a move with politically explosive potential.) 
You might think that in lobbying against a CITES ban, the tuna fishers are proof of the argument that turkeys can indeed vote for Christmas, as they will have nothing to catch if the bluefin population continues to fall; you might think they would have been lobbying for a suspension rather than against it. 
And this is the second point: fisheries economics isn't as simple as that, particularly in the modern era when big vessels can traverse wide tracts of ocean in search of new hauls. 

As a commodity becomes scarcer, the price goes up; investing the extra short-term revenue accrued, at favourable interest rates, can be more profitable than cutting catches to ensure a sustainable fishery. 
Sometimes - this is the real world, after all - fishermen also gain financial compensation from their governments if they have to scrap the ships that brought the resource to its knees in the first place. 
The end of the line is sometimes a profitable place to be. 
The third issue is that in a sense, what countries were arguing about here isn't fish but the universal cake. 
The cake can be anything desirable. In the climate change arena, it's the atmosphere's "emissions space"; in fisheries, it's the total catch available. 
It is the tragedy of the commons, with nations as the actors. 
Always, the proponents of restriction argue for scaling down the size of the cake. 

Always, the national interest expresses itself in trying to increase the size of that country's share of the cake. 
The results are entirely predictable. 
In recent years, new countries have entered the annual Mediterranean tuna race - North African countries such as Libya and Tunisia that now have enough capacity to catch a year's worth of bluefin if EU nations pulled out. 
Any nation is allowed to exempt itself from CITES rulings; Japan had indicated it would exempt itself from a tuna trade ban, which meant that if North African nations did the same, the legal trade from the Med to Japan would have continued with no net impact other than on EU fleets which would now be out of the race. 
These concerns led to the EU supporting only a weakened version of the CITES resolution that would have deferred the tuna ban for a year, and that could have been lifted without ever coming into effect if Iccat were to adopt measures considered to put the fishery on the road to recovery. 
The report that labelled Iccat as a "disgrace" really saved its ire for member governments that routinely undermine the organisation's conservation mandate, not least by turning a blind eye to dodgy activities (such as going over quota, and even fishing illegally) by their national fleets: "Iccat's failure to meet its objectives is due in large part to the lack of compliance by many of its CPCs (member governements)... CPCs have consistently failed to... implement monitoring, control and surveillance arrangements on nationals and national companies." 
And why have national authorities not been in the habit of persecuting such matters? Because each country's agents could argue - and they were right - that all the others were doing it too, and asked themselves: why should those foreigners get a bigger slice of the cake? 
The real irony here is that the North African competition only flourished because European companies (with the blessing of member governments, as is necessary) allowed and even encouraged it. 
As the same report concluded: "Developed states use foreign investment rules to place excess or additional capacity owned by their nationals or companies under the flag of developing Contracting Parties. In many cases these developing countries have inadequate monitoring, control and surveillance (MCS) arrangements..." 

So what happens now? 

As Jane Lyder, acting head of the US delegation at the CITES meeting in Doha, said: 

"The responsibility is now on Iccat to manage the fishery in a sustainable manner. The world will be watching." 
But not, presumably, holding its breath.
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Reuters: Bluefin tuna trade ban fails to pass
18 March 2010

Efforts to protect the Atlantic bluefin tuna suffered a blow on Thursday when dozens of countries voted against a trade ban, drawing condemnation from environmental groups.

At the 175-nation meeting of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) in Doha, 68 countries, opposed a proposal from Monaco for a trade ban, while 20 governments voted in favor and 30 abstained, the environmental organization WWF said.

Stocks of Atlantic bluefin tuna, prized as a delicacy in Japan, have plunged more than 80 percent since 1970, according to CITES. Japan imports about 80 percent of the catch.

A single fish can weigh up to 650 kg (1,433 lb) and fetch more than $100,000. The fish is found in the north Atlantic and also in the Mediterranean and the Gulf of Mexico.

"The abject failure of governments here at CITES to protect Atlantic bluefin tuna spells disaster for its future and sets the species on a pathway to extinction," said Greenpeace International Oceans Campaigner Oliver Knowles.

France, Italy and Spain catch most of the tuna consumed by the global market.

In 2009, a quota of 19,950 metric tons of tuna was set by the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas, but many fish are caught live in nets, transferred to farms and fattened before slaughter.

"The market for this fish is just too lucrative and the pressure from fishing interests too great, for enough governments to support a truly sustainable future for the fish," said Susan Lieberman, director of international policy for the Pew Environment Group.

France had said it would support a total ban on global trade in bluefin tuna, but only after an 18-month delay.

The French farm and environment ministries said on Thursday, given the failure to agree on a ban, they would press for tuna to be added to the CITES list of threatened species.

The CITES conference will vote on about 40 proposals for regulating trade in species including sharks, coral, elephants and polar bears.
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BBC News: Bluefin tuna ban proposal meets rejection
18 March 2010

A proposal to ban international trade in Atlantic bluefin tuna, which is a sushi mainstay in Japan, has been rejected by a UN wildlife meeting.

Thursday's decision occurred after Japan, Canada and many poor nations opposed the measure on the grounds it would devastate fishing economies. 

Monaco tabled the plan at the meeting of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES). 

Stocks have fallen by about 85% since the industrial fishing era began. 

Monaco argued that the organisation responsible for managing the bluefin fishery - the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (Iccat) - had not implemented measures strict enough to ensure the species' survival. 

Scientists and campaigners working with conservation organisations were disappointed with the outcome. 

"We think it is quite a blow," said Glenn Sant, leader of the global marine programme with Traffic, the international wildlife trade monitoring network.

"Iccat has not been able to demonstrate that it is able to implement procedures that will lead to [the bluefin's] recovery. 

"There was really no question that it met the [scientific] criteria for listing," he told BBC News from the conference in Doha, Qatar. 

"Listing" is the technical term for imposing restriction on international trade through CITES. 

Bluefin tuna was slated for listing on Appendix One - a complete ban. 

Mr Sant was a member of the expert panel convened last year by the UN Food and Agriculture Organization to examine whether the Atlantic bluefin's plight was severe enough to meet Appendix One criteria. 

A majority of the panel believed it did, though consensus was not achieved. Earlier, Iccat's scientific advisers had concluded a trade ban was justified. 

UK defiance

The US, which supported and lobbied for the ban, also described the outcome as "disappointing". 

"Today's vote was a setback for the Atlantic bluefin tuna," said Tom Strickland, head of the nation's CITES delegation. 

"But we will keep fighting to ensure that the fishery is managed sustainably, so that future generations may see it return to health." 

US officials said they would be pressing governments to live up to promises to control fishing through Iccat.

Japan - the principal bluefin-consuming nation - had made its opposition to the proposal clear before the CITES meeting started. 

It argues that commercial fisheries should be managed through bodies such as Iccat. 

The debate - described by one observer as "passionate" - saw two votes. 

The first, on an EU amendment that weakened the original Monaco proposal but still endorsed the ban, was defeated by 72 votes to 43 in a secret ballot. 

(The EU is supposed to vote as a bloc in these negotiations. Nations with active tuna fleets such as France, Italy and Spain had been unwilling to support an outright, immediate ban.) 

The vote on the original motion then went down by 68 votes to 20. 

In theory, EU nations had to to abstain on the second vote as not all delegates had authority from their governments to vote for it. 

However, some - including the UK - did support the motion, BBC News has learned - a move that potentially risks sanctions from the European Commission. 

Bear facts

Sue Lieberman, director of international policy with the Pew Environment Group, suggested lobbying from the fishing industry was ultimately responsible for the defeat. 

"This meeting presented a golden opportunity for governments to take a stand against overfishing, and too many governments failed to do so," she said. 

"The market for this fish is just too lucrative, and the pressure from fishing interests too great, for enough governments to support a truly sustainable future for the fish." 

CITES votes can be reviewed on the meeting's final day, but the substantial margin of defeat suggests this one will not be. 

Earlier in the day, a US-sponsored motion seeking to ban international trade in products made from polar bears was also defeated. 

Opponents argued that the species' main threat was not trade, but climate change. Some conservation groups - including Traffic - did not support the proposal, therefore. 

There were also concerns that banning the trade might hurt indigenous peoples around the Arctic who sometimes hunt the bears for meat.
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NY Times (US):U.N. Rejects Export Ban on Atlantic Bluefin Tuna

18 March 2010

Delegates at a United Nations conference on endangered species in Doha, Qatar, soundly defeated American-supported proposals on Thursday to ban international trade in bluefin tuna and to protect polar bears.

Atlantic and Mediterranean stocks of bluefin, a fish prized especially by Japanese sushi lovers for its fatty belly flesh, have been severely depleted by years of heavy commercial fishing, while polar bears are considered threatened by hunting and the loss of sea ice because of global warming. 

The United States tried unsuccessfully to persuade delegates to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, or Cites, to provide strong international protection for the two species. 

“It wasn’t a very good day for conservation,” said Juan Carlos Vásquez, a spokesman for the United Nations organization. “It shows the governments are not ready to adopt trade bans as a way to protect species.” 

Delegates voted down the proposal to protect bluefin by 68 to 20, with 30 abstentions. The polar bear measure failed by 62 to 48, with 11 abstentions. 

The rejection of the bluefin proposal was a clear victory for the Japanese government, which had vowed to go all out to stop the measure or else exempt itself from complying with it. 
Japan, which consumes nearly 80 percent of the bluefin catch, argued that the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas, or Iccat, should be responsible for regulating the fishery, not the United Nations. European Union nations, whose fleets are most responsible for the overfishing of bluefin, abstained from voting in the second round after their own watered-down proposal was rejected. 

American officials expressed disappointment in the vote, but said they would keep trying in various international forums to protect the tuna and the bears. 

“The bluefin tuna is an iconic fish species,” said Tom Strickland, assistant secretary of the interior for fish and wildlife and parks. “The science is compelling, the statistics are dramatic. That species is in spectacular decline.” 

He said that the United States had recently declared the polar bear population to be threatened by loss of its sea ice habitat to melting. The Interior Department, he said, had designated 200,000 acres of Arctic ice as critical habitat in need of protection. 

“We believe the bear is under great pressure,” he said from Washington. “It should not be traded internationally.” 

Canada, Greenland and several indigenous communities, which led the effort to defeat the proposal to protect the polar bear, contended that the bear population was healthy and that it could sustain limited hunting and trade in pelts and body parts. 

While there is near-universal agreement that the bluefin stocks are in danger, Japan’s argument resonated with other fishing nations, which were uneasy about what would have been the first intrusion of the endangered species convention into a major commercial fishery. 

But Iccat’s own record on managing the fish is widely seen as unsuccessful: the bluefin population has declined by roughly 80 percent since 1970. And while the organization, which has no effective enforcement mechanism, can set quotas, it has set the catch above the level that its own scientists say is safe to ensure the health of the species. 

A senior Japanese official said that his country shared the international concern about bluefin stocks, but that the Atlantic fisheries agency was the proper body to regulate its trade, not the United Nations convention. 

Masanori Miyahara, chief counselor of the Fisheries Agency of Japan, said after the vote that Japan would now be under pressure to abide by Iccat’s new, lower quotas for bluefin harvesting, according to The Associated Press. Iccat moved in November to reduce the bluefin quota to 13,500 tons from 22,000 tons for this year, and said that if stocks were not rebuilt by 2022 it would consider closing some areas. 

“I feel more responsibility to work for the recovery of the species,” Mr. Miyahara said, The A.P. reported. “So it’s kind of a heavy decision for Japan, too.” 

Thursday’s vote was the second time Japan had defeated a proposal to protect bluefin. A similar proposal by Sweden failed at the 1992 Cites meeting in Kyoto, Japan. 

Mr. Vásquez said it was technically possible for member nations to revisit the votes before the conference ended next Thursday, but that there was little likelihood that either measure would be resurrected. 

Attention at the Doha conference will now turn to proposals to protect sharks and elephants. 

The United States, the Micronesian state of Palau and the European Union are among nations proposing that several species of sharks be listed under Appendix 2 of the convention, which would require that governments monitor trade in the species but would not entail an outright ban. 

But with Japan leading the opposition to any United Nations involvement in the regulation of marine species, and China, the largest consumer of shark fins, strongly opposed, the prospects of a deal appear remote. 

The elephant talks will center on a proposal by Tanzania and Zambia to resume trade in elephant ivory, but Kenya and some other African nations argue that trade will bring only more poaching.
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Guardian (UK): Bluefin tuna fails to make UN's list of protected fish
18 March 2010

Global talks on the conservation of endangered species have rejected calls to ban international trade in bluefin tuna, raising new fears for the future of dwindling stocks.

Countries at the meeting of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (Cites) in Qatar voted down a proposal from Monaco to grant the fish stronger protection. 

The plan drew little support, with developing countries joining Japan in opposing a measure they feared would hit fishing economies.

It is understood that the UK, the Netherlands and possibly other European nations voted in favour of the Monaco proposal, against the EU's official position.

Campaigners complained that debate on the fate of the Atlantic bluefin fishery was cut short and an immediate vote pushed through by Libya. Seventy-two out of 129 Cites members voted against the trade ban and 43 voted in favour, with 14 abstentions.

Dr Sergi Tudela, head of fisheries at WWF Mediterranean, said: "After overwhelming scientific justification and growing political support in past months, with backing from the majority of catch quota holders on both sides of the Atlantic, it is scandalous that governments did not even get the chance to engage in meaningful debate about the international trade ban proposal for Atlantic bluefin tuna."

The UK environment secretary, Hilary Benn, said: "As we have long argued, bluefin tuna must be afforded protection if we are to avoid losing it forever. 

Today the UK has shown its commitment to bluefin tuna. We are disappointed that proposals to list bluefin tuna on appendix I of Cites were defeated."

Monaco introduced the proposal because it said only extreme measures can save stocks of the iconic migratory fish, which have fallen by 75% due to widespread overfishing. Only the United States, Norway and Kenya supported the proposal outright.

 The European Union asked that implementation be delayed until May 2011 to give authorities time to respond to concerns about overfishing. It's official position was to abstain in the vote on the Monaco proposal.

Japan, which imports 80% of Atlantic bluefin and had led the opposition to the ban, restated its position that Cites should not regulate tuna and other marine species.

 It said it would accept lower quotas for bluefin tuna, but said they should come from the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT), which currently regulates the trade.

"Japan is very much concerned about the status of Atlantic bluefin tuna and has been working so hard for many years to ensure recovery," said Masanori Miyahara, of the Fisheries Agency of Japan. 

"But our position is very simple. Let us do this job in ICCAT, not in Cites. This position is shared by majority of Asian nations."

Tudela said: "ICCAT has so far failed miserably in this duty so every pressure at the highest level must come to bear to ensure it does what it should. It is now more important than ever for people to do what the politicians failed to do, to stop consuming bluefin tuna."

WWF said it would step up calls for restaurants, retailers, chefs and consumers around the world to stop selling, serving, buying and eating the endangered fish.

Monaco had said its proposal would not mean a permanent ban and that trade could resume once stocks recovered.

"This exploitation is no longer exploitation by traditional fishing people to meet regional needs," Monaco's Patrick Van Klaveren told delegates. 

"Industrial fishing of species is having a severe effect on numbers of this species and its capacity to recover. We are facing a real ecosystem collapse."

The tuna defeat came hours after delegates rejected a US proposal for a Cites ban on the international sale of polar bear skins and parts. 

The US argued that the sale of polar bears skins was compounding the loss of the animals' sea ice habitat due to climate change. 

There are projections that numbers of the bears, which are estimated at 20,000 to 25,000, could decline by two-thirds by 2050 because of habitat loss in the Arctic.

"We're disappointed," said Jane Lyder, the Department of Interior's deputy assistant secretary for fish and wildlife and parks. "But we understand that Cites is still trying to understand how to incorporate climate change into its decision-making."

Canada, along with Norway and Greenland, led the opposition to the US proposal. 

They said the threat from trade was minimal and the hunting carried out by indigenous people was critical to their economies. Only 2% of Canadian polar bears are internationally traded and the country strictly manages the commerce, Canada said.
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Guardian (UK): US proposal to ban polar bear trade voted down at UN wildlife meeting
18 March 2010

A US-backed proposal to ban the international trade of polar bear skins, teeth and claws was defeated today at a UN wildlife meeting over concerns it would hurt indigenous economies and arguments the practice didn't pose a significant threat to the animals.

The US argued at the 175-nation Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species, or Cites, that the sale of polar bears skins was compounding the loss of the animals' sea ice habitat due to climate change. 

There are projections that the bear's numbers, which are estimated at 20,000 to 25,000, could decline by two-thirds by 2050 because of habitat loss in the Arctic.

"We're disappointed," said Jane Lyder, the Department of Interior's deputy assistant secretary for fish and wildlife and parks. "But we understand that Cites is still trying to understand how to incorporate climate change into its decision making."

Canada, along with Norway and Greenland, led the opposition to the US proposal. 

They said the threat from trade was minimal and the hunting done by Aboriginal communities was critical to their economies. 

Only 2% of Canadian polar bears are internationally traded and the country strictly manages the commerce, Canada said.

"There is no doubt that action must continue to ensure the conservation of polar bears. Canada's goal is long-term survival of polar bears," the Canadian representative Basile Van Havre said. "But Canada does not think the proposal is supported by facts."

Frank Pokiak, an indigenous leader from Canada, said communities in the Arctic have hunted bears for generations, mostly for meat and pelts for clothing and shelter. He said they hunt them in a sustainable way and would continue doing so with or without an international ban.

"We have always cared for land and the wildlife because we have a lot to lose," Pokiak told delegates. "If it wasn't for polar bears and other wildlife that we harvest, we wouldn't exist today."

The big white bear, the world's largest land meat-eater, nanuq to the Inuit, may be uniquely susceptible to climate change as rising temperatures fast shrink its habitat, the Arctic sea ice.

Many bears spend their whole lives on the ice, mating, giving birth and hunting for their main prey, the ringed seal. But Arctic summers may be almost free of sea ice within 30 years, the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration predicted last April.

Data available on polar bear trade shows that since the early 1990s the market for polar bear carcasses and parts has increased. 

From 1992 to 2006, approximately 31,294 live polar bears, carcasses or parts were exported to 73 different countries, according to data collected by the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species.

Skins are the most popular export item, and Canada is the largest commercial exporter.
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AFP: No trade reprieve for polar bears

18 March 2010
Polar bears, the global mascot in the fight against climate change, were denied a reprieve Thursday when a UN body shot down a US proposal to ban cross-border trade in the animals or their parts.

In a vote at the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), meeting in Doha through March 25, the measure fell far short of the required two-thirds majority.

The United States had called for a "precautionary approach," noting the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) classifies the animal as "vulnerable," with their numbers down by 30 percent in the past 45 years.

"The current level of trade has a detrimental impact ... and may further stimulate the international market in countries that allow it, such as Russia," said Jane Lyder, head of the US delegation at the Doha talks.

Recent data showed that as many as 700 of the bears may be killed illegally each year, especially in Russia, she told journalists.

But opponents of the ban argued that the main threat facing the snow-white carnivore, the largest of the bear family, is climate change, not poaching or over-exploitation.

There are currently 20,000 to 25,000 in the wild across Canada, Greenland, Russia, Alaska and Norway, and about 600 are legally harvested each year by indigenous peoples, especially the Inuit.

Only Canada -- home to 65 percent of the global population -- allows exports, which are limited to about 300 specimens a year.

They are killed mainly for their fur, teeth and bones, or sought as hunting trophies.

Several states invoked the rights of aboriginal peoples for whom hunting the bears is a way of life and an economic lifeline.

"Polar bears are a valuable source of food, and an important contribution to our livelihood," said an Inuit member of the Canadian delegation.

"We have a lot to lose if polar bear trade doesn't exist any more," he told journalists.

The polar bear has been registered since 1975 in Appendix II of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), which allows controlled trade.

Inclusion in Appendix I, as requested by the United States, would have totally banned exports.

In 2008, Washington listed polar bears under the Endangered Species Act, ending importation to the US of trophies killed by sports hunters. Greenland imposed a total ban on exports the same year.

The International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) decried the outcome in Doha as a "death knell" for the bears.

"This is a missed opportunity, a final chance to respond to threats" facing the bear, said Jeff Flocken, director of conservation group the Global Fund for Animal Welfare.

Other environmental groups, however, said hunting for export is limited and well-managed, and that the ban would not boost the animal's chances for survival. 

"The polar bear does not meet any of the biological criteria for inclusion in Appendix I. Trade is not a significant threat to the species," said TRAFFIC, an NGO that monitors wildlife trade. 

Several NGOs said the drive to uplist the animal was largely "emotional." 

The final tally was 48 votes in favour of the Appendix I listing, 62 against and 11 abstentions, according to IFAW. 

The 175-nation CITES will vote on dozens of measures affecting trade in tuna, ivory, sharks and coral, among other plants and animals.
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AFP: Taiwan eyes carbon credits

18 March 2010

Taiwan aims to engage in international carbon trading despite its diplomatic isolation by helping its allies in Africa and the Asia Pacific develop clean energy projects, an official said Thursday.

"It is an international trend, and Taiwan wants to help reduce the emissions of greenhouse gases to ease the effects of global warming," said an official at the Environmental Protection Administration.

Taiwan, which is recognised by only 23 countries and is not a member of the United Nations, plans to set up an offshore company so it can participate in carbon trading, the official said.

The UN's Clean Development Mechanism allows rich countries to fulfill part of their greenhouse gas reduction commitments under the Kyoto Protocol by investing in projects that help reduce emissions in developing countries.

Since it is excluded from the UN, Taiwan is under no formal obligation to rein in greenhouse gases, but the new initiative signals its intention to act in a responsible manner nonetheless.

It intends to obtain carbon credits by promoting "green" technology, including solar energy plants or bio-fuel power plants, among nations in Africa and Asia Pacific that recognise it diplomatically, the official said.

The arrangement is one of the key features of the Kyoto pact on global warming, which expires in 2012. Nations gathered in Copenhagen in December did not succeed in hammering out a successor treaty on climate change as expected.

Taiwan is not a signatory to the Kyoto Protocol as it is not a UN member but it has pledged to abide by the treaty's terms.

The government has vowed to reduce the island's 2020 carbon dioxide emissions to 2008 levels.
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AP: Climate change cited as Mont. leases suspended

18 March 2010

A federal judge has approved a first-of-its-kind settlement requiring the government to suspend 38,000 acres of oil and gas leases in Montana so it can gauge how oil field activities contribute to climate change.

At issue are the greenhouse gases emitted by drilling machinery and industry practices such as venting natural gas directly into the atmosphere.

Environmentalists — who sued when the Montana leases were sold in 2008 — argued the industry has allowed too much waste and uses inefficient technologies that could easily be updated.

Under the deal approved Thursday by U.S. District Judge Donald Molloy in Missoula, the Bureau of Land Management will suspend the 61 leases in Montana within 90 days. They will have to go through a new round of environmental reviews before the suspensions can be lifted.

"We view this as a very big deal, if a modest first step, in the BLM addressing climate change in oil and gas development," said plaintiffs' attorney Erik Schlenker-Goodrich. "It's quite a dirty process, but there are ways to clean it up."

Plaintiffs in the case were the Montana Environmental Information Center, the Oil and Gas Accountability Project and Wild Earth Guardians.

A parallel lawsuit challenging 70,000 acres of federal lands leased in New Mexico remains pending.

Industry representatives contend emissions from oil and gas fields are necessary to develop a valuable domestic resource. 
And they argue that natural gas still comes in ahead of dirtier fuels like coal in terms of climate change contributions.

Oil and gas operations contribute about 23 percent of annual U.S. methane emissions and 2 percent of total greenhouse gas emissions, according to the Environmental Protection Agency.

A BLM spokesman, Greg Albright, said reviewing lease sales for climate change would be a first for the agency. How it will be done was still being worked out, and it was unclear if the BLM would adopt such reviews as a standard requirement.

"This is really early, so I don't know what the ramifications will be," Albright said.

Complicating the effort, the Montana leases are scattered across several regions of the state, in areas subject to different environmental documents used to guide land management decisions.

An oil and gas industry group, the Independent Petroleum Association of Mountain States, intervened in the Montana case in a bid to keep the leases active for drilling.

The group's director of government affairs, Kathleen Sgamma, said the BLM's climate change review shouldn't hold up the leases too long because they were acquired speculatively, meaning there's no guarantee of drilling.

"At the leasing stage, the analysis by definition can't be all that in-depth," she said. "You have absolutely no ability to quantify greenhouse gas emissions."

She said the BLM will be asked to finish the reviews within six months so the lease holders can get on with any work they have planned.

Schlenker-Goodrich said no drilling has occurred on the 61 leases because companies were waiting on the outcome of the lawsuit.
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Guardian (UK): Airbus gets a crafty upgrade by flying the flag for biodiversity
18 March 2010

Who do you think might just have been granted the right to display the official logo of the United Nations International Year of Biodiversity? A conservation body, perhaps. Or a new brand of organic food?

Well, no. It's an aircraft manufacturer, actually. The world's largest aircraft manufacturer: Airbus Industries. 

The European company that is doing more than anyone else, Boeing included, to increase the number of flights we take, and thus the airline industry's contribution to climate change.

During 2010, the logo will appear on the side of Airbus's latest airliner, the A380, on scheduled services with the world's airlines. 

The largest passenger aircraft is specially designed for those long-haul flights across oceans and from Europe to the far east, where a single flight can more than double your annual CO2 emissions.

Airbus has won this green accolade by dint of hard cash. Airbus is helping fund a cherished project of the secretariat of the UN Convention on Biodiversity to educate young people across the world about the virtues of biodiversity, called the Green Wave Initiative. 

Airbus did not respond to questions from the Guardian about how much money is involved in the partnership, but the UN Environment Programme has described it as a "huge gesture of support".

The Green Wave is a neat idea. To mark the International Day of Biodiversity on 22 May, young people will be asked to plant a tree at 10am local time wherever they are in the world. Thus they will create a "green wave" that will spread from east to west round the planet.

But it is an even neater idea for Airbus, the current trailblazer for an industry whose year-on-year carbon dioxide emissions are rising faster than any other. 

At a time when climate change is widely recognised by ecologists as a leading cause of species loss around the world, Airbus's adoption of a green mantle courtesy of a major UN conservation organisation might seem, well, ironic.

Airbus has increased its cuddlability quotient by partnering with National Geographic on the green wave project. National Geographic is an organisation with a sky-high green image. 

The duo got a special thank you from UN secretary-general Ban ki-Moon when they announceed the partnership last June.

Airbus has an answer to those who accuse it of greenwash. The company says that it is "pioneering greener flight". And it is undoubtedly true that the Airbus A380 superjumbo has got its emissions down, thanks to lighter materials and smarter flying technology.

Airbus says it will reduce emissions to less than 75 grams of CO2 for every passenger kilometre.

 But that will not apply if its wide open spaces are filled with extra business and first-class seats as many purchasing airlines promise.

 Look out for Singapore Airline's super-first class on the A380, with private suites, double beds and wardrobes and wide-screen TVs.

But even if Airbus achieves those low figures per passenger-kilometre in real operation, the big problem is that passenger-kilometres are going up far faster than aircraft efficiency is improving.

Emissions from the airline industry continue to rise by about 3% a year, taking up an ever greater share of total global man-made emissions. 

So a little humility might be in order from the world's most prolific manufacturer of new planes. But, no.

Announcing the adoption of the logo this month, Airbus's senior vice-president for public affairs and communications, Rainer Ohler baldly claimed that the aviation industry had "already reduced aircraft emissions by 70% in the last 40 years."

You don't need to be a statistician to spot the trick here. Not so much "hide the decline" as "hide the increase". 

Ohler meant airlines had cut emissions per passenger-kilometre by 70% since the days before jumbo jets. But, to be clear, aircraft emissions are soaring. In Britain, for instance, they have risen since 1970 by between four- and five-fold.

They will continue to soar, while the likes of Airbus continues to fill the skies with chunks of flying metal the size of a football pitch. 

And whatever logo they put on the side of their planes, species will continue to go extinct as a result.
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Guardian (UK): Carbon traders voice fears over recycled carbon credits
18 March 2010

The integrity of the EU's emissions trading scheme could be badly undermined unless governments resist the temptation to sell on "recycled" certified emission reduction (CERs) credits that have already been surrendered by businesses.

That is the stark warning from the International Emissions Trading Association (IETA), after the Hungarian government last week agreed to sell on two million "recycled" CERs to an undisclosed intermediary.

Government officials confirmed the CERs had been provided by Hungarian companies that had surrendered the UN-approved carbon offset credits to help them comply with the emission caps imposed on them through the EU emissions trading scheme (ETS).

The government subsequently swapped the CERs with Assigned Amount Units, cheaper carbon credits traded between governments and used to demonstrate their compliance with Kyoto targets. 

It then signed a deal to sell the CERs on to an undisclosed trading firm, which is expected to sell them on to businesses in Japan.

IETA president Henry Derwent said the arrangement set a potentially dangerous precedent.

 "If Member States 'recycle' credits, they will place companies and other organisations at risk of purchasing CERs… on the international carbon market that have been already submitted to compliance authorities," he said. 

“This apparent double-counting could damage the reputation of the EU-ETS."

The practice means that firms outside the EU could use the CERs to demonstrate that they have offset their carbon emissions, despite the fact that Hungarian companies have already used them once to demonstrate that they have funded emission reductions.

Moreover, the CERs could even be sold back into the EU where firms purchasing them would discover that they cannot be submitted to EU authorities for a second time to help count towards their emission reduction targets.

Derwent said that if the EU is to retain confidence in the CER market it is essential for any government considering recycling surrendered credits to attach a "due diligence" letter that explains their status to the buyer and which contractually obliges the buyer to pass the letter on in the case of further resales.

He added that the EU was working on legislative measures designed to close the loophole that allows double counting.

But Stig Scholset, senior analyst at research firm Point Carbon, told BusinessGreen.com that it could take years for the loophole to be completely closed. 

"New legislation that is expected to come into effect in August will make it impossible for any surrendered CER to be held by a European account," he said. "But there is nothing to stop surrendered CERs being traded outside the EU, and if the EU does want to close the loophole completely it will have to start over with the development of new rules."

He added that only a relatively small number of surrendered CERs were likely to be traded, with just a handful of eastern European government expressing interest in the practice. 
But he agreed that if CER recycling continues unchecked it could undermine confidence in the integrity of emission trading and curb demand for new CERs from emission reduction project developers.
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Reuters: South Korea green growth to hurt environment: report
18 March 2010

A massive river restoration project at the center of South Korean President Lee Myung-bak's green growth strategy will harm globally threatened bird species and destroy critical habitat, a conservation group's report said.

Lee's government intends to spend 22.2 trillion won ($19.68 billion) to dredge, dam and beautify four major rivers with golf courses and bike trails in a plan that is supposed to increase the supply and quality of fresh water and prevent flooding.

"(It) will impact 50 bird species negatively, causing further declines in several sensitive waterbird species that are ecologically dependent on shallow rivers, flood-plain wetlands and estuaries," the conservation group Birds Korea said in a report released on Thursday.

The group, which has conducted some of the most extensive studies of waterfowl in the country, said the further damming and deepening of rivers through dredging will lead to the decline of feeding grounds and biodiversity.

"We have lost almost all of the natural stretches. This project is going to kill off what little remains," Nial Moores, director of Birds Korea, told Reuters.

Among the species threatened with habitat loss and population declines are several listed globally as critically endangered -- including the spoon-billed sandpiper -- and others South Korea lists as "national natural monuments."

The group called on the government to halt the project and conduct an extensive environmental impact study. Construction started last November.

A South Korean environment ministry official said the government is doing all it can to prevent and minimize any harm the project could cause to wildlife.

"There are some regions where construction is inevitable, and for these places, we are building new alternative habitats and environments for wildlife," said Yeo Soo-ho.

Critics said the project is more about local politics, aimed at creating jobs in rural areas that will provide crucial votes for Lee's conservative camp in South's Korea's next presidential election in 2012, when construction is due to end.

Lee, a former CEO of Hyundai construction, has been campaigning globally to show his country as an environmental industry leader. He has touted the four rivers project, saying it will reshape Asia's fourth-largest economy.

South Korea has few supplies of fresh water and two of its major rivers flow from rival North Korea, which has built dams along the waterways that can severely alter water flow.
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Guardian (UK): China and India called on by scientists to collaborate on conservation
18 March 2010

China and India could together decide the future of the global environment, a team of senior scientists warn today in a call for closer collaboration on conservation by the world's two most populous nations.

Writing in the journal Science, the eight coauthors — including zoologists from both nations — warn of the security and biodiversity threat posed by rising consumption, dam construction and industrial emissions.

The ecological footprint of the two fast-emerging Asian economies has already spread beyond their borders and with future economic growth rates likely to continue at 8% for several years, the experts say the pressure on borders, resources and biodiversity could reach dangerous levels.

"The degree to which China and India consume natural resources within their boundaries and beyond will largely determine future environmental, social and economic outcomes," say the co-authors headed by Peter Raven, director of the Missouri Botanical Garden.

The report notes that the two countries import 9m of crude oil a year and 64% of all the roundwood pine produced in Asia, adding to the problems of global deforestation and warming.

The impacts are becoming more obvious in the strategically sensitive Himalayan border area, where the authors say large numbers of troops are damaging the environment. Resources in the mountain region are so scarce, they note, that soldiers sometimes eat rare plants.

Melting glaciers that supply meltwater for half the world's population and the constriction of rivers by hundreds of dams are also major problems, they say.

With the demand for energy in both nations growing, they predict a further rise in construction of hydroelectric plants and exploitation of other Himalayan resources, with alarming implications for regional security.

"The synergistic effects of decreasing water resources, loss of biodiversity, increased pollution and climate change may have negative social and economic consequences and, even worse, escalate conflicts within and between the two countries," they warn.

Despite their growing global importance, China and India have conducted little joint research and engaged in only modest collaboration to mitigate the impact of their rapid development. 

There have been small signs of progress in recent years, including agreements to jointly monitor glaciers and study the interaction between the atmosphere and the ocean. But the authors say much more collaboration is necessary.

"More earnest cooperation between the world's two most populous countries will be vital for mitigating biodiversity loss, global warming and deforestation," the authors say.

They suggest turning disputed territory into trans-boundary protected areas, fostering scientific collaboration, working with the United Nations to manage natural resources and encouraging regional forums, such as Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean), to focus more on the environment.

One of the authors — Zhang Yaping, the president of the Kunming Institute of Zoology — said it was rare for biodversity protection to span the two nations.

"We should certainly strengthen cooperation in this field," he said. "China and India have done a lot of conservation work inside their own nations. What we need now is a joint effort. There should be no national boundaries in biodiversity protection."
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NY Times (US):Tiger Deaths Raise Alarms About Chinese Zoos
18 March 2010

A zoo where 11 rare Siberian tigers recently starved to death is fast becoming a symbol of the mistreatment of animals in China, with allegations of misspent subsidies, bribes, and the deaths of at least dozens of animals.

The local authorities stepped in over the weekend, taking control of the 10-year-old zoo, in Shenyang in northeastern China, and dispatching experts to try to save the remaining 20 or so tigers, three of which are in critical condition. 

Among the charges under investigation are employee reports that the zoo used the bones of dead tigers to illegally manufacture a liquor believed to have therapeutic qualities. One employee said he had made vats of the liquor and served it to visiting government officials. 

The government action comes after years of troubles at the zoo, the Shenyang Forest Wild Animal Zoo in the capital of Liaoning Province. The zoo’s animal population has declined from a high of more than 1,000 to about half that now. 

The reports of animal abuse have received wide coverage in Chinese newspapers and on television. Legal experts have proposed an amendment to a draft law they say would help prevent such situations in the future, recommending its speedy adoption. 

Hua Ning, program director in Beijing for the nonprofit International Fund for Animal Welfare, said the deaths at the zoo illustrate China’s dismal efforts to protect animals from abuse. 

“This kind of mistreatment is very common in Chinese zoos,” she said in a telephone interview. “You need entrance requirements for this industry so that not everyone can open a zoo and do whatever they want.” 

The zoo was opened in Shenyang, an industrial city of more than seven million people close to the North Korean border, by a businessman and the city government is listed as a minority shareholder. 

Court documents show that, in the two years before it opened, the businessman gave more than 800,000 renminbi, or $117,000, in gifts and cash to Mu Suixin, then mayor of the city. 

Mr. Mu, who was later convicted of taking bribes and died in prison, authorized the opening of the zoo, according to Nanfang Daily, a newspaper in southern China. 

Within three years, the zoo was mired in financial and operational problems. In 2004, a worker was mauled by a tiger. Two years later, the zoo closed for 10 days because of what media reports described as operational difficulties. 

In 2007, four tigers attacked and ate a fifth one. Last November, two tigers mauled a worker and were shot during the rescue. The zoo has been closed to the public since then. 

Workers talking about the recent deaths of the tigers said they had each been fed the only bones of two chickens a day. 

According to People’s Daily, the Communist Party’s official newspaper, the zoo had received government subsidies totaling millions of renminbi and took in more than 12 million renminbi in annual ticket sales. But its 260 workers have not been paid for the past 18 months, the paper said. 

Of the remaining tigers, the three sickest can be fed only intravenously, according to Xinhua, the official news agency. 

In January alone, 26 animals representing 15 species died at the zoo, Xinhua said. 

Officials estimate that as few as 20 Siberian tigers are left in the wild in China. 

Like the giant panda, the tiger is identified as one of the most protected animals under China’s wildlife protection law. But those protections apply only to wild animals.
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Cancun Climate Talks Get Dim Prognosis for Success
BusinessWeek.com, March 18, 2010, by Alex Morales and Jeremy van Loon

Government negotiators are already writing off chances for a global treaty to fight climate change, nine months before the annual talks begin in Cancun, Mexico.

Kunihiko Shimada, principal international negotiator at the Japanese Ministry of the Environment, said a deal this year is “almost impossible.” Jos Delbeke, who spearheads European Union climate policy at the European Commission, ruled out a “comprehensive legal agreement” in 2010.

Their remarks call into question whether efforts to curb greenhouse-gas emissions are progressing after failing in Copenhagen in December. President Barack Obama’s energy proposal is bogged down in the U.S. Congress. Without a U.S. commitment, China and India, two of the fastest-growing polluters, may be reluctant to limit greenhouse gases blamed for global warming.

“The expectations for a legally binding treaty are diminishing,” Abyd Karmali, global head of carbon markets at Bank of America Merrill Lynch, said in an interview at the Bloomberg New Energy Finance conference in London. “A lot of it is contingent on what we get in Washington. Right now it doesn’t seem it’s going to be as much as we thought.”

Shares of renewable-energy companies have sunk since the talks in Copenhagen ended on Dec. 19. While United Nations and European officials began predicting no treaty would be signed at the Danish capital about three months before negotiations started, the NEX index of 86 wind, solar and biofuels companies has dropped 6.2 percent since envoys left Copenhagen for home.

Market Concern

Vestas Wind Systems A/S, the world’s biggest maker of wind turbines, has since lost about 9 percent. First Solar Inc., the world’s biggest maker of thin-film panels, has shed 16 percent.

The industry still may benefit from a record $200 billion in investment this year, up from $162 billion in 2009, as solar and wind power projects are seeded by government economic stimulus programs in the U.S. and Europe, Bloomberg New Energy Finance Chief Executive Officer Michael Liebreich said.

“We’re going to be negotiating on climate for the next 50 years,” Liebreich, founder of New Energy Finance, which Bloomberg LP purchased in December, said yesterday. “This is a big, serious, heavy-engineering industry. It’s not biotech.”

“We shouldn’t raise too high the expectations for Cancun,” Japan’s Shimada said yesterday. “It’s probably almost impossible for us to reach a legally binding, full protocol.”

‘Long Way Away’

John Browne, the former chief executive officer of BP Plc, said “we’re quite a long way away” from a binding global agreement on climate change.

“We’ve got to sort out domestic policies first,” Browne told Bloomberg television today in an interview. “People have to feel comfortable in their own skin that what they’re doing, either in a bloc like the EU or in a big domestic environment like the U.S., that what they’re doing is fully supported by their population and that business can do what is promised.”

Then “eventually we’ll join the world up,” Browne said. “Whether it’s through an international treaty of a conventional form or whether it’s to do with exchange rates related to the price of carbon in different parts of the world, or a loose treaty, remains to be seen.”

Munich Re, the world’s largest reinsurer, Duke Energy Corp. and other companies had called on the UN delegates to deliver guidelines in Denmark on emissions to help them plan investments and strategy.

Congress Bogged Down

“The conventional wisdom is that there will not be legislation this year,” James Rogers, chairman of Duke, said in an interview. “It seems that Congress is bogged down by healthcare and other issues. We need clarity. We need road maps. We need to make decisions.”

The benchmark European Union carbon permit has fallen about 3 percent to 13.14 euros a ton on the European Climate Exchange since the last round of climate talks ended. Negotiators convene again in November.

“We will not have in Cancun a comprehensive legal agreement,” Delbeke said. “What is going to be important from Cancun is a limited number of concrete deliverables, and that is going to be fast-start funding, the question of deforestation, adaptation. We should not overload Cancun.”

Scrapping the effort to make a legally binding accord among more than 190 nations at the Copenhagen talks, leaders from the U.S., China, Brazil, India and South Africa forged a voluntary pact aimed at limiting emissions of carbon dioxide. They invited others to sign on, and about 100 nations have now done so. They represent more than 80 percent of global emissions.

Step Forward

Michael Jacobs, an adviser on climate change to U.K. Prime Minister Gordon Brown, said the Copenhagen Accord is a step forward.

“We’ve now got the foundation to an international agreement which is very, very significant,” Jacobs said. “If those commitments are enacted to their full extent, global emissions will peak in 2018 or 2019 and certainly by 2020, which is a complete transformation of the prospects.”

The agreement set no binding caps on gas discharges and aimed to keep the global temperature increase since industrialization to 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit).

“The portrayal of Copenhagen as a great success is trying to put lipstick on the pig,” Steve Sawyer, secretary-general of the Global Wind Energy Council, a Brussels-based industry group, said in an interview. “We’re clearly without the U.S. because the U.S. is not going to do anything.”

“People’s preoccupation is elsewhere,” Browne said. “It’s about jobs, it’s about their own personal finances and governments looking very much at their own deficits and how they manage to keep their programs going over the next couple of years.”

British Columbians drink more tap water than the rest of Canada, and we know to conserve, too
The Vancouver Sun, March 18, 2010, by Tiffany Crawford

When it comes to water, British Columbians are much more likely to turn on the taps to fill up their reusable bottles than other Canadians. They are also better at knowing to turn off the tap to conserve water, a survey has found.

The third annual Canadian Water Attitudes Study, which is endorsed by the United Nations, concluded 93 per cent of British Columbians are confident about the safety and quality of the water in their homes, the highest number in Canada. The average for the rest of the country is 79 per cent who trust their water.

As for which they prefer -- bottled or tap -- 57 per cent of British Columbians said they regularly drink tap water.

Forty-nine per cent of Canadians said they are drinking tap water, up from 41 per cent last year.

British Columbians also score highest when it comes to water conservation awareness, though experts caution that the number is still very low.

Of the 2,022 adult Canadians surveyed by Ipsos Reid from Feb. 17 to 23 for the study, only 32 per cent were aware of local government initiatives to conserve water. That compares to nearly half (47 per cent) of the respondents from B.C. who were aware of the need to conserve water.

The results are considered accurate within plus or minus 2.2 percentage points, 19 times out of 20.

"There is an obvious disconnect between Canadians' attitudes toward water conservation and what they're actually doing," said water expert Bob Sandford, chairman of Canadian Partnership Initiative of the UN Water for Life Decade.

Sandford said that is a concern, given that the long-term supply of the resource "is already at risk in many parts of the country."

Despite advertising campaigns to teach people not to leave the water running when they brush their teeth, nearly half (46 per cent) of Canadians admit they leave the tap on when they brush. And despite having more awareness of water conservation, 48 per cent of British Columbians still let the water flow as they brush. The percentage of Canadians who let the water run when they wash the dishes is also high, at 44 per cent.

More people were concerned with trying to conserve electricity (87 per cent) in their daily activities than the 78 per cent who say the same for water.

"What Canadians may not realize is that generating energy requires a lot of water, and moving water -- to make it available for when and where we want it -- in turn requires significant amounts of energy," Sandford said. "Until people make the link between the two, we won't achieve anything approaching sustainability."

Twenty-five per cent of Canadians have no idea where the water that flows out of their taps comes from.

However, Vancouver water conservation advocate Coun. Tim Stevenson will tell you that most people in Metro Vancouver do know, thanks to an aggressive campaign to turn people on to municipal tap water and promote the new state-of-the-art Seymour-Capilano filtration plant.

The plant is located in the Lower Seymour Conservation Reserve and will treat 1.8 billion litres of water per day from both the Capilano and Seymour watersheds. The filtration process will further improve Metro Vancouver's drinking water by removing turbidity and micro-organisms, and by reducing the amount of chlorine required to maintain water quality by using the world's largest ultraviolet disinfection system.

Stevenson said the plant will officially open May 7.

Meanwhile, at a Metro Vancouver water committee meeting Wednesday, members passed a motion to ask staff for a report highlighting the success of hiring a water wagon during the Olympics.

The wagon, which was donated by the province of Ontario, was set up on Robson Street during the Games and featured a water fountain for drinking, spigots for filling up reusable bottles and even small taps for dogs.

Stevenson, who chairs the Metro water committee, said the report will go before the board sometime this spring.

"We were a little embarrassed the truck came from Ontario, but we would like to purchase a couple of these for festivals. It was hugely successful," Stevenson said.

He said there is a trend to switch to municipal water from bottled water. The latter is considered by many municipalities to be detrimental to the environment because it is packaged in plastic bottles, costs more and is shipped long distances.

Metro Vancouver has also begun a pilot project at the Fairmont Pacific Rim hotel, where stainless-steel reusable bottles with the Metro Vancouver logo are made available in mini-bars for $12.95.

Spin, science and climate change
The Economist, March 18, 2010

CLIMATE-change legislation, dormant for six months, is showing signs of life again in Washington, DC. This week senators and industrial groups have been discussing a compromise bill to introduce mandatory controls on carbon (see article). Yet although green activists around the world have been waiting for 20 years for American action, nobody is cheering. Even if discussion ever turns into legislation, it will be a pale shadow of what was once hoped for.

The mess at Copenhagen is one reason. So much effort went into the event, with so little result. The recession is another. However much bosses may care about the planet, they usually mind more about their bottom line, and when times are hard they are unwilling to incur new costs. The bilious argument over American health care has not helped: this is not a good time for any bill that needs bipartisan support. Even the northern hemisphere’s cold winter has hurt. When two feet of snow lies on the ground, the threat from warming seems far off. But climate science is also responsible. A series of controversies over the past year have provided heavy ammunition to those who doubt the seriousness of the problem. 

Three questions arise from this. How bad is the science? Should policy be changed? And what can be done to ensure such confusion does not happen again? Behind all three lies a common story. The problem lies not with the science itself, but with the way the science has been used by politicians to imply certainty when, as often with science, no certainty exists. 

What went wrong and what did not

When governments started thinking seriously about climate change they took the sensible step of establishing, in 1989, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. It was designed to get scientists to work out what was happening to the climate, and to get governments to sign off on the scientists’ conclusions. It has done the job of basic science pretty well. There have been occasional complaints both that it has overstated the extent of the problem, and that it has understated it. Its reports trawl through all recent climate science. The wide range of the outcomes it predicts—from a mildly warming global temperature increase of 1.1°C by the end of the century to a hellish 6.4°C—illustrate the uncertainties it is dealing with.

But the ambiguities of science sit uncomfortably with the demands of politics. Politicians, and the voters who elect them, are more comfortable with certainty. So “six months to save the planet” is more likely to garner support than “there is a high probability—though not by any means a certainty—that serious climate change could damage the biosphere, depending on levels of economic growth, population growth and innovation.” Politics, like journalism, tends to simplify and exaggerate. Hence the advertisements that the British government has been running, using nursery rhymes: “Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water. There was none as extreme weather due to climate change had caused a drought.”

Such an approach may, in the short term, have encouraged some voters to support measures to combat climate change. But implying that Britain’s children face some sort of Saharan future is wrong, and dangerous. This week Britain’s Advertising Standards Authority slapped the government for its infantile advertisements. And there has been worse.

In November, shortly before the Copenhagen climate summit, a stash of e-mails from and to various researchers at the Climatic Research Unit of the University of East Anglia somehow found its way onto the web. They revealed an unwillingness to share data which broke the spirit, if not the letter, of Britain’s Freedom of Information act, an aggressive attitude to the peer review of papers by opponents and an apparent willingness to hedge science in the face of politics. Around the same time it emerged that the most recent IPCC report had claimed that the Himalayan glaciers were going to disappear by 2035, instead of 2350. The panel’s initial unwillingness to address this mistake, and the discovery of further problems with its work, raised troubling questions about its procedures.

How bad is this? Sceptics point out that each mistake has tended to exaggerate the extent of climate change. The notion that the scientific establishment has suppressed evidence to the contrary has provided plenty of non-expert politicians with an excuse not to spend money reducing carbon. So the scientists’ shameful mistakes have certainly changed perceptions. They have not, however, changed the science itself.

As our briefing explains in detail, most research supports the idea that warming is man-made. Sources of doubt that have seemed plausible in the past, such as a mismatch between temperatures measured by satellites and temperatures measured at the surface, and doubts about the additional warming that can be put down to water vapour, have been in large part resolved, though more work is needed. If records of temperature across the past 1,000 years are not reliable, it matters little to the overall story. If there are problems with the warming as measured by weather stations on land, there are also more reliable data from ships and satellites. 

Insuring against catastrophe

Plenty of uncertainty remains; but that argues for, not against, action. If it were known that global warming would be limited to 2°C, the world might decide to live with that. But the range of possible outcomes is huge, with catastrophe one possibility, and the costs of averting climate change are comparatively small. Just as a householder pays a small premium to protect himself against disaster, the world should do the same. 

This newspaper sees no reason to alter its views on that. Where there is plainly an urgent need for change is the way in which governments use science to make their case. The IPCC has suffered from the perception that it is a tool of politicians. The greater the distance that can be created between it and them, the better. And rather than feeding voters infantile advertisements peddling childish certainties, politicians should treat voters like grown-ups. With climate change you do not need to invent things; the truth, even with all those uncertainties and caveats, is scary enough.

Questions Swirl Around U.N.'s Climate Auditors
FOX News, March 18, 2010, by Gene Koprowski

A little-known group called the InterAcademy Council has been made the voice of authority on the credibility of climate change, leaving critics scratching their heads -- and some key questions unanswered.

Acknowledging the rising tide of public skepticism toward global warming, the United Nations announced on March 10 that the IAC would act as an independent reviewer for its climate-science arm, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). But a week later, the IAC remains a mystery, and it still hasn't explained who will be on the review panel or how the panel will operate.

And if it knows, it isn't saying. "The IAC expects to begin its IPCC review shortly and issue a report by August 31. There is no other statement," Anne Muller, program coordinator at the IAC, told FoxNews.com.

The IAC was founded in 2000 as an advisory body for the U.N. and the World Bank. Hosted by the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences in the Netherlands, the organization's Web site indicates that it  focuses on a range of issues, from examining "climate change and genetically modified organisms to the crucial challenge of achieving sustainability."

But in the decade it has existed, the IAC has accomplished little relevant to climate change -- the four major reports it has produced have focused on topics ranging from African agriculture to the role of women in science -- leading some experts to voice concerns that its review ultimately will be a whitewash, designed to silence them and provide cover for politicians.

"I've never heard of the group," Howard Hayden, editor and publisher of the Energy Advocate newsletter, told FoxNews.com. 

He cited the first sentence from the IAC's 2007 report, "Toward a Sustainable Energy Future," which states that "achieving a sustainable energy future presents an urgent challenge for the 21st century. Current patterns of energy resources and energy usage are proving detrimental to the long-term welfare of humanity." 

"From that much, I doubt we can expect objectivity," Hayden said. 

"Like so many things, the devil is in the details," said Dr. Don J. Easterbrook, a professor of geology at Western Washington University and a noted commentator on global warming. "The only way to evaluate whether or not this is just another whitewashing job or a real bona fide review will be a look at the final makeup of the evaluating panel."

If the IAC's panel of scientists is composed of people who already believe that global warming is manmade, "then the review is a foregone conclusion and worthless," Easterbrook said.

Scandals have erupted during the last four months, seriously tainting the credibility of climate change data. First, scientists in the United Kingdom. were caught covering up data that showed global warming has not occurred for the last 15 years. Then, the Copenhagen climate conference resulted in a standoff between the U.S., China, and the third world. More recently, U.N. researchers admitted that their forecasts of melting Himalayan glaciers, disappearing polar ice caps, and dwindling Amazon rainforests were based on shoddy evidence. 

On March 10 -- the same day the IPCC announced the IAC panel -- a group of scientists acknowledged the errors in the Fourth Assessment report -- yet they still supported the IPCC's decision to bring in an outside reviewer.

In "An Open Letter from U.S. Scientists on the IPCC," Wesleyan University's Gary W. Yohe, Stanford's Stephen H. Schneider, NASA's Cynthia Rosenzweig and others wrote that "we are pleased that an independent critical evaluation of IPCC procedures will be conducted; we hope that the process will solicit participation by the National Academies of the member nations."

Yet the group also demanded further accountability, pointing out that compliance with quality control procedures requires extra attention for IPCC's planned Fifth Report. The group urged the IPCC to "put an erratum on its Web site that rectifies all errors that have been discovered in the text after publication."

The IAC has not yet appointed the committee members for the review, but it has stated that it will serve pro-bono, and will be vetted to "assure a balance of perspectives." Expenses for traveling to meetings will be paid for by the United Nations. Findings are expected to be reported by the end of August.  

"Our goal will be to assure nations around the world that they will receive sound, definitive, scientific advice on which governments and citizens alike can make informed decisions," Robbert Dijkgraaf, president of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences and co-chairman of the IAC,  said in a statement.

Leading European scientist and former Harvard University physicist Lubos Motl sees the IAC as something of an "umbrella group" for various national academies of science across the globe. 

Motl has authored a paper on string theory with one of the leaders of the IAC, and believes that he is "personally independent" of the U.N.'s control. But he too worries that other group members chosen for the panel may not be so independent.

UN rejects export ban on Atlantic bluefin tuna

The Associated Press, March 18, 2010

DOHA, Qatar — A proposal to ban the export of Atlantic bluefin tuna prized in sushi has been rejected by a U.N. wildlife meeting.

Thursday's decision occurred after Japan, Canada and scores of poor nations opposed the measure on the grounds that it would devastate fishing economies.

Monaco introduced the proposal at the 175-nation Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species, or CITES. It argued that extreme measures are necessary because the stocks have fallen by 75 percent and current managing agencies have done nothing to rebuild the stocks.

Only the United States, Norway and Kenya supported the proposal outright. The European Union asked that implementation be delayed until May 2011 to give authorities to respond to concerns about overfishing.

THIS IS A BREAKING NEWS UPDATE. Check back soon for further information. AP's earlier story is below.

DOHA, Qatar (AP) — A U.S.-backed proposal to ban the international trade of polar bear skins, teeth and claws was defeated Thursday at a U.N. wildlife meeting over concerns it would hurt indigenous economies and arguments the practice didn't pose a significant threat to the animals.

The Americans argued at the 175-nation Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species, or CITES, that the sale of polar bears skins is compounding the loss of the animals' sea ice habitat due to climate change. There are projections that the bear's numbers, which are estimated at 20,000 to 25,000, could decline by two-thirds due by 2050 due to habitat loss in the Arctic.

"We're disappointed," said Jane Lyder, the Department of Interior's deputy assistant secretary for fish and wildlife and parks. "But we understand that CITES is still trying to understand how to incorporate climate change into its decision making."

Canada, along with Norway and Greenland, led the opposition to the U.S. proposal. They said the threat from trade was minimal and the hunting done by Aboriginal communities was critical to their economies. Only 2 percent of Canadian polar bears are internationally traded and the country strictly manages the commerce, Canada said.

"There is no doubt that action must continue to ensure the conservation of polar bears. Canada's goal is long term survival of polar bears," Canadian representative Basile Van Havre said. "But Canada does not think the proposal is supported by facts."

Frank Pokiak, an indigenous leader from Canada, said communities in the Arctic have hunted bears for generations, mostly for meat for food and pelts for clothing and shelter. He said they hunt them in a sustainable way and would continue doing so with or without an international ban.

"We have always cared for land and the wildlife because we have a lot to lose," Pokiak told delegates. "If it wasn't for polar bears and other wildlife that we harvest, we wouldn't exist today."

The big white bear, the world's largest land meat-eater, "nanuq" to the Inuit, may be uniquely susceptible to climate change as rising temperatures fast shrink its habitat, the Arctic sea ice.

Many bears spend their whole lives on the ice, mating, giving birth and hunting for their main prey, the ringed seal. But Arctic summers may be almost free of sea ice within 30 years, the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration predicted last April.

Data available on polar bear trade shows that since the early 1990s the market for polar bear carcasses and parts has increased. From 1992 to 2006, approximately 31,294 live polar bears, carcasses or parts were exported to 73 different countries, according to data collected by the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species.

Skins are the most popular export item, and Canada is the largest commercial exporter.

In May 2008, the U.S. classified the polar bear as a threatened species, the first with its survival at risk due to global warming. The determination made all but subsistence hunting illegal.

Conservationists criticized the vote rejecting a broader, international ban, accusing countries of ignoring the plight of a bear that for many has become the poster child for global warming.

"CITES parties have turned their backs on this iconic species," said the International Fund for Animal Welfare's Jeff Flocken, whose group is part of a polar bear coalition which several environmental groups.

"Polar bears clearly meet the criteria for an uplisting to Appendix I," he said, referring to the designation that was proposed by the United States. "Yet parties are using the fact that climate change poses to the greater long-term threat to the species as an excuse to do nothing about immediate threats hastening their decline."

Andrew Wetzler, director of NRDC's Wildlife Conservation Project, called the vote "a setback" in what otherwise has been a successful effort to protect the bear.

"It keeps some the most important populations of polar bears squarely in the crosshairs," he said. "We will continue work to find a new way to protect polar bears from this unsustainable hunt."

Tuna, polar bear protections rejected
The Washington Post, March 18, 2010, by Juliet Eilperin

Delegates gathered in Doha, Qatar for a global conference aimed at protecting imperiled species rejected a proposal Thursday that would have banned international trade of Atlantic bluefin tuna, a coveted fish whose numbers have dropped steeply in recent decades.

The proposal, offered by Monaco and co-sponsored by the United States, failed by a margin of 20 in favor and 68 against, with 30 abstaining. The vote came just hours after the 175 countries assembled at the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) rejected a U.S. proposal to limit the hunting of polar bears.

No one questions that Atlantic bluefin populations--which are prized for their rich, buttery taste--have plummeted in recent years. Over the past half-century, the adult population of eastern Atlantic and Mediterranean bluefin tuna has declined 74 percent. Much of the decline has come in the past decade. In the western Atlantic, the population has dropped 82 percent in 40 years. The declines came even as bluefin fishing was being governed by the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT), which sets catch quotas for the fish and is supposed to curtail illegal fishing.

But some countries, including Japan and Libya, argued there was no need to impose an outright trade ban when ICCAT officials have the option making further cuts in bluefin tuna catch quotas. 

"This was a case of just plain ignoring the science for short-term economic gain," said Susan Lieberman, director of international policy at the Pew Environment Group, in an interview from Doha. 

Tom Strickland, the Interior Department's assistant secretary for fish and wildlife and parks and the leader of the U.S. delegation to CITES, had argued that ICCAT had failed to stop the species' precipitous decline for years.

On the question of polar bear protection, delegates voted 'no' on a proposal that would have banned international trophy hunting and commercial trade in polar bear parts.

The United States sponsored the measure, arguing that it is critical to reduce hunting pressure on polar bears at a time when their habitat is eroding due to melting sea ice. The U.S. listed the polar bear as threatened under the Endangered Species Act in 2008.

But an array of countries, including the European Union, resisted the added protections on the grounds that hunting is not the most serious threat the polar bear faces. Canada still allows 300 polar bears to be killed a year for international trade and trophy hunting 

Environmentalists decried the move, saying the current harvest of polar bears is too high. In addition to being coveted as trophies, polar bear pelts are converted into rugs that sell in Japan and Europe.

"While there has been a lot of positive momentum in polar bear conservation recently, this is a real setback," said Andrew Wetzler, who directs the Wildlife Conservation Project at the Natural Resources Defense Council, an advocacy group. "It keeps some of the most important populations of polar bears squarely in the crosshairs. We will continue work to find a new way to protect polar bears from this unsustainable hunt."

The clouds of unknowing

The Economist, March 18, 2010

FOR anyone who thinks that climate science must be unimpeachable to be useful, the past few months have been a depressing time. A large stash of e-mails from and to investigators at the Climatic Research Unit of the University of East Anglia provided more than enough evidence for concern about the way some climate science is done. That the picture they painted, when seen in the round—or as much of the round as the incomplete selection available allows—was not as alarming as the most damning quotes taken out of context is little comfort. They offered plenty of grounds for both shame and blame. 

At about the same time, glaciologists pointed out that a statement concerning Himalayan glaciers in the most recent report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was wrong. This led to the discovery of other poorly worded or poorly sourced claims made by the IPCC, which seeks to create a scientific consensus for the world’s politicians, and to more general worries about the panel’s partiality, transparency and leadership. Taken together, and buttressed by previous criticisms, these two revelations have raised levels of scepticism about the consensus on climate change to new heights. 

Increased antsiness about action on climate change can also be traced to the recession, the unedifying spectacle of last December’s climate-change summit in Copenhagen, the political realities of the American Senate and an abnormally cold winter in much of the northern hemisphere. The new doubts about the science, though, are clearly also a part of that story. Should they be? 

In any complex scientific picture of the world there will be gaps, misperceptions and mistakes. Whether your impression is dominated by the whole or the holes will depend on your attitude to the project at hand. You might say that some see a jigsaw where others see a house of cards. Jigsaw types have in mind an overall picture and are open to bits being taken out, moved around or abandoned should they not fit. Those who see houses of cards think that if any piece is removed, the whole lot falls down. When it comes to climate, academic scientists are jigsaw types, dissenters from their view house-of-cards-ists. 

The defenders of the consensus tend to stress the general consilience of their efforts—the way that data, theory and modelling back each other up. Doubters see this as a thoroughgoing version of “confirmation bias”, the tendency people have to select the evidence that agrees with their original outlook. But although there is undoubtedly some degree of that (the errors in the IPCC, such as they are, all make the problem look worse, not better) there is still genuine power to the way different arguments and datasets in climate science tend to reinforce each other. 

The doubters tend to focus on specific bits of empirical evidence, not on the whole picture. This is worthwhile—facts do need to be well grounded—but it can make the doubts seem more fundamental than they are. People often assume that data are simple, graspable and trustworthy, whereas theory is complex, recondite and slippery, and so give the former priority. In the case of climate change, as in much of science, the reverse is at least as fair a picture. Data are vexatious; theory is quite straightforward. Constructing a set of data that tells you about the temperature of the Earth over time is much harder than putting together the basic theoretical story of how the temperature should be changing, given what else is known about the universe in general. 

Absorb and reflect

The most relevant part of that universal what-else is the requirement laid down by thermodynamics that, for a planet at a constant temperature, the amount of energy absorbed as sunlight and the amount emitted back to space in the longer wavelengths of the infra-red must be the same. In the case of the Earth, the amount of sunlight absorbed is 239 watts per square metre. According to the laws of thermodynamics, a simple body emitting energy at that rate should have a temperature of about –18ºC. You do not need a comprehensive set of surface-temperature data to notice that this is not the average temperature at which humanity goes about its business. The discrepancy is due to greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, which absorb and re-emit infra-red radiation, and thus keep the lower atmosphere, and the surface, warm (see the diagram below). The radiation that gets out to the cosmos comes mostly from above the bulk of the greenhouse gases, where the air temperature is indeed around –18ºC. 

Adding to those greenhouse gases in the atmosphere makes it harder still for the energy to get out. As a result, the surface and the lower atmosphere warm up. This changes the average temperature, the way energy moves from the planet’s surface to the atmosphere above it and the way that energy flows from equator to poles, thus changing the patterns of the weather. 

No one doubts that carbon dioxide is a greenhouse gas, good at absorbing infra-red radiation. It is also well established that human activity is putting more of it into the atmosphere than natural processes can currently remove. Measurements made since the 1950s show the level of carbon dioxide rising year on year, from 316 parts per million (ppm) in 1959 to 387ppm in 2009. Less direct records show that the rise began about 1750, and that the level was stable at around 280ppm for about 10,000 years before that. This fits with human history: in the middle of the 18th century people started to burn fossil fuels in order to power industrial machinery. Analysis of carbon isotopes, among other things, shows that the carbon dioxide from industry accounts for most of the build-up in the atmosphere. 

The serious disagreements start when discussion turns to the level of warming associated with that rise in carbon dioxide. For various reasons, scientists would not expect temperatures simply to rise in step with the carbon dioxide (and other greenhouse gases). The climate is a noisy thing, with ups and downs of its own that can make trends hard to detect. What’s more, the oceans can absorb a great deal of heat—and there is evidence that they have done so—and in storing heat away, they add inertia to the system. This means that the atmosphere will warm more slowly than a given level of greenhouse gas would lead you to expect. 

There are three records of land-surface temperature put together from thermometer readings in common use by climatologists, one of which is compiled at the Climatic Research Unit of e-mail infamy. They all show warming, and, within academia, their reliability is widely accepted. Various industrious bloggers are not so convinced. They think that adjustments made to the raw data introduce a warming bias. They also think the effects of urbanisation have confused the data because towns, which are sources of heat, have grown up near weather stations. Anthony Watts, a retired weather forecaster who blogs on climate, has set up a site, surfacestations.org, where volunteers can help record the actual sites of weather instruments used to provide climate data, showing whether they are situated close to asphalt or affected by sources of bias. 

Those who compile the data are aware of this urban heat-island effect, and try in various ways to compensate for it. Their efforts may be insufficient, but various lines of evidence suggest that any errors it is inserting are not too bad. The heat-island effect is likely to be strongest on still nights, for example, yet trends from data recorded on still nights are not that different from those from windy ones. And the temperature of waters at the surface of the seas shows similar trends to that on land over the past century, as does the record of air temperature over the oceans as measured at night (see chart 1). 

A recent analysis by Matthew Menne and his colleagues at America’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, published in the Journal of Geophysical Research, argued that trends calculated from climate stations that surfacestation.org found to be poorly sited and from those it found well sited were more or less indistinguishable. Mr Watts has problems with that analysis, and promises a thorough study of the project’s findings later. 

There is undoubtedly room for improvement in the surface-temperature record—not least because, at the moment, it provides only monthly mean temperatures, and there are other things people would like to know about. (When worrying about future heatwaves, for example, hot days and nights, not hot months, are the figures of most interest.) In February Britain’s Met (ie, meteorological) Office called for the creation of a new set of temperature databases compiled in rigorously transparent ways and open to analysis and interpretation by all and sundry. Such an initiative would serve science well, help restore the credibility of land-surface records, and demonstrate an openness on the part of climate science which has not always been evident in the past. 

Simplify and amplify

For many, the facts that an increase in carbon dioxide should produce warming, and that warming is observed in a number of different indicators and measurements, add up to a primafacie case for accepting that greenhouse gases are warming the Earth and that the higher levels of greenhouse gases that business as usual would bring over the course of this century would warm it a lot further.

The warming caused by a given increase in carbon dioxide can be calculated on the basis of laboratory measurements which show how much infra-red radiation at which specific wavelengths carbon dioxide molecules absorb. This sort of work shows that if you double the carbon dioxide level you get about 1ºC of warming. So the shift from the pre-industrial 280ppm to 560ppm, a level which on current trends might be reached around 2070, makes the world a degree warmer. If the level were to double again, to 1,100ppm, which seems unlikely, you would get another degree. 

The amount of warming expected for a doubling of carbon dioxide has become known as the “climate sensitivity”—and a climate sensitivity of one degree would be small enough to end most climate-related worries. But carbon dioxide’s direct effect is not the only thing to worry about. Several types of feedback can amplify its effect. The most important involve water vapour, which is now quite well understood, and clouds, which are not. It is on these areas that academic doubters tend to focus. 

As carbon dioxide warms the air it also moistens it, and because water vapour is a powerful greenhouse gas, that will provide further warming. Other things people do—such as clearing land for farms, and irrigating them—also change water vapour levels, and these can be significant on a regional level. But the effects are not as large. 

Climate doubters raise various questions about water vapour, some trivial, some serious. A trivial one is to argue that because water vapour is such a powerful greenhouse gas, carbon dioxide is unimportant. But this ignores the fact that the level of water vapour depends on temperature. A higher level of carbon dioxide, by contrast, governs temperature, and can endure for centuries. 

A more serious doubting point has to do with the manner of the moistening. In the 1990s Richard Lindzen, a professor of meteorology at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, pointed out that there were ways in which moistening might not greatly enhance warming. The subsequent two decades have seen much observational and theoretical work aimed at this problem. New satellites can now track water vapour in the atmosphere far better than before (see chart 2). As a result preliminary estimates based on simplifications have been shown to be reasonably robust, with water-vapour feedbacks increasing the warming to be expected from a doubling of carbon dioxide from 1ºC without water vapour to about 1.7ºC. Dr Lindzen agrees that for parts of the atmosphere without clouds this is probably about right.

This moistening offers a helpful way to see what sort of climate change is going on. When water vapour condenses into cloud droplets it gives up energy and warms the surrounding air. This means that in a world where greenhouse warming is wetting the atmosphere, the lower parts of the atmosphere should warm at a greater rate than the surface, most notably in the tropics. At the same time, in an effect that does not depend on water vapour, an increase in carbon dioxide will cause the upper stratosphere to cool. This pattern of warming down below and cooling up on top is expected from greenhouse warming, but would not be expected if something other than the greenhouse effect was warming the world: a hotter sun would heat the stratosphere more, not less.

During the 1990s this was a point on which doubters laid considerable weight, because satellite measurements did not show the warming in the lower atmosphere that theory would predict. Over the past ten years, though, this picture has changed. To begin with, only one team was turning data from the relevant instruments that have flown on weather satellites since the 1970s into a temperature record resolved by altitude. Now others have joined them, and identified errors in the way that the calculations (which are complex and depend on a number of finicky details) were carried out. Though different teams still get different amounts and rates of warming in the lower atmosphere, there is no longer any denying that warming is seen. Stratospheric cooling is complicated by the effects of ozone depletion, but those do not seem large enough to account for the degree of cooling that has been seen there, further strengthening the case for warming by the greenhouse effect and not some other form of climate perturbation. 

On top of the effect of water vapour, though, the clouds that form from it provide a further and greater source of uncertainty. On the one hand, the droplets of water of which these are made also have a strong greenhouse effect. On the other, water vapour is transparent, whereas clouds reflect light. In particular, they reflect sunlight back into space, stopping it from being absorbed by the Earth. Clouds can thus have a marked cooling effect and also a marked warming effect. Which will grow more in a greenhouse world? 

Model maze

It is at this point that detailed computer models of the climate need to be called into play. These models slice the atmosphere and oceans into stacks of three-dimensional cells. The state of the air (temperature, pressure, etc) within each cell is continuously updated on the basis of what its state used to be, what is going on in adjacent cells and the greenhousing and other properties of its contents. 

These models are phenomenally complex. They are also gross oversimplifications. The size of the cells stops them from explicitly capturing processes that take place at scales smaller than a hundred kilometres or so, which includes the processes that create clouds. 

Despite their limitations, climate models do capture various aspects of the real world’s climate: seasons, trade winds, monsoons and the like. They also put clouds in the places where they are seen. When used to explore the effect of an increase in atmospheric greenhouse gases on the climate these models, which have been developed by different teams, all predict more warming than greenhouse gases and water-vapour feedback can supply unaided. The models assessed for the IPCC’s fourth report had sensitivities ranging from 2.1ºC to 4.4ºC. The IPCC estimated that if clouds were not included, the range would be more like 1.7ºC to 2.1ºC. So in all the models clouds amplify warming, and in some the amplification is large. 

However, there are so far no compelling data on how clouds are affecting warming in fact, as opposed to in models. Ray Pierrehumbert, a climate scientist at the University of Chicago who generally has a strong way with sceptics, is happy to agree that there might be processes by which clouds rein in, rather than exaggerate, greenhouse-warming effects, but adds that, so far, few have been suggested in any way that makes sense.

Dr Lindzen and a colleague suggested a plausible mechanism in 2001. They proposed that tropical clouds in an atmosphere with more greenhouse gas might dry out neighbouring parts of the sky, making them more transparent to outgoing infra-red. The evidence Dr Lindzen brought to bear in support of this was criticised in ways convincing enough to discourage other scientists from taking the idea further. A subsequent paper by Dr Lindzen on observations that would be compatible with his ideas about low sensitivity has also suffered significant criticisms, and he accepts many of them. But having taken them on board has not, he thinks, invalidated his line of research. 

Arguments based on past climates also suggest that sensitivity is unlikely to be low. Much of the cooling during the ice ages was maintained by the presence of a large northern hemisphere ice cap reflecting away a lot of sunlight, but carbon dioxide levels were lower, too. To account for all of the cooling, especially in the southern hemisphere, is most easily done with a sensitivity of temperature to carbon dioxide higher than Dr Lindzen would have it. 

Before the ice age, the Earth had a little more carbon dioxide and was a good bit warmer than today—which suggests a fairly high sensitivity. More recently, the dip in global temperatures after the eruption of Mt Pinatubo in the Philippines in 1991, which inserted a layer of sunlight-diffusing sulphur particles into the stratosphere, also bolsters the case for a sensitivity near the centre of the model range—although sensitivity to a transient event and the warming that follows a slow doubling of carbon dioxide are not exactly the same sort of thing.

Logs and blogs

Moving into data from the past, though, brings the argument to one of the areas that blog-based doubters have chosen as a preferred battleground: the temperature record of the past millennium, as construed from natural records that are both sensitive to temperature and capable of precise dating. Tree rings are the obvious, and most controversial, example. Their best known use has been in a reconstruction of temperatures over the past millennium published in Nature in 1998 and widely known as the hockey stick, because it was mostly flat but had a blade sticking up at the 20th-century end. Stephen McIntyre, a retired Canadian mining consultant, was struck by the very clear message of this graph and delved into the science behind it, a process that left him and followers of his blog, Climate Audit, intensely sceptical about its value. 

In 2006 a review by America’s National Research Council endorsed points Mr McIntyre and his colleagues made on some methods used to make the hockey stick, and on doubts over a specific set of tree rings. 
Despite this it sided with the hockey stick’s overall conclusion, which did little to stem the criticism. The fact that tree-ring records do not capture recent warming adds to the scepticism about the value of such records. 

For many of Mr McIntyre’s fans (though it is not, he says, his central concern) the important thing about this work is that the hockey stick seemed to abolish the “medieval warm period”. 
This is a time when temperatures are held to have been as high as or higher than today’s—a warmth associated with the Norse settlement of Greenland and vineyards in England. Many climate scientists suspect this phenomenon was given undue prominence by climatologists of earlier generations with an unduly Eurocentric view of the world. There is evidence for cooling at the time in parts of the Pacific. 

Doubters for the most part are big fans of the medieval warm period, and see in the climate scientists’ arguments an attempt to rewrite history so as to maximise the drama of today’s warming and minimise the possibility that natural variation might explain the 20th-century record. 
The possibility of more climatic variability, though, does not, in itself, mean that greenhouse warming is not happening too. And if the medieval warmth were due to some external factor, such as a slightly brighter sun, that would suggest that the climate was indeed quite sensitive. 

Looking at the more recent record, logged as it has been by thermometers, you might hope it could shed light on which of the climate models is closest to being right, and thus what the sensitivity actually is. 
Unfortunately, other confounding factors make this difficult. Greenhouse gases are not the only climatically active ingredients that industry, farming and land clearance add to the atmosphere. 
There are also aerosols—particles of pollution floating in the wind. Some aerosols cool the atmosphere. Other, sootier, ones warm it. The aggregate effect, globally, is thought to be a cooling, possibly a quite strong one. But the overall history of aerosols, which are mostly short-lived, is nothing like as well known as that of greenhouse gases, and it is unlikely that any of the models are properly capturing their chemistry or their effects on clouds. 

Taking aerosols into account, climate models do a pretty good job of emulating the climate trends of the 20th century. This seems odd, since the models have different sensitivities. In practice, it appears that the way the aerosols are dealt with in the models and the sensitivity of those models tend to go hand in hand; sensitive models also have strong cooling aerosol effects.

Reto Knutti of ETH Zurich, an expert on climate sensitivity, sees this as evidence that, consciously or unconsciously, aerosols are used as counterweights to sensitivity to ensure that the trends look right. 
This is not evidence of dishonesty, and it is not necessarily a bad thing. Since the models need to be able to capture the 20th century, putting them together in such a way that they end up doing so makes sense. But it does mean that looking at how well various models match the 20th century does not give a good indication of the climate’s actual sensitivity to greenhouse gas.

Adding the uncertainties about sensitivity to uncertainties about how much greenhouse gas will be emitted, the IPCC expects the temperature to have increased by 1.1ºC to 6.4ºC over the course of the 21st century. 
That low figure would sit fairly well with the sort of picture that doubters think science is ignoring or covering up. In this account, the climate has natural fluctuations larger in scale and longer in duration (such as that of the medieval warm period) than climate science normally allows, and the Earth’s recent warming is caused mostly by such a fluctuation, the effects of which have been exaggerated by a contaminated surface-temperature record. 
Greenhouse warming has been comparatively minor, this argument would continue, because the Earth’s sensitivity to increased levels of carbon dioxide is lower than that seen in models, which have an inbuilt bias towards high sensitivities. As a result subsequent warming, even if emissions continue full bore, will be muted too. 

It seems unlikely that the errors, misprisions and sloppiness in a number of different types of climate science might all favour such a minimised effect. That said, the doubters tend to assume that climate scientists are not acting in good faith, and so are happy to believe exactly that. Climategate and the IPCC’s problems have reinforced this position. 

Using the IPCC’s assessment of probabilities, the sensitivity to a doubling of carbon dioxide of less than 1.5ºC in such a scenario has perhaps one chance in ten of being correct. But if the IPCC were underestimating things by a factor of five or so, that would still leave only a 50:50 chance of such a desirable outcome. 
The fact that the uncertainties allow you to construct a relatively benign future does not allow you to ignore futures in which climate change is large, and in some of which it is very dangerous indeed. The doubters are right that uncertainties are rife in climate science. They are wrong when they present that as a reason for inaction. 

General Environment News 


Study Calls for More Prescribed Burns to Reduce Forest Fire Emissions

The New York Times, March 18, 2010, by Jessica Leber

A new study offers a prescription to increase carbon storage in western U.S. forests: Use more controlled burns to prevent a completely scorched earth.

Increasingly, forest managers are setting so-called "prescribed" fires to clear out underbrush and small trees that, if left to accumulate, can quickly escalate a single spark into a catastrophic blaze.

Prescribed practices mimic the natural, smaller burns, caused by lightning or set by Indians, that were all but eliminated by decades of unnatural fire suppression. Today, in many Western forests, piles of fuels are just waiting for a spark.

Wildfires can also contribute to climate change. Because they are much more intense than prescribed fires, they often kill many old-growth trees that store the most carbon, a consequence that hazardous-fuel reduction programs are meant to avoid. No one before, however, has measured the carbon savings of better fire management on any large scale, according to Christine Wiedinmyer, the study's lead author.

"We know that prescribed fire can burn less fuel than a large, stand-replacing wildfire. The question was how much? Is it enough that it should be a management technique worth perusing if you want to store more carbon?" asked Wiedinmyer, an atmospheric chemist at the National Center for Atmospheric Research.

The study, published in Environmental Science and Technology, found that widespread prescribed burns might have slashed fire-related carbon dioxide emissions in 11 Western states by an average of 18 to 25 percent between the years 2001 and 2008, and by as much as 60 percent in some forest systems.

Huge CO2 emissions from major fires
The actual carbon dioxide emissions from fires during those years averaged anywhere from 22 million to 103 million metric tons a year, the study estimates. The latter figure is about double the emissions produced by California's entire electric power sector, according to recent U.S. Energy Information Administration data. The total amount of emissions from wildfires is still being debated, however. One other recent study claimed that earlier emissions estimates were likely too high (ClimateWire, Jan. 28).

Wiedinmyer cautioned that the emissions savings present an "upper limit" scenario in which prescribed burning is used in all suitable forest types, such as dry Douglas fir and ponderosa pine.

The real world is not as ideal. Prescribed fire use is often more limited because it can be controversial, prohibitively expensive, impractical and even dangerous.

An incident about a decade ago gave prescribed fires their most well-known black eye. On May 4, 2000, National Park Service managers set a burn in New Mexico's Bandelier National Monument. It quickly ran out of control when extreme winds and dry conditions pushed the fire into the surrounding area. Within a week, the wildfire spread into nearby Los Alamos, threatening the famous nuclear energy lab, forcing 20,000 people to evacuate their homes, and ultimately consuming 48,000 acres.

Prescribed burns can be costly and risky
The projects can also be expensive, especially when they are in remote areas. Most are lit and managed by hand using a drip torch, which pours out a small stream of burning fuel, according to the Forest Service. Managers have to wait for the right weather conditions and also advertise their plans well in advance to avoid panic in nearby towns as smoke rises.

In its fiscal year 2011 budget, the Forest Service is proposing to direct $349 million to overall programs that reduce hazardous fuels and hopes to treat a total 1.6 million acres in high-priority zones where wildlands meet communities.

Officials say prevention activities, though expensive, save money in the long run. By comparison, the fiscal 2011 budget request for fire suppression is $2.4 billion, with some funds dedicated to new contingency funds meant to prevent the service from raiding the rest of its budget as it has in past years.

As wildfires intensify, a trend of the past decade, the issue will become more pressing. According to a federal report in 2008, wildfires could soon begin consuming 10 million to 12 million acres a year. For comparison, in 2007, the worst of the last five years, 9.9 million acres burned nationwide.

"Fires are going to burn in the forests in the western United States. It's partly up to us to decide how we want that to occur. Carbon is just one piece of the puzzle," Wiedinmyer said.

Hydraulic Fracturing for Natural Gas to Be Studied by U.S. EPA

BusinessWeek.com, March 18, 2010, by Larry Liebert

March 18 (Bloomberg) -- Risks to water quality and public health from using hydraulic fracturing to obtain natural gas will be studied by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, the regulator said.

The EPA is in “the very early stages” of designing a research program and will spend $1.9 million this year to begin the work, according to a statement by the agency today.

Energy companies are expanding their use of fracturing, injecting water and chemicals into rock to free gas deposits from shale formations. Organizations such as the Washington- based Environmental Working Group say hydraulic fracturing can taint drinking-water supplies.

“Our research will be designed to answer questions about the potential impact of hydraulic fracturing on human health and the environment,” Paul T. Anastas, assistant administrator for EPA’s Office of Research and Development, said in the statement. “The study will be conducted through a transparent, peer- reviewed process.”

The House of Representatives, in fiscal 2010 budget legislation, urged the agency to study the potential risks that fracturing poses to drinking water.

Gas locked in shale rock formations is expected to account for 50 percent of U.S. supply by 2035, up from 20 percent today, according to a study released last week by IHS Cambridge Energy Research Associates Inc.

Fracturing is “enabling access to massive new supplies of natural gas trapped in shale formations across the United States,” the American Petroleum Institute said in an e-mailed statement today.

Committee Inquiry

“We expect the study to confirm what 60 years of experience and investigation have already demonstrated: that hydraulic fracturing is a safe and well understood technology for producing oil and natural gas,” said the Washington-based trade group, which represents oil and natural-gas companies.

Halliburton Co. and Schlumberger Ltd., both Houston-based, were among eight companies asked last month by Representative Henry Waxman, a California Democrat and chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, for data on chemicals used in fracturing.

“Hydraulic fracturing could help us unlock vast domestic natural gas reserves once thought unattainable,” Waxman said in a Feb. 18 statement. “As we use this technology in more parts of the country on a much larger scale, we must ensure that we are not creating new environmental and public health problems.”

Exxon Mobil Corp., based in Irving, Texas, included a clause terminating its planned acquisition of Fort Worth, Texas- based XTO Energy Inc. should U.S. policies make using hydraulic fracturing commercially impracticable. The acquisition was announced in December.

Lax regulations on toxics put kids at risk, experts testify
CNN.com, March 17, 2010, by David Martin

Lax regulations expose children in the United States to dangerous levels of pesticides and other chemicals, posing an increased risk of chronic, degenerative diseases later in life, a doctor told a Senate committee Wednesday.

Dr. Ted Schettler, science director for the non-profit Science and Environmental Health Network, pointed to studies showing childhood pesticide exposure raised the risk of Parkinson’s disease.

“Compared to adults, developing children are uniquely susceptible to hazardous environmental exposures,” Schettler told the Senate Committee on Environment and Public Works.

Schettler advocated an overhaul of the Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA) to better protect the public from chemicals in consumer products, food, water and air.

Dr. Gina M. Solomon, a physician who specializes in pediatric environmental health, told the committee the Environmental Protection Agency has failed to adequately protect fetuses, infants and children from a number of dangerous chemicals, including flame retardants and pesticides.

“One of the most frequent questions I hear is, “What can I do to protect myself and my family from contaminants in the air, water, food, and in my community?’ It’s often difficult to answer that question. Many hazards that can affect the health of children and families are not things that individuals can protect themselves from, even with advice from their physician,” said Solomon, a professor of medicine at University of California, San Francisco, and senior scientist with the Natural Resources Defense Council.

Last month, the EPA’s own inspector general issued a report, concluding, “EPA does not have integrated procedures and measures in place to ensure that new chemicals entering commerce do not pose an unreasonable risk to human health and the environment.”

Peter Grevatt, director of EPA’s Office of Children’s Health Protection and Environmental Education, said the agency was working hard to protect children from dangerous chemicals.

“Ensuring that our children are protected from exposure to environmental threats is central to EPA’s work,” Grevatt said, adding that children eat, drink and breathe more per pound than adults.

But Grevatt said the Toxic Substances Control Act made it difficult for EPA to take action against even known dangerous chemicals.

“It has … proven difficult in some cases to take action to limit or ban chemicals found to cause unreasonable risks to human health or the environment,” he said.

EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson has supported major changes to TSCA, including requirements that manufacturers show chemicals are safe before introducing them on the market.

This year, Sen. Frank Lautenberg, a New Jersey Democrat is expected to introduce the Kids Safe Chemical Act, which would require industry to do just that.

Arctic winners, losers tied to climate

Msnbc.com, March 17, 2010

Wildlife numbers in the lower Arctic have risen over the last 30 years, but animals that live closest to the North Pole have seen a sharp drop, according to a report released Wednesday.

Commissioned by the U.S. and other nations with Arctic territory, the "Arctic Species Trend Index" found a 26 percent decline in species populations in the high Arctic between 1970 and 2004. Those species include caribou and lemmings as well as migratory Arctic shorebirds like the red knot.

In contrast, species in the low Arctic increased by an average of 46 percent. Those in the sub Arctic saw a three percent decline.

The researchers noted that while some of the declines might be part of a natural cycle or due to overfishing, climate change might also be exacerbating nature's role.

For example, some fish species have seen population increases in response to rising sea temperatures, the report said.

"These observed trends are largely consistent with current predictions regarding the response of Arctic wildlife to climate change ... and suggest that human-induced changes in Arctic ecosystems are already resulting in winners and losers," the report states. 

"These predictions include reductions in abundance of high Arctic species dependent on sea ice," it adds, "... and increased overall abundance of sub Arctic wildlife as more southerly distributed species move northwards."

In the case of the high Arctic, it adds, that region "has experienced the largest increase in temperature change to date." 

On polar bears, the iconic species of the Arctic, the report only had numbers for the population in Canada's western Hudson Bay: a decline from 1,200 in the mid-1980s to fewer than 900 in 2004.

"The increasingly long ice-free season is directly correlated with reduced body condition of polar pears in this population," the report says.

It also noted that polar bears, like walruses and ringed seals, "rely almost entirely on the marine sea-ice environment for their survival, therefore large-scale changes in their habitat are expected to have dramatic impacts on population sizes." 

It's a tough climate for Elizabeth May and the Greens
The Globe and Mail, March 18, 2010, by Lawrence Martin

Whither the Green Party? Since Copenhagen, climate change has done a fast fade as a high-priority issue. Al Gore is yesterday's man. Michael Ignatieff has moved on from his carbon-tax days. Those discrediting climate change have gained ground. And Elizabeth May isn't happy. 

The Green Party Leader is getting even less news media attention than usual, the usual being crumbs. There's no doubt, she says, that the neo-cons are being heard, no doubt that journalists have changed focus, no doubt that Copenhagen was a failure. 

Ms. May used to have a semi-alliance with the Liberals on the environment, and that's gone because Mr. Ignatieff “has dropped the ball.” As for the Conservatives, she says, they still don't see global warming as a real problem. Citing a report released this week, she notes how they've muzzled Environment Canada scientists to prevent Canadians from being properly informed. “It's censorship.” 

She's not convinced Canadians themselves are losing interest in climate change. Her party's support base is holding, she maintains – but holding is hardly good enough for a party that has no seats. 

The naysayers on climate change are driving her up the wall. “There is this completely bogus attempt to say that there is something wrong with the science. It amazes me.” The science tells us how much carbon dioxide is in the atmosphere, she says. “The data is rock-solid and it tells us that there's now 30 per cent more CO2 than at any time.” It's “not complicated. It's like, if you add salt to water, you're going to get salt water.” 

Ms. May was a promoter of Stéphane Dion's Green Shift program, which would have brought in a carbon tax. But that plan died with the 2008 election. Although Mr. Ignatieff was an early advocate of the tax, “Michael didn't really know enough about the issue to know that he was being brave.” After becoming Liberal leader, he dropped the idea, she says, and now he's just going with the political winds of the day. “I have no real sense that he understands the severity of the issue. He's actually tried to turn the tar sands into a national unity issue, which is about as unhelpful a thing as you can possibly do.” 

On the environment, things are tiding in the Conservatives' direction. They stood to be embarrassed by their lacklustre environmental record, but now, with the issue moving to the back burner, there is less for them to worry about. 

The report leaked this week from an Environment Canada employee to the CanWest News Service says that, because of the government information clampdown, media coverage of climate-change science has been reduced by no less than 80 per cent since 2007. The clampdown involved a comprehensive vetting system that essentially prevents scientists and researchers from speaking freely to the media. 

To hear Ms. May describe the situation, it was Kafkaesque. She says she knew people in regional meteorological branches of the department who couldn't even issue bad weather warnings without approval from central command in Ottawa. 

Under Jim Prentice, the vetting has been trimmed back. But the Environment Minister got huffy about the leaked report in the Commons this week. Instead of saying such muzzling has no place in a democratic society, he seemed more interested in stonewalling. 

According to Ms. May, scientists have been stopped from attending international conferences, websites evaluating the risks of climate change have been shut down and the position of national science adviser has been dropped. The message, she says, is clear. “If you speak out about the climate crisis … you could lose your job.” 

It is in this cynical environment that she plods along. After ill-advisedly trying to take on Peter MacKay in the last election in Nova Scotia, she feels she has a much better chance this time in British Columbia against another cabinet minister, Gary Lunn. With other parties going in other directions, the Greens have an advantage, she says. “We own the terrain.” 

But, in its own way, that's not too pleasing, either. 

“Journalists used to ask if I was mad that Dion was stealing my policies. I said no. It's the policies that count, not the politics of who gets credit.” 

B.C. eyes water conservation legislation

CBC.ca, March 18, 2010

The B.C. government is considering ways to revise the 100-year-old provincial Water Act to prompt consumers to reduce growing water consumption, Environment Minister Barry Penner says.

"We tend to think in British Columbia we have unlimited amounts because it does rain heavily at times," Penner said Wednesday. "But the fact is we are increasingly seeing water shortages in different parts of the province, and with a growing population we can expect that there are going to be continued demands for water."

A Royal Bank of Canada study released Wednesday called the "RBC Blue Water Project" suggests Canadians tend to dramatically underestimate the amount of water they use.

On average, Canadians who were surveyed thought they used about 80 litres of water each day. According to the study, the average daily consumption in Canada is 329 litres per person.

Metro Vancouver has introduced summer lawn-watering restrictions to try to save water and change attitudes.

"By doing that, we basically make sure that our water system isn't stressed in terms of capacity," said Stan Woods, Metro Vancouver's senior utility planning engineer.

Dual water system considered

Figures from 2007 show per capita water consumption in Vancouver at 542 litres a day, down from 728 litres in 1986.

"We've seen a decline in average water use, both on peak day, average day, summer usage, and winter usage," Woods said.

Penner said possible changes to the B.C. Water Act could include more widespread metering, because many municipalities don't meter individual users but charge a flat annual rate for water.

Another consideration is a dual water system such as one now used in Australia.

"They have two different colours of pipes, which indicates whether it's fully treated water or if it's something you can use for like watering your lawn or washing your car," Penner said.

Oilsands drilling draws failing environmental grade

The Edmonton Journal, March 18, 2010, by Dave Cooper

A study of nine in-situ oilsands projects by the Pembina Institute found some posed environmental impacts as serious as surface mining and need more scrutiny from regulators.

In its first report card on bitumen extraction by drilling, rather than surface mining, the environmental research group said Wednesday its scores among the operating projects surveyed ranged from 25 to 60 per cent, with five of nine projects scoring less than 50 per cent. The average score of 44 per cent demonstrates substantial room for improvement across the sector, the group said.

"There has been a trend by some in government and industry to frame in situ as a low-impact oilsands development that doesn't deserve the same scrutiny as mining projects, but without providing the data," said Simon Dyer, one of the authors of the Drilling Deeper oilsands report card.

"Some of them indicate actually higher impact on a per-barrel basis than mining -- for instance greenhouse gas emissions and sulphur-dioxide emissions and some of the cumulative impacts on land," he said.

Many new projects were not included in the rankings because Pembina had to use data from 2007, the most recent available to it.

"We'd love to repeat this process and look at new projects," Dyer said. "But we did look at some environmental assessments of new ones, and there is no evidence to suggest that projects being designed today are performing at a level significantly higher than (was noted in the report)."

The organization, which is one of many environmental groups that has called for a pause in the approval of new oilsands projects and granting of new oilsands leases until tougher rules are in place, also criticized the lack of data for making comparisons, and that cumulative impacts of in-situ oilsands development are not being considered even though 80,000 square kilometres of Alberta's boreal forest has been leased for development.

"That's 12 times the size of Banff National Park, with no environmental assessment. We need to set environmental limits that will lead to actually informing us how many in-situ projects could proceed at the same time while protecting the environment," Dyer said.

Alberta Environment spokeswoman Jessica Potter said the department is working on a regional plan for the lower Athabasca region that will deal with cumulative effects of projects.

"A lot of the Pembina recommendations are already in line with what we are doing. The cumulative-effects management system will apply to every aspect of a project," she said.

Energy Resources Conservation Board spokesman Davis Sheremata said Alberta Energy has the power to refuse new projects, "but the ERCB has to consider the social, economic and environmental effects of a potential energy project."

"If the cumulative impacts of an in-situ proposal are unacceptable, the ERCB will deny the project application."

That has never happened, but the board has twice shut down in-situ plants for operational issues.

Travis Davies, spokesman for the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers, said the Pembina report "shows there is support for industry's belief that technology is the key lever for improving performance, and there are many opportunities to continue to improve."

Glen Schmidt, chairman of the InSitu Oil Sands Alliance (IOSA) and president of Laricina Energy, said underground oilsands operations have made huge advances over the past few years.

New projects now use no surface water, and greenhouse gas emissions -- while generally five to 15 per cent higher than those from conventional oil projects -- are continuing to drop.

"In-situ oil output has been growing at 50,000 to 60,000 barrels per day each year, and that will disturb about 600 hectares of land.

"Each year forestry companies disturb two million hectares with harvesting," Schmidt said.

The leading operation among the nine in the survey was the Suncor Firebag project, which scored 60 per cent. The weakest was the Canadian Natural Resources Primrose/ Wolf Lake project, at 25 per cent.

CNRL officials said they would not comment on the Pembina report.

Suncor spokeswoman Sneh Seetal said the Pembina report is "a good example of an NGO (non-governmental organization) offering suggestions and solutions."

REPORT CARD

The Pembina Institute's rankings (in percentages), based on general environmental management, land use, emissions, water use and climate-change initiatives:

- - Suncor Firebag -- 60 per cent

- - Cenovus Foster Creek -- 57

- - Imperial Oil Cold Lake -- 55

- - Suncor MacKay River -- 53

- - Shell Peace River (demonstration project) -- 38

- - Cenovus Christina Lake (pilot) -- 37

- - Husky Tucker (startup) -- 35

- - JACOS Hangingstone (demonstration) -- 34

- - Canadian Natural Primrose/Wolf Lake -- 25

Greenpeace wants KitKat to give environment a break

The Vancouver Sun, March 17, 2010, by Mike de Souza

OTTAWA — It might give you a break in a busy work day, but a new pressure campaign launched on Wednesday says that a KitKat chocolate bar is actually a threat to rainforests and endangered orangutans.

The campaign, launched by Greenpeace International, warns that popular chocolate bars such as KitKat and Coffee Crisp use palm oil from Sinar Mas, one of the largest forestry companies in Indonesia. The supplier operates in regions where rain forests and peatlands are being replaced by palm tree plantations that eliminate natural habitat and reduce carbon dioxide sinks which help keep the atmosphere clean and fight global warming.

Nestle responded to the campaign within hours, announcing that it would follow in the footsteps of other companies such as Unilever and Kraft by cancelling contracts with Sinar Mas. The Switzerland-based company has also committed to using only "certified sustainable palm oil" in its products by 2015.

"We will continue to pressure our suppliers to eliminate any sources of palm oil which are related to rainforest destruction and to provide valid guarantees of traceability as quickly as possible," Nestle said on its website. "We will not portray palm oil as free of such oils unless such guarantees are clear and reliable."

Greenpeace Canada senior campaigner Stephanie Goodwin said the environmental group does not oppose the use of palm oil or vegetable oil in chocolate bars, but is urging the industry to develop higher standards to ensure production is sustainable.

"Despite today's announcement, Nestle will still be using palm oil from Sinar Mas in KitKats, because they'll still be getting it from their other suppliers," said Goodwin. "The Greenpeace campaign will continue until Nestle has cut the Sinar Mas group from its supply chain completely."

In the meantime, she said consumers could write to chocolate companies urging them to take action. As an alternative, she said they could also buy certified organic chocolate or bars that don't contain vegetable or palm oil.

"We're not suggesting that people should stop eating chocolate bars, we think that everyone should eat chocolate at Easter," she said. "We think that consumers and the public need to be sending strong messages all the way back to Sinar Mas, saying: 'Change the way you do business.' "

Four per cent of global greenhouse gas emissions are estimated to be coming from the destruction of the Indonesian rainforests, Goodwin added.

Greenpeace estimated that Nestle's annual use of palm oil had almost doubled over the past three years, to 320,000 tonnes, and its online campaign, launched at greenpeace.org/kitkat, included a video mocking Nestle's "take a break" slogan for the KitKat bars.

But Goodwin said the company succeeded in getting the video pulled from youtube.com over a copyright complaint.

Oilsands an eco-timebomb: think-tank
Edmonton Sun, March 17, 2010, by Richard Liebrecht

The deepest and most extensive oilsands reserves represent a greenhouse gas timebomb, says Simon Dyer, oilsands program director of the Pembina Institute, an Alberta environmental think-tank.

“Oilsands mining is already more greenhouse gas intense (than) conventional production. In-situ is going to increase that range even more. At a time the world is talking about transition to a low-carbon future, in-situ is taking us in the opposite direction.” said Dyer.

Injecting heat

In-situ means in place, as in injecting heat — usually steam — deep underground so bitumen can be sucked to the surface. It’s the process needed to reach 80% of Alberta’s vast oilsands reserves.

Steaming one barrel of bitumen out of the oilsands makes two and a half times more greenhouse gases than strip mining it, according to the report. That includes emissions from tapping the natural gas needed to boil water for injection underground.

“It’s quite energy-intensive,” said Dyer.

The oilsands’ share of Canada’s greenhouse emissions will rise from 4% in 2006 to 12% in 2020, according to the report.

However, in-situ uses only about a third of the water per barrel than mining.

It’s expected in-situ production will outpace mining by 2030.

“From a greenhouse gas perspective, the industry is getting more intensive and dirtier,” he said.

The Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers contests the numbers, saying in situ emissions are only 5% to 15% more than mined bitumen. The report admits natural gas extraction is not usually included in measuring oilsands emissions.

“We must keep in mind (the report) is from (a group with an) environmental advocacy standpoint,” said Travis Davies, CAPP spokesman.

Technological advances will be needed to curb any spike in emissions due to in-situ extraction, said the report.

Pembina is calling on the government to put an absolute limit on emissions and take other measures to force companies to speed up technological advances.

“There are very smart people in the industry. But we get the most innovation when we see regulations ... until there’s an economic payback,” through government incentives or penalties, said Dyer.

Cutting emissions

Industry has its own incentive — savings from energy efficiency — to drive emission cuts, said Davies. Oilsands producers have cut emissions per barrel by 33% since 1990 without significant government regulation, he said.

Industry could get behind absolute emissions caps if they don’t force companies to produce less oil, said Davies.

An Alberta Environment spokeswoman said the government hadn’t studied the report in detail, but takes it seriously.

British Ads Ignore Uncertainties of Climate Change, Watchdog Agency Finds

The New York Times, March 17, 2010, by James Kanter

A British advertising watchdog this week criticized a government poster campaign publicizing the dangers of climate change — the latest setback in efforts to raise awareness of the issue.

The “Act on CO2” campaign by the British government used poems for children including “Jack and Jill” and “Rub a Dub Dub” to alert viewers to how extreme weather conditions are linked to climate change.

One poster read: “Rub a dub dub, three men in a tub – a necessary course of action due to flash flooding caused by climate change.”

On Tuesday, the Advertising Standards Authority, after receiving more than 900 complaints, ruled that the newspaper campaigns had ignored uncertainties in the scientific debate over global warming.

Many of those complaints said that the advertising had not adequately taken into account “significant division of informed scientific opinion on” climate change.

(The complaints also concerned a television advertisement, but the authority did not find fault in that case.)

The authority said the posters “should have been phrased more tentatively” because it was not clear how far global changes would affect Britain and because of “uncertainties in the magnitude and timing” of predictions about the pace of climate change in Europe.

But the authority also found that the posters had not crossed any lines by presenting an overly upsetting message. Scientific findings justified using “nursery rhyme presentations of the possible effects of climate change in press ads” because they “were not disproportionate to the risk and were not unduly distressing.”

Even so, the authority called on the government to cease using the posters in their current form.

Britain’s energy and climate change minister, Ed Miliband, said he would comply with the ruling. But he said future campaigns would highlight even more clearly that “the science tells us that it is more than 90 percent likely that there will be more extreme weather events if we don’t act.”

The reputation of climate science was damaged last year after it was revealed that scientists selectively used information from their studies to show the dangers posed by warming. Separately, United Nations scientists have had to apologize for publishing exaggerated estimates on glacial melt in the Himalayas.

The advertising authority has previously criticized companies including ExxonMobil and Volkswagen for misleading claims on their contributions to emissions reductions.

Smog danger inflated: climate change critic

The National Post, March 18, 2010, by Tom Blackwell

A Canadian economist known for his controversial critique of climate-change science has turned his sights on the health effects of smog, concluding in a new study that pollution has no impact on the number of hospital admissions for respiratory illness.

Estimates that airborne contaminants cause thousands of deaths a year - often cited by public-health authorities and medical associations - are gross exaggerations, argues the University of Guelph's Ross McKitrick in the paper.

Other research on the issue has generally failed to factor in the confounding effects of smoking and income levels, and looked at short time periods where pollution levels were relatively low, making results less reliable, he said.

"High air pollution will affect people's lung health, it's just that the effect seems to be too small to support this notion of thousands of hospitalizations," said Prof. McKitrick. "If we got rid of all the air pollution in the cities - didn't change anything else - how much would the rate of hospitalization go down? The answer is it really wouldn't go down at all."

His critique in the journal Environmental Modelling and Software was peer-reviewed but failed to convince one respected scientist who follows the issue closely. Monica Campbell, a toxicologist and manager of the Toronto health department's environmental health office, said the majority of research - literally hundreds of studies - have found a link between pollution and health. She called some aspects of the professor's method "troubling," noting he failed to consider cardiovascular and other diseases linked to pollution. 

"We rely on the wealth of evidence in the scientific community, particularly from epidemiologists, who have demonstrated for many years - and repeatedly - the significant correlation between ambient pollution and health," she said. "We'd be remiss and, quite frankly, irresponsible to ignore that."

Prof. McKitrick, who specializes in environmental policy, is best known for his analyses of some of the science behind the global-warming hypothesis, especially the so-called "hockey stick" graph indicating a sudden spike in world temperatures during the 20th Century. 

Perhaps signaling their impact on the field, he and associate Steve McIntyre have been lambasted by some climate-change scientists, who even dubbed the pair M and M.

Prof. McKitrick, also a fellow of the conservative Fraser Institute think tank, said he became interested in the air-pollution and health link because of the dramatic estimates of pollution impacts released by government and medical officials, extrapolations of research on the effects of bad air.

A 2008 report by the Canadian Medical Association, for instance, estimated there would be 11,000 hospital admissions and 90,000 emergency-department visits that year - as well as 21,000 deaths - because of the chronic and acute effects of air pollution.

The Guelph economist said he took the same model used to produce Toronto public health's estimate of hospitalizations and deaths annually and applied it to a period in the 1960s when the city's pollution levels were much higher. The result was a huge number of air pollution-related deaths, almost as many as the total mortality from all causes at the time, said Prof. McKitrick.

For his study, he looked at breathing-related hospital admissions and pollution levels in 11 Canadian cities between 1974 and 1994. The period covered a time when pollution was worse and there were more dramatic changes in air quality, which he said would produce more robust results.

He also factored in smoking rates, with their obvious effects on respiratory health, and income levels, which he said can also alter hospitalization statistics.

Prof. McKitrick and two colleagues at the University of Strathclyde in Glasgow used the Bayesian method of averaging, which he argued would, in essence, provide a more all-encompassing picture of the situation.

The results were clear: lower smoking rates meant fewer respiratory-health hospital admissions, higher income levels were sometimes linked to slightly more admissions and air-pollution had no effect, he said.

Ms. Campbell, an assistant professor of public health at the University of Toronto, said it is important to challenge the prevailing science as Prof. McKitrick has, but questions some of his methods, such as the averaging model. Using it eliminates daily fluctuations that are important to show the impact of air pollution on health, she said.

"It's potentially wiping out some very important differences," said Ms. Campbell. "You can drown in a river that's only three feet deep, on average."

She also noted that the paper solely addresses respiratory health. The CMA report estimates that the largest number of air-pollution related deaths - over 40% - were cardiovascular. Respiratory problems accounted for 11% of the total, the report said.


Climate Change Harming Hundreds of Migratory Bird Species
Environment News Service, March 17, 2010

WASHINGTON, DC, March 17, 2010 (ENS) - Climate change is putting pressure on hundreds of species of migratory birds, already stressed by habitat loss, invasive species and exposure to toxic chemicals, a new U.S. government report concludes. In part to meet their needs for protection, the Department of the Interior is laying the groundwork for a network of science-based landscape conservation cooperatives. 

"The State of the Birds: 2010 Report on Climate Change" indicates that the warming climate will have an increasingly disruptive effect on bird species in all habitats, with oceanic and Hawaiian birds in greatest danger. 

"Just as they did in 1962 when Rachel Carson published "Silent Spring," our migratory birds are sending us a message about the health of our planet," said Interior Secretary Ken Salazar, releasing the report on Thursday. 

"That is why - for the first time ever - the Department of the Interior has deployed a coordinated strategy to plan for and respond to the impacts of climate change on the resources we manage," he said. 

On March 4, Secretary Salazar announced that the first of eight new regional climate science centers planned by Interior Department would be based at the University of Alaska. The centers are expected to develop practical, landscape-level strategies for managing climate change impacts on birds and on land, natural, and cultural resources within the eight regions. 

The centers will provide scientific and technical expertise to help support a new federal government network of landscape conservation cooperatives. 

With an initial federal investment of $25 million in FY2010, the landscape conservation cooperatives are intended to become applied conservation science partnerships between the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and other federal agencies, states, tribes, nongovernmental organizations, universities and the public within each of the eight regions. 

Rather than create a new conservation infrastructure from the ground up, said Salazar, the landscape conservation cooperatives are expected to build upon explicit biological management priorities and objectives. They will incorporate the science available from existing fish habitat partnerships, migratory bird joint ventures and flyway councils, as well as species-based and geographic-based partnerships. 

The landscape conservation cooperatives will address landscape-scale stressors, such as habitat fragmentation, genetic isolation, invasive species, and water scarcity, all of which are accelerated by climate change. 

The new State of the Birds report, a collaboration among experts from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and conservation organizations, identified common bird species that are likely to become species of conservation concern as a result of climate change, such as the American oystercatcher, common nighthawk, and northern pintail. 

For bird species that are already of conservation concern such as the golden-cheeked warbler, whooping crane, and spectacled eider, the added vulnerability to climate change may hasten declines or prevent recovery. 

"Birds are excellent indicators of the health of our environment, and right now they are telling us an important story about climate change," said Dr. Kenneth Rosenberg, director of Conservation Science at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. "Many species of conservation concern will face heightened threats, giving us an increased sense of urgency to protect and conserve vital bird habitat." 

Oceanic birds are among the most vulnerable species because they raise few young each year; they face challenges from a rapidly changing marine ecosystem; and they nest on islands that may be flooded as sea levels rise. All 67 oceanic bird species, such as petrels and albatrosses, are among the most vulnerable birds on Earth to climate change. 

"All of the effective bird conservation efforts already taking place to protect rare species, conserve habitats, and remove threats need to be continued." said David Mehlman of The Nature Conservancy "Additionally, they need to be greatly expanded to meet the threat climate change poses to bird populations." 

Hawaiian birds such as the endangered puaiohi and 'akiapola'au already face multiple threats and are increasingly challenged by mosquito-borne diseases and invasive species as climate change alters their native habitats. 

"The State of the Birds: 2010 Report on Climate Change" follows a comprehensive report issued last year showing that that nearly a third of the nation's 800 bird species are endangered, threatened or in decline. 

"While there is much to be concerned about in this report, we can reduce the impact of climate change by taking immediate action to reduce carbon emissions and find creative conservation solutions to help birds adapt to the changes that are already in process." said David Pashley, vice president American Bird Conservancy. 

Birds in coastal, arctic-alpine, and grassland habitats, as well as those on Caribbean and other Pacific Islands show intermediate levels of vulnerability. 

The report concludes that most birds in arid lands, wetlands, and forests show relatively low vulnerability to climate change. 

"The dangers to these birds reflect risks to everything we value: our health, our finances, our quality of life and the stability of our natural world," said the National Audubon Society's Glenn Olson. "But if we can help the birds weather a changing climate, we can help ourselves." 

EPA begins study on shale gas drilling

Reuters, March 18, 2010, by Tom Doggett

The Environmental Protection Agency said on Thursday it will begin to take a closer look at the environmental and human health impact of shale gas drilling, which could mean new regulations on a booming area of the energy sector.

The drilling technique known as hydraulic fracturing, or "fracking", is not subject to the federal safe drinking water law. New regulations could discourage removing gas from shale rock formations, which account for 15 percent to 20 percent of U.S. natural gas production and provide a relatively clean energy source for the United States, which is trying to reduce its dependence on foreign oil.

The EPA study, which the agency said could take two years to complete, will put the spotlight on the possible dangers of hydraulic fracturing at a time when major oil companies such as Exxon Mobil, BP, Statoil and Total are pouring investment into the shale gas sector.

"Our research will be designed to answer questions about the potential impact of hydraulic fracturing on human health and the environment," Paul Anastas, assistant administrator for EPA's Office of Research and Development said in a statement. "The study will be conducted through a transparent, peer-reviewed process, with significant stakeholder input."

The EPA has allocated $1.9 million for the study, which the agency said is in the very early stages.

The House Energy and Commerce Committee is conducting its own investigation into the effects of fracking. [ID:nN18198199] Legislation is also pending in the House that would require oil and gas companies to disclose the chemicals they use. [ID:nN09386715]

The EPA said in a separate notice published Thursday in the Federal Register that the agency's science advisory board would hold a two-day public meeting over April 7-8 to discuss how the EPA plans to study hydraulic fracturing.

The EPA said in its notice that the agency plans to gather existing data for its study on hydraulic fracturing, seek input from affected groups, catalog "potential risks" to drinking water supplies and identify data gaps.

Hydraulic fracturing injects a mixture of water, sand and chemicals into rock formations to stimulate oil and natural gas production.

Some environmental groups claim the technique is unsafe and want the government to regulate it.

Energy companies say improved fracking technology allows them to drill for oil and gas in an environmentally safe manner. They also say there is no evidence fracking has contaminated water supplies.

"We expect the study to confirm what 60 years of experience and investigation have already demonstrated: That hydraulic fracturing is a safe and well understood technology for producing oil and natural gas," said the American Petroleum Institute.

"We are confident that a scientific and data-driven examination will provide policymakers and the public with even greater reassurance of the safety of this practice," said America's Natural Gas Alliance, which represents 34 of the leading U.S. natural gas companies.

U.S. natural gas reserves are up by a third since 2006, thanks to unconventional gas development including shale gas, with estimated reserves sufficient to supply the U.S. market for nearly 100 years at current rates.

Deal nearing on Senate climate bill: lawmaker

Reuters, March 18, 2010, by Richard Cowan and Timothy Gardner

The Senate is close to wrapping up talks ahead of introducing a compromise climate change bill, said a top Democratic lawmaker who discussed ideas with industry groups on Wednesday.

"We're planning to button up our efforts somewhere I hope next week," Senator John Kerry told reporters after meeting with a coalition that represents automakers, forestry and paper companies, Big Oil, steel, mining, electricity and others.

Kerry is working with Republican Senator Lindsey Graham and independent Senator Joseph Lieberman on a bill to require U.S. industry to cut emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases associated with global warming.

Indicating there was still work to be done, Kerry said, "We're trying to build support as we develop (bill) language."

Bruce Josten, an executive vice president at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, left Wednesday's meeting with the three senators and told reporters: "They're being very constructive; they're trying to figure out how to make this work for the American economy."

The measure will not take the exact approach of legislation approved by the House of Representatives in June, and by the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee in November. This would set an economy-wide "cap and trade" direction to reducing carbon pollution.

Kerry said that while "a lot of language is there" to craft legislation, "we don't have a full outline" yet of a bill.

PRICE COLLAR AND FUEL FEES

The climate bill has been stalled in the Senate and supporters have missed several informal deadlines for producing and passing a bill.

Under cap and trade, companies would face limits on the amount of carbon pollution Washington would let them emit. Those limits would become stricter over the next 40 years, when supporters want an 80 percent reduction from 2005 levels. Also, required pollution permits could be sold on a regulated market.

The three senators also talked about pollution reductions of 17 percent by 2020 below 2005 levels, a goal President Barack Obama has embraced.

The Chamber of Commerce, which says it represents more than 3 million U.S. businesses of all sizes, is staunchly opposed to U.S. Environmental Protection Agency regulation of carbon dioxide.

The three senators said on Wednesday the bill would pre-empt the EPA from regulating the gases, said a source with knowledge of the meeting.

The EPA is ready to issue final regulations as early as March 31 for automobile carbon emissions. That would clear the way for expanding regulations to smokestack emissions, although the agency prefers Congress tackles that problem.

Instead of an economy-wide cap and trade, the three senators are aiming to impose the market system initially on power companies, which contribute about 40 percent of carbon emissions.

The senators are "talking about allowances for that sector that are built around pollution-reduction targets and prohibiting price spikes," Josten said.

Power plants would face emissions limits starting in 2012 while big manufacturers and energy-intensive industry would not face limits until 2016, the source said.

The senators presented an eight-page outline to the industry groups but took it back at the end of the meeting, he added.

The bill would also include a hard price collar that would keep carbon prices between $10 and $30 a ton. Any polluter emitting below 25,000 tons a year would not be regulated, the source said.

As for a possible oil industry tax, the senators discussed a fee on fuels linked to the market price of carbon. The fee would be visible to consumers at petroleum pumps and on airline tickets, the source said.

A tax at the oil refinery level that would not be as visible to consumers has also been discussed by the senators.

Once a bill is put together, the Congressional Budget Office will analyze the potential costs to the federal government and the economy. EPA also is expected to conduct a six- to eight-week analysis of the bill before it could be debated on the Senate floor, possibly in June.

More Regulation Needed For Canada Oil Sands: Report
Reuters, March 18, 2010, by Jeffrey Jones

Steam-driven projects to extract crude from Canada's oil sands, often held up as more environmentally friendly than mining, have major drawbacks of their own that require more stringent regulation to fix, an environmental think tank said on Wednesday.

The Alberta-based Pembina Institute compared nine projects that employ "in situ" extraction methods -- where steam is pumped into the earth to liquefy the extra-heavy crude so it can be pumped to the surface -- and found all need to make improvements to varying degrees.

"The impacts of in situ have sort of been framed as low-impact oil sands development, but when you look at the data that isn't actually borne out," said Simon Dyer, one of the authors of the report, called "Drilling Deeper: the In Situ Oil Sands Report Card".

"Some of them indicate actually higher impact on a per-barrel basis than mining, for instance greenhouse gas emissions and sulfur-dioxide emissions and some of the cumulative impacts on land."

Projects were judged on general environmental management, land use, air emissions, water use and impact on climate change, and then given an overall score.

Open-pit mining gets most of the attention in the oil sands of northern Alberta, the largest crude deposits outside the Middle East. But the lion's share of the crude is too deep to mine, and must be extracted using in situ techniques.

Suncor Energy Inc's Firebag project took top marks with relatively low ratio of injected steam to oil produced and lower greenhouse gas emissions. But it scored just 60 percent.

The lowest mark of the nine, at 25 percent, was given to Canadian Natural Resources Ltd's Primrose/Wolf Lake development. The project has high steam-oil ratio and emissions and scored poorly on commitments to regional environmental initiatives, the report said.

A Canadian Natural official was not immediately available for comment.

Other projects studied are run by Imperial Oil Ltd, Cenovus Energy Inc, Husky Energy Inc, Royal Dutch Shell Plc and Japan Canada Oil Sands Ltd. The average score was 44 percent.

"The main message is there's clearly room for improvement," Dyer said. "There's a wide range of performance, we don't have half the regulations that would necessarily drive implementation of best practices that are there currently."

Alberta Energy Minister Ron Liepert said he had not seen the report, although Dyer said it was sent to senior officials in the province's energy and environment departments Tuesday.

However, Liepert said Alberta's energy industry needs fewer regulations, a message he has repeated often since he announced results of a "competitiveness review" last week.

"We don't need more regulations. We have plenty of regulations in place to ensure that environmentally we are protecting Albertans. But in many cases it's simply taking too long, it's too duplicative and we'll deal with that," he told reporters.

Major California Solar Project Moves Ahead

The New York Times, March 17, 2010, by Todd Woody

California regulators on Wednesday recommended that the state’s first new big solar power plant in nearly two decades be approved after a two-and-half-year review of its environmental impact on the Mojave Desert.

The recommendation by staff members of the California Energy Commission — which still must be accepted by the commission board — comes three weeks after the federal Department of Energy offered the project’s builder, BrightSource Energy, a $1.37 billion loan guarantee to construct the 392-megawatt Ivanpah Solar Electric Generating System.

The Sierra Club, Defenders of Wildlife and the Center for Biological Diversity favor solar energy projects, but objected to building the BrightSource power plant in the Ivanpah Valley of Southern California, saying it would harm rare plants and animals like the desert tortoise.

Other environmentalists argued that the project, which features thousands of mirrors that focus the sun on 459-foot-tall towers, would mar the visual beauty of the desert.

In an assessment filed on Tuesday, energy commission staff members found that a smaller version of the project that BrightSource proposed last month would mitigate any damage to several protected plant species on the site.

Environmentalists, however, had said the downsized version of the power plant would not sufficiently protect rare species and continued to push for the project’s relocation to more disturbed land.

The commission reviewers determined the visual impact of the Ivanpah power plant could not be reduced but recommended that the commission’s board license the project because of “overriding considerations.”

“It will provide critical environmental benefits by helping the state reduce its greenhouse gas emissions, and these positive attributes must be weighed against the project’s adverse impacts,” Terry O’Brien, a deputy director at the energy commission, wrote in a memorandum filed Wednesday. “It is because of these benefits and the concerns regarding the adverse impacts that global warming will have upon the state and our environment, including desert ecosystems, that staff believes it would be appropriate for the commission to approve the project.”

But he cautioned that the recommendation should not be interpreted as a green light for other desert solar projects. “Staff’s position on the I.S.E.G.S. project should not be read as a blanket endorsement of all solar projects,” Mr. O’Brien wrote.

He noted that the Ivanpah power plant would be built near two casinos, a golf course and transmission lines.

“The staff may not support an override for a project in a more remote location,” wrote Mr. O’Brien.

While Wednesday’s action moves the project closer to being licensed, it still must also receive federal approval, as it would be built on property leased from the Bureau of Land Management.

Concerns grow for our lakes

The Montreal Gazette, March 18, 2010, by Mark Iype

As the weather warms and beaches beckon, an overwhelming number of Canadians worry that contaminated lakes will threaten their favourite summer swimming spots, results of a study released yesterday suggest.

The Canadian Water Attitudes Study, conducted by the Royal Bank and Unilever, found that 83 per cent of Canadians are concerned about the quality of water in lakes where they swim, and more than two-thirds thinks the water is getting worse.

"We have thousands of lakes that are starting to be a concern," said Bob Sandford, the chairman of Canadian Partnership Initiative of the UN Water for Life Decade, which backed the study.

Sandford said lake pollution has plagued every province for years, but he said the issue appears to be gaining traction because of the blue-green algal blooms that are choking lakes across the country and making them unsuitable for swimming.

"When people see the water turning green in front of their cottages, they tend to sit up and take notice," he said.

Blue-green algal blooms are the main culprit in poisoning many of the recreational lakes on which Canadians depend in the short summer months.

The technicolour growths, so brilliantly blue-green that they can be seen in satellite images, are caused by contaminants leaching into lakes in the form of fertilizers from urban lawns and farm fields, faulty septic systems and soil erosion.

Blue-green algae, which feeds on the phosphorous in fertilizer and raw sewage, then produces toxins that can kill aquatic life and other creatures that venture into lakes that have been overrun.

David Schindler, a professor at the University of Alberta with four decades' work on lake ecology, said every province is now dealing with the problem.

In Quebec, after blooms in dozens of lakes have been produced, the provincial government has set aside money to combat the plague.

Schindler said Ontario has done a decent job of dealing with growing encroachment of humans into cottage country, but he said the province needs to start limiting development.

In Manitoba, the yearly flooding of the Red River, which is set to happen again soon, causes run-off from farmers' fields to pollute the province's lakes to such an extent that many of the lakes are in dire straits, Schindler said.

A recent report from the Winnipeg-based International Institute for Sustainable Development highlighted Lake Winnipeg's problems, calling the more than 100,000 farms that surround the lake basin as the main culprits in the pollution.

The Lake Winnipeg basin is the second-largest in North America, covering nearly one million square kilometres.

Schindler said that in Alberta, there is already a band of lakes that stretch across the province that are turning blue from algae.

He said a concerted effort needs to be made by all levels of government to protect Canada's freshwater lakes.

"Lakeshore development is everywhere in the country, and it is not likely to slow down, because everybody wants a piece of lakefront property," he said.

Sandford said change is possible, but the public needs to "dispel the myth of limitless water resources in this country."

If there is one ray of hope, Sandford said, it is that the study's findings suggest that Canadians consider fresh water to be Canada's most valuable resource, even more valuable than oil.

The online survey of 2,022 adults from across the country was conducted by Ipsos Reid from Feb. 17 to 23. The results are considered accurate to within 2.2 per cent, 19 times out of 20.

New law puts onus on manufacturers

The Montreal Gazette, March 18, 2010, by Michelle Lalonde

If a bill announced yesterday by the Quebec government becomes law, you could be putting a lot less material into your recycling bin in the future, and that would be a good thing for the environment.

The amended law would force companies to compensate municipalities for 100 per cent of the cost of recycling their product packaging, up from the current compensation rate of 50 per cent.

The intent of the bill is to discourage manufacturers from over-packaging, a process that wastes energy on both ends of a product's useful life, and an issue of which consumers are increasingly conscious.

"The idea is to get the folks who are really responsible for filling up your recycling bin to pay the cost of recycling that material," said Dave Leclerc, an aide to Environment Minister Line Beauchamp.

"The recycling bin is a great tool, but the idea is to reduce the amount (of unnecessary packaging) that is going into the bins so recycling costs less - and that benefits everyone," he added.

Of course, manufacturers have the option of passing on their increased recycling costs to consumers. But the new law would effectively shift all the cost of collecting and processing recyclable materials from every municipal taxpayer to manufacturers and/or consumers who purchase over-packaged goods.

Proponents of the bill hope this will also influence consumers to choose products with minimal packaging.

The compensation rate will increase gradually over five years, from 50 per cent in 2009, 70 per cent in 2010, 80 per cent in 2011-12, 90 per cent in 2013-14, and finally 100 per cent in 2015 and beyond.

"At first glance, this seems like a good law that would force industry to take a hard look at waste in packaging," said Antoine Garcia-Suarez, coordinator of Action RE-buts, a coalition of Montreal groups advocating environmentally sound waste management.

The other major change in the bill is that magazines would be considered "printed materials" and no longer enjoy the exceptions granted under the current law, which puts newspapers and magazines into a special category called "written media."

Under the current law, owners of written media were granted a maximum on how much they had to pay to the recycling fund. That maximum for the entire written media industry in Quebec was set at $1.3 million per year for the first five years. The compensation could be paid in equivalent value advertising space for the municipality, mostly to promote recycling and other environmental programs.

Under the new law, only the newspaper group will enjoy this exception, but the maximum contribution per year will increase to $2.66 million this year, and will grow incrementally to $3.8 million by 2015. (When the current law was introduced, the print media industry argued successfully that their products could not be considered merely packaging, even though these products do engender recycling costs.)

Magazines will now join other forms of recyclable printed materials, such as advertising flyers, in the "printed products" category. They will enjoy no ceiling on what they have to pay and will have to pay their recycling compensation in money, rather than advertising space.

B.C. green sector could become $27-billion giant

The Vancouver Sun, March 18, 2010, by Scott Simpson

British Columbia's green economy could grow into a $27-billion-per-year green giant by 2020, according to a new report from the Globe Foundation.

B.C. could become a "living laboratory" for green-sector growth that would add value to the provincial gross domestic product (GDP) more than twice as fast as the economy as a whole, John Wiebe, president and CEO of the Vancouver-based foundation, said Wednesday in an interview.

"This is a very, very conservative estimate. I think this can be much bigger depending on what one does and how one goes about it," Wiebe said.

B.C.'s present green-sector economy encompasses 28 sectors and sub-sectors, including renewable energy, forestry, transit and telecommunications. It accounts for 166,000 direct and indirect full-time-equivalent jobs, 7.2 per cent of total provincial employment.

"The green economy is a fast-growing economic development model that focuses on the creation of green jobs, the promotion of real, sustainable economic growth, and the prevention of environmental pollution, global warming, resource depletion and ecological degradation," the report states.

Worldwide, the green sector has a market value estimated at $5.2 trillion US.

The B.C. green sector accounted for 10.2 per cent of GDP in 2008 -- $15.3 billion in direct and indirect GDP, the report said.

I think the key point here is that Vancouver, British Columbia -- Metro Vancouver -- has a great opportunity. The platform is here, the tools are here. It's a matter of making it happen.

John Wiebe president and CEO Globe Foundation

A Globe research team calculated that green-sector GDP growth by 2020 would push that to $21 billion at a "conservative" annual growth rate of 2.7 per cent -- or $27.4 billion at an annual growth rate of five per cent.

At the higher rate of growth, which the report calls "achievable," the green sector would account for 14.1 per cent of total GDP.

The report assumes that B.C. overall maintains projected annual GDP growth of 2.2 per cent. Globe says the higher target is achievable in light of B.C.'s inherent advantages such as a "full spectrum" of renewable energy resources, an abundant supply of natural gas, a "world-class" quality of life and a strategic port location on the western North American coast.

The report says the international marketplace for green products and services is highly competitive and that B.C. will need exportable technology and ideas and solid self-promotion in order to succeed.

"What we wanted to do with the report is to show that we've got a great platform here, a platform that we can grow, and use to create jobs and create economic opportunity," Wiebe said.

"We were very tight and conservative on how big this can grow. I think the key point here is that Vancouver, British Columbia -- Metro Vancouver -- has a great opportunity. The platform is here, the tools are here. It's a matter of making it happen."

Globe lists four sectors showing the greatest potential for future GDP and job generation -- clean and alternative energy including bioenergy and hydrogen fuel cell technology; energy management and efficiency including efficient lighting and advanced battery technology; green building design and development, and environmental protection, including water conservation and carbon capture and storage.

The biggest challenge, according to the report, is a potential shortage of the labour needed to support the highest projected rate of growth.

International avalanche warning system will be hard to ignore

The Vancouver Sun, March 18, 2010, by Don Martin

The deadliest avalanche in Canadian history hit around midnight on March 4, 1910, when a tidal arc of wet snow ripped off an aptly-named Mount Avalanche in B.C.'s Glacier National, killing 62 railway-clearing workers.

Environment Minister Jim Prentice announced Wednesday, almost exactly 100 years later, that Canada and the U.S. will finally unite under a continental avalanche warning system.

It may seen obvious. If an avalanche warning goes to EXTREME, it kinda means STAY OUT unless you have slush for brains and want to DIE under the stuff.

The border shouldn't be a divide for common sense.

But the hundreds of snowmobilers and spectators who invaded the back country near Revelstoke last weekend ignored repeated warnings about unprecedented avalanche danger as they whipped up the mountainside and, one colossal snow wave later, they forced Parks Canada and the RCMP to ride to the rescue.

Parks Canada has added up the damage to its bottom line from deploying 12 helicopters and dozens of support staff to pull daredevils and spectators out of their own ignorance or stupidity and it comes in at a minimum of $75,000 with the potential to hit six figures once all the bills come due.

This is probably a good time to discuss the merits of charging those requiring a rescue from their own recklessness. There are parks in the U.S. and Europe that ding mountain climbers an access fee as insurance to cover their own rescue or hand them the entire tab which, as noted above, can surpass $100,000 in large-scale disasters.

But the debate always ends by concluding a stiff search-and-rescue fee would only discourage those urgently needing help from calling for it -- and nobody wants to be blamed for causing the deaths of those in trouble who can't afford to summon their own rescue.

And so we can only hope advanced detection technology will make future searches easier to complete and increased education will ensure thrill seekers know enough to steer clear of harm's way.

The B.C. government talks of controlling and limiting access to back countries, but that's dismissed as "somewhat impractical" by Parks Canada officials given the size of mountain parks with thousands of public entry points.

But excuses for ignorantly stumbling into trouble will be harder to justify next winter after the Prentice announcement of a new North American Avalanche Danger Scale, which should, hopefully, deliver to users a harder-to-ignore warning before they venture under a snow cliff just itching to drop.

Icons that are hard to misinterpret will be deployed out across all North American mountain ranges next winter as the Canadian Avalanche Centre joins U.S. search, rescue and forest service agencies to create the first international warning network.

Officially called the Avalanche Danger Scale, it's a five-stage warning hammering home the likelihood and size of an avalanche location with precise recommendations on areas to avoid.

"This is the most comprehensive and complete avalanche warning system designed to date," Prentice says. "While we will never completely eliminate the risk, this initiative provides back country users with another tool to use in conjunction with specific equipment and training to help minimize those risks."

Parks Canada's budget for mountain avalanche risk control in Western Canada has risen to $1.7 million, which includes the cost of issuing the sort of bulletins those weekend snowmobilers ignored.

There's no substitute for knowing the risk and using common sense in accessing Canada's mountain danger zones, particularly with spring approaching and the snow pack increasingly destabilized.

The best signs and warning systems in the world only work if park users pay attention to the message before recklessly endangering themselves and their audiences. Given last weekend's tragedy, it's clear some things haven't changed -- even after 100 years.

Mackenzie mill suitor blamed for rainforest destruction

The Vancouver Sun, March 18, 2010, by Gordon Hamilton

The Asian forest company that's considering buying B.C.'s Mackenzie pulp mill was targeted Wednesday in a graphically disturbing ad campaign by Greenpeace over logging practices the eco-group says is killing endangered orangutans.

Singapore-based Sinar Mas, one of the world's largest forest companies, is being accused of destroying rainforest in Sumatra and replacing it with palm oil plantations. The rainforest is home to endangered orangutans.

If Sinar Mas succeeds in buying the Mackenzie mill, Greenpeace activists will come with the deal, eco-campaigner Stephanie Goodwin said Wednesday.

Greenpeace posted a graphic video on YouTube linking one of Sinar Mas's customers, Nestle, with the destruction of orangutans in Indonesia. In the video, which mimicked a Nestle's KitKat candy bar ad, chocolate fingers of KitKat were depicted as the fingers of an orangutan. An office worker is shown crunching them down, wiping blood from his face.

Switzerland-based Nestle responded within hours by having the video pulled from YouTube and issuing a news release stating it has replaced Sinar Mas as a supplier of palm oil with another supplier.

"We will continue to pressure our suppliers to eliminate any sources of palm oil which are related to rainforest destruction," the company stated in a news release.

Nestle is the third multinational consumer company to knuckle under Greenpeace pressure. Unilever, manufacturer of Dove soap, and Kraft Foods have also cancelled palm oil contracts with Sinar Mas.

Sinar Mas is in discussions with the Mackenzie Pulp Mill Development Corp. to purchase the Mackenzie mill. Unresolved issues include environmental liability associated with the mill and money owed by the current owner, Worthington Mackenzie.

Goodwin, who was arrested in Indonesia last November for her role in a protest that shut down a Sinar Mas pulp mill there, said the environmental group intends to bring its campaign to B.C. if the sale goes through.

"Sinar Mas carries environmental baggage with it wherever it goes," Goodwin said in an interview.

"What happens in Indonesia matters in British Columbia. If they have operations here, you can bet that Greenpeace will make efforts to shine the spotlight on Sinar Mas's transgressions."

Forests Minister Pat Bell confirmed that Sinar Mas is in the running to purchase the mill, but that the Indonesian issues are beyond Victoria's jurisdiction.

"Sinar Mas has not completed any deal in British Columbia yet.

"They are interested and we are interested in having them," Bell said in an interview. "I think what British Columbians care about is, are they going to operate at the standard we expect of them here in B.C.?"

He said the Mackenzie mill has no forest tenures attached to it and Sinar Mas would have no responsibility for forest practices in this province.

He said officials in his ministry have already been in contact with Sinar Mas's only other Canadian plant, a pulp mill at Meadow Lake Saskatchewan, over environmental performance.

"We need to look at each and every investment," he said. "Our understanding is that they are doing an exemplary job at Meadow Lake."

"If they are interested in investing, we are interested in talking to them."

Sinar Mas did not respond to telephone calls and e-mails to operations here and in Indonesia.

The video is still posted on the Greenpeace website www.greenpeace.org/kitkat.

New groups form to propose rules on geoengineering

ClimateWire, March 18, 2010, by Lauren Morello

How do you govern something that doesn't exist yet?

That, in a broad sense, is the question facing scientists and governments who are interested in exploring geoengineering's potential to fight climate change but wary of the risk of stirring controversy and conflict.

A new effort to provide U.S. government guidance on research restrictions that might be necessary will be launched tomorrow by the Washington-based National Commission on Energy Policy, which has assembled a task force of experts in science, national security and diplomacy to tackle tough questions surrounding geoengineering.

"We're trying to broaden the discussion," said Sasha Mackler, NCEP's research director. "We have people in our group that have done work in other disciplines, and we're looking at analogous models and what we've done in other areas like nuclear weapons, like nanotechnology, like biotech and biomedical research -- areas where technologies were out in front of what we knew socially."

The 19-member task force, which met for the first time last month, hopes to have in hand by summer's end recommendations to guide Congress and the federal government's first steps to establish geoengineering research and governance schemes.

"If we get out in front of this and start doing this responsibly, and bringing people to create best practices that lead to some formal governance, that leaves scientists the space to do their job well," Mackler said.

Next week, a group of scientists meeting in Monterey, Calif., will try to establish rules for field tests and other research. Sponsored by the newly created Climate Response Fund, the conference is being modeled on a landmark 1973 meeting, the Asilomar Conference on Recombinant DNA, that set ground rules for biotechnology research.

One oft-mentioned approach to engineering the climate is to mimic the cooling effects of a volcano by spraying sulfate particles into the upper atmosphere, where they would increase the amount of sunlight reflected away from Earth. There's already a natural proof of concept: The 1991 Mount Pinatubo eruption spewed 10 million tons of sulfur into the atmosphere and cooled the Earth roughly 1 degree Fahrenheit for about a year.

Could a rich man's experiment trigger an ice age?

And in geoengineering terms, where almost any proposal involves deploying technology on a planetary scale, initial calculations suggest the sulfate approach would be relatively cheap and easy. But those advantages can also seem like problems, according to some researchers.

"The low price tag is very attractive, but it raises the risk of unilateral action," University of Calgary physicist David Keith told a House committee last month. "The cost is so little that the richest people on the planet could afford to buy an ice age."

That's a daunting prospect even without considering that the Pinatubo eruption depleted the Earth's ozone layer and temporarily altered Asia's monsoon, inducing drought.

And some researchers, including Rutgers University's Alan Robock, have suggested that fully testing sulfate geoengineering would require field tests so large they would be the equivalent of full-scale deployment. Anything smaller could make it too hard to separate the signal from the noise.

Facing such a complex stew of uncertainty and potential, policymakers and scientists are beginning to discuss setting ground rules for geoengineering research and, potentially, eventual deployment.

"At some point, the world will insist on having a global stake in this, almost certainly," John Steinbruner, director of the University of Maryland's Center for International and Security Studies, said last week at an event sponsored by the Council on Foreign Relations.

"You're dealing with a global commons. ... Because you can imagine having very substantial global effects on the basis of a very small global initiative, you need to anticipate the need for rules that don't exist yet."

Senate trio, under the gun, tries to build support for climate bill

ClimateWire, March 18, 2010, by Evan Lehmann

The Senate trio crafting carbon legislation hosted industry groups yesterday in an effort to win broad support for emission reductions before the Senate becomes paralyzed by partisan campaigning this summer.

The Capitol meeting, behind closed doors, reflects the extent to which Sens. John Kerry (D-Mass.), Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) and Joe Lieberman (I-Conn.) are seeking to build support for a measure that would cut carbon from different sectors at varying rates.

The bill's language is being developed in stages. And the trio is exposing those ideas to the industries it would affect, even as other sections of the bill are incomplete. It is a strategy based on the notion that the bill would need support from the start to offset the dwindling days of Senate business.

"We're making tremendous progress in bringing people on board," Kerry told reporters yesterday after meeting with industry officials. "We're trying to build support as we develop language."

The bill should be complete next week or over the Easter recess, he added, noting that it will be sent to the Congressional Budget Office and U.S. EPA for a review that could take five or six weeks.

"We have some legislative language," Kerry said. "We're developing more legislative language as we go along. We're getting toward the last couple weeks of putting this together."

Participants dribbled out of a Capitol doorway after the meeting, allowing time between departures for brief press interviews. Some of the groups in attendance challenged the cap-and-trade bill passed by the House last June.

The Senate version abandons an economywide carbon cap, but still seeks to reduce emissions 17 percent below 2005 levels by 2020, and 80 percent by 2050. Utilities would be regulated beginning in 2012, and other industries would be included in 2016 (E&ENews PM, March 17).

"Directionally speaking, the way they're trying to conform and shape this bill, I'd suggest is largely in synch with ... most people in American industry," said Bruce Josten, executive vice president for government affairs at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.

No cap, no tax

Cal Dooley, president and CEO of the American Chemistry Council, said more meetings are needed to ease the concerns of his industry, composed of companies like DuPont, 3M and Honeywell.

"We have to have an adequate transition time" to new carbon costs, Dooley said, noting that his members compete against international firms without climate regulations.

Other groups entered the meeting seeking emission reductions through expansions of clean energy, renewable electricity standards and nuclear power. Some also want to open the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to oil drilling, while expanding fossil fuel development along the nation's coastlines.

"We have policy against mandatory cap-and-trade programs. We also have policy in opposition to a carbon tax. 
Those are two items that we would not want to see," Paul Schlegel, director of public policy for the American Farm Bureau Federation, said before the meeting. "We're a fairly energy-intensive sector, and we have far less capacity than most people to be able to either absorb or pass along our cost. Farmers generally are price-takers, not price-makers."

"I like the direction they're going," Evan Gaddis, president of the National Electrical Manufacturers Association, said before the meeting. "And that is exactly what this is all about: industry meeting with them ahead of time to discuss the concerns of industry."

His group wants more nuclear power, funding for "clean coal," and investments in transmission lines so wind power can be distributed more widely.

"I wouldn't call it a climate bill," Gaddis added. "I'll call it an energy bill."

White House 'anxious to get this done'

The meeting comes amid a pointed debate on health care in the House, which is poised to cast its votes later this week or weekend. What comes next in the legislative lineup could help shape the future of the climate legislation.

The White House has emphasized the importance of creating "rules of the road" for Wall Street banks before midterm elections. 
Sen. Chris Dodd (D-Conn.) introduced that bill this week. White House spokesman Robert Gibbs also highlighted the importance of passing legislation that would confront the Supreme Court's ruling that allows increased corporate campaign spending.

Sen. Barbara Boxer (D-Calif.), who chairs the Environment and Public Works Committee, said climate remains important to President Obama.

"They want this done. They're very anxious to get this done," she said yesterday. "I think you've got to take care of all the pressing issues, and especially the ones that were launched in economic recovery. Clean energy is a key factor in the long term. It's going to mean millions of jobs."

Kerry, Graham and Lieberman plan to provide a copy of the bill to their Senate colleagues next week. Its language is critical in terms of gathering support quickly and whether it makes Democratic senators feel comfortable supporting a bill that opponents could describe as a new tax during a recession. Eighteen Democratic seats are in play this year.

'Hard assignment'

"John believes he has a good new approach," Sen. Dick Durbin (D-Ill.), the majority whip, said of Kerry yesterday. 
"He has really worked this thing so hard, trying to sell it to people who are skeptical. So I want to encourage him, not discourage him. If he can show the positive development toward the vote that we need, I want to help him reach it."

"It's a hard assignment, but I can tell you that I think John's up to it," Durbin added. "And I think he has two good allies."

The trio is counting on a handful of supportive Republicans, including Maine Sens. Olympia Snowe and Susan Collins. Collins said Tuesday she didn't know if she could support the Kerry-Graham-Lieberman bill because she hadn't seen it. 
The release of some details yesterday might help her make up her mind. The bill reportedly includes some elements of market regulation as envisioned by Collins and Sen. Maria Cantwell (D-Wash.).

Another Republican sounded impressed with the trio's efforts to include the ideas of industry.

"I have to give credit to these gentlemen for really trying to engage people on a very difficult issue, an issue that has different impacts depending on your region," said Sen. Lisa Murkowski (R-Alaska), adding that it's a "logical, thoughtful approach."

"Whether or not it's going to be successful, I have no idea," she added.

EPA begins study of fracturing's effects on water supplies

Greenwire, March 18, 2010, by Katie Howell

U.S. EPA announced the start today of a study examining the effects of a controversial oil and gas production technique known as hydraulic fracturing on water supplies.

"Our research will be designed to answer questions about the potential impact of hydraulic fracturing on human health and the environment," EPA Assistant Administrator Paul Anastas said in a statement. "The study will be conducted through a transparent, peer-reviewed process, with significant stakeholder input."

Hydraulic fracturing is a decades-old technology used by the petroleum industry to improve production at aging wells by blasting water, chemicals and sand or plastic beads into a wellbore at high pressure. 
The technique has grabbed public attention as the industry has used it to tap vast stores of domestic natural gas, and drillers have poured into Pennsylvania and New York to tap the potentially vast Marcellus Shale formation.

"Understanding the risks that hydraulic fracturing poses to drinking water supplies is critical to guiding future policies and regulations that will safeguard the public," Rep. Maurice Hinchey (D-N.Y.) said in a statement heralding the study's launch.

Hinchey pushed for the congressionally authorized EPA study and has also been a key player on a bill (H.R. 2766) that would mandate federal regulation of fracturing under the Safe Drinking Water Act.

The new study is being praised by environmentalists who criticized a 2004 EPA probe whose results were skewed, they say, by data collected selectively from sources with a vested Interest in the oil and gas industry.

"Independent, unbiased scientific inquiry into hydraulic fracturing is critical," said Amy Mall, a senior policy analyst for the Natural Resources Defense Council. "We are very pleased that the EPA is responding to families across the country who are concerned that oil and gas development is contaminating their drinking water."

Industry also welcomed the new study, saying it would prove claims that fracturing technology is safe.

"Assuming the study's methodology is technically sound, its evaluations are science-based, and its conclusions are peer-reviewed, there's really only one credible outcome this project can produce," said Chris Tucker, a spokesman for the industry-backed group Energy in Depth. "And -- spoiler alert -- it's not the one that opponents of responsible shale gas exploration are clamoring for."

The American Petroleum Institute and America's Natural Gas Alliance likewise expressed confidence the study would pacify critics of fracturing.

"We expect the study to confirm what 60 years of experience and investigation have already demonstrated: that hydraulic fracturing is a safe and well understood technology for producing oil and natural gas," API said in a statement.

The trade group added, "While the technology has been used for more than a half century, its continued use is crucial. It is enabling access to massive new supplies of natural gas trapped in shale formations across the United States."

EPA's new study will get a start with $1.9 million in funding and will be designed by the agency's Office of Research and Development and guided by the EPA science advisory board.

House Energy and Commerce Committee Democrats are continuing with their probe into chemicals used by hydraulic fracturing companies. Meanwhile, H.R. 2766 and Senate companion legislation (S. 1215) that would require federal regulation of fracturing are languishing.

"While we eagerly await the results [of the EPA study], we also think there is sufficient information for Congress to move ahead to protect drinking water by closing the Halliburton loophole and ensuring that hydraulic fracturing is regulated under the Safe Drinking Water Act," NRDC's Mall said.
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UNEP or UN in the news


Bangkok celebrates: UN World Water Day on March 22 – Asian Tribune

Thailand, Bangkok, 19 March (Asiantribune.com): The United Nations will celebrate World Water Day on March 22 at the United Nations Conference Centre in Bangkok, placing special attention on water quality with the theme “Clean Water for a Healthy World’.

The event, organized jointly by the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), features a panel discussion on: Challenges and Trends on Clean Water for a Healthy World in Asia. 

The panel, including UN representatives, government officials, and other experts - will focus on opportunities for industries, governments and international organizations as well as civil society to work together to improve the quality of water for a better living environment.

The experiences and good practices discussed during the panel discussion will reflect various initiatives undertaken at all levels -- local, national, regional and global. The panel will also examine the urgent need to step up research, monitoring and assessment of water quality; taking an integrated approach to manage water resources using the river basin as a management unit.

World Water Day observance will also include an exhibition featuring information on market solutions and other initiatives to improve water quality. The exhibition aims to encourage governments, organizations, communities, and individuals in Asia-Pacific to engage in proactively addressing water quality in pollution prevention, particularly in river clean up and rehabilitation.

The World Water Day was established by the United Nations General Assembly in 1992 with the objective to increase public awareness on the value of water and to promote sustainable use of water resources.

http://www.asiantribune.com/news/2010/03/19/bangkok-celebrates-un-world-water-day-march-22
……………………………………..

Arab region to be hit hard by water scarcity, climate change: UN – Zee News 

United Nations: In the coming years, Arab region is faced with the danger of water scarcity and could be hit hardest by the potential of direct and indirect impacts linked with climate change, a UN Environment Programme report has found. 

"One factor that is both, a persistent but also an emerging challenge, is water," Achim Steiner, head of UNEP said.

The report 'The Environment Outlook for the Arab Region (EOAR)', launched by the League of Arab States in Cairo, says that Arab countries were now among most water- scarce in the world. 

There had been a decline in per capita water availability with an average of only 1,000 cubic metre per inhabitant per year, as of 2008.

 "Climate change is likely to aggravate these trends. Thus, it is in the interests of nations across the region to constructively engage in the climate change negotiations as countries look to Mexico and the UN climate convention meeting later in the year," Steiner said. 

The impact of climate change includes loss of coastal zones, more severe droughts and desertification, increased groundwater salinity, and a surge in epidemics and infectious diseases. 

http://www.zeenews.com/news612341.html
…………………………………….

General environment news


Smoke from fields affecting Bangkok – The Nation

By The Nation

Published on March 19, 2010 

In North, all districts in Mae Hong Son declared disaster 

Fog blanketed some parts of Bangkok yesterday morning partly owing to the fires being lit by farmers in other provinces in Central Thailand. 

"The visibility is not good in Don Mueang, Din Daeng and Phaholyothin," the Meteorological Department's deputy director general Somchai Baimuang said. 

The amount of small dust particles in Bangkok's Din Daeng area reached 121.4 micrograms per cubic metre of air yesterday. For the health of residents, dust particles should not go beyond 120 mcg per cubic metre of air. 

So far, Somchai said, the pollution would ease in Bangkok pretty soon after the cold air mass from China, which is hovering over Thailand, loses its strength. 

Meanwhile, Mae Hong Son Governor Kamthorn Thawornsathit said the smog problems prompted him to declare all districts in his province as disaster zones. 

The smog density in the province exceeded a level described as "dangerous", he said, citing a study that attributed the density to the current high pressure and the local panlike landscape, that makes smog stay low and linger. 

"The dry and hot climate with virtually no ventilation, coupled with manmade fires just before farming seasons, all attribute to the high density," he added.

The smog density in Mae Hong Son and the rest of the North has increased way beyond a critical level with local residents advised not to exercise and to stay indoors to avoid respiratory problems.

Up to 12,914 residents in Mae Hong Song have already sought treatment due to symptoms related to the smog. 

So far, 40,000 facemasks have been prepared for distribution among local residents and flights to and from Mae Hong Son have been suspended for three days, Kamthorn said. This has resulted in local tourism being affected, as the mountainous province is highly dependent on local and foreign travellers.

Wildfires, the main source of the smog, have been reported 46 times, already destroying 163 rai of forests this year, compared to 159 incidents which saw 536 rai of forests destroyed in all of 2009. Local forestry offices in the North are instructed to encourage farmers not to burn old crops.

A meeting of local administration officials and the Pollution Control Department is being held today in Mae Hong Son to discuss health problems and immediate solutions for local residents.

A health advisory released yesterday called on local residents to reduce exercising to limit the inhalation of toxic air heavy with particulate matter.

http://www.nationmultimedia.com/home/2010/03/19/national/Smoke-from-fields-affecting-Bangkok-30125022.html
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