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THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Tuesday, 05 October, 2010


Other Environment News

· Reuters: Climate chief urges nations to show deal can be done
· AP: Delegates told to ID achievable goals on climate
· China.org (China): China applauded for determination in climate talks
· Xinhua (China): Developed countries urged to act
· Guardian (UK): Cancún failure would make climate talks 'irrelevant', EU negotiator warns
· New York Times: Goal Looms for U.N.: Ending ‘Energy Poverty’
· Telegraph (UK): One species becomes extinct in England every fortnight
· AFP: Global marine life census charts vast world beneath the seas
· BBC: Oxfordshire town sees human waste used to heat homes
· New York Times: U.S. Military Orders Less Dependence on Fossil Fuels
· Reuters: Meat diets pose environmental danger: report
· BBC: Rare bumblebees make comeback in Kent and Sussex
Environmental News from the UNEP Regions
· ROA
· RONA
Other UN News
· Environment News from the UN Daily News of October 4th 2010
· Environment News from the S.G.’s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing of October 5th 2010 (None)
UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
Financial (Georgia): New Report Shows the Way to Low-Carbon Revolution
5th October 2010

A new report launched on October 4 at the Business for Environment (B4E) Conference in Mexico City by the Low Carbon Leaders Project, an initiative supported by the UN Global Compact and WWF, stresses that transformations in the way that needs are met would produce much greater emissions reductions than incremental improvements in existing technology.
The report Low Carbon Leaders – Transformative Solutions Leadership lists twelve examples of “transformative low-carbon solutions” that can provide services in a new and energy efficient way. Some of these solutions have the potential to build inverse relationships between revenues and emissions. 

“Low Carbon Leaders are the companies who understand that saving the climate depends on revolutionizing the current economy so that the needs we have can be delivered in totally new ways,” said Stefan Henningsson, Director of WWF Sweden’s climate change programme and member of the Low Carbon Leaders steering group. “These companies don’t see carbon constraints as a threat; they use it as a driver for innovation. Instead of only improving current products on the margin, the winners in the low-carbon economy focus on what service that best can meet the needs and develop solutions for that. In this way that can increase revenues while taking carbon out of the economy.” 

"A typical example for a transformative change is lighting which currently – based on conventional incandescent lighting – consumes approximately 19 percent of all electricity produced globally. By focusing on actual light needs, the report explains, retailers could help accelerating a switch to efficient technologies such as Compact Fluorescent Light bulbs and LED lighting, with a savings potential of up to 630 million tons of CO2 emissions per year globally," Global Compact reported. 

As an additional example of a service that meets a need with lower climate impact, the report suggests changing from printed matter to electronic formats such as e-books, with internet bookseller Amazon now already selling more electronic than tree-based books. 

Business executives gathered at B4E will also renew their call on governments to ensure that clear progress is made in December during the negotiations of the sixteenth Conference of the Parties of the United Nations Framework on Climate Change (COP16). 

The B4E conference, convened by WWF, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), the Government of Mexico and the UN Global Compact, will also showcase new innovations, including new cross-sector partnerships to guarantee the lowest carbon emissions for a particular service provided. 

“There is a tidal wave of companies, large and small, that are now doing all they can to provide society with what we need in new innovative ways that also dramatically reduce the emissions. Moving focus from companies as only a source of emissions to a situation where their potential as solutions providers is recognized would unleash the kind of innovation and collaboration that is needed,” said Dennis Pamlin, Director of the Low Carbon Leaders Project.
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Spero (US): In Brief Spotlight on helping the world gear up for disasters

4th October 2010

As the world experiences 
more intense floods and storms, efforts to put countries into a state of readiness to cope with them are expanding, and also gaining greater recognition. 

Nominations are now open for the second Green Star Awards - given every two years to individuals, organizations, governments and private enterprises - for leadership in preparing for, responding to, and reducing the environmental impacts of disasters and conflicts. 

The awards were launched in 2008 and are offered jointly by Green Cross International (GCI), an environmental NGO, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

One of these efforts is a new high-speed communication link at the Nepal-based International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD), which played a big role in providing rapid response mapping support and daily updates and damage assessment during the Pakistan floods. 

The new satellite link will tap into the information satellite systems of Japan, India, Thailand, Taiwan and Korea, enhancing the ability to access real-time information and process it for rapid response mapping support in South Asia. For more info visit:  

http://www.icimod.org/?page=1522
Also appears in: IRIN, 
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Trade Arabia (Bahrain): Experts study environment policy gaps

5th October 2010

Policy gaps for major regional environment issues will be identified by experts at a two-day UN meeting which concludes at the Gulf Hotel today.

Participants are pinpointing existing policies that should be maintained or replicated in other environment sectors and discovering new, innovative and integrated policies that have the potential and promise to meet selected goals, at the two-day regional consultation of the United Nations Environment Programme (Unep) Fifth Global Environment Outlook (GEO-5).

They are also examining the alignment of international and regional environment goals, the progress made, the effectiveness of implementation and the next step.

Opinions put forward at the meeting will contribute to the United Nations Environment Programme (Unep) Fifth Global Environment Outlook (GEO-5), which will be launched on World Environment Day on June 5 in 2012.

The regional consultation meeting of the GEO-5 is held under the patronage of Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife head Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa.

By the end of today's meeting experts would have decided on between three to five priority environmental issues or challenges facing West Asia and settle on one internationally agreed goal for each of them.

They will also name the GEO-5 key target audience in light of the region's priorities and selected global goals.

The aim is to engage those groups, through outreach, in the assessment development and ensure that the GEO-5 process is an audience-driven, responsive process and so that the report's findings are relevant.

Government and multi-stakeholders are requested to nominate regional experts who will participate in GEO-5 production as lead or contributing authors for the regional chapter.

West Asia Regional consultation is an important step in the preparation process for the production of the final report GEO-5 where governmental and stakeholder groups engage in face to face discussions with the aim of identifying the policy gaps that hinder progress towards meeting environmental goals selected by regions. 

The report will reflect the outcomes of regional consultations including regional priorities, recommendations, agreed goals and key target audiences.

GEO-5 will also take a global and regional look at the environment and support developing countries in gearing up their capacity building to overcome environmental and financial barriers.

The GEO-5 is different from other GEO reports because it shifts from assessing priority problems towards assessing priority solutions. The report brings to the forefront a set of internationally agreed goals, including the Millennium Development Goals and those related to air quality, biodiversity, energy, chemical waste, climate change, energy, oceans and seas, land degradation, desertification and environmental governance.
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Modern Ghana (Ghana): UNEP SHOULD REMOVE MICHAEL COWING FROM OGONI FOR MISCONDUCT

4th October 2010

The Ogoni Children Cultural and Fundamental Rights Council (OCAFAC USA), concerned with the unethical behavior of Michael Cowing, who is the coordinator of the Environmental Assessment in Ogoni, has decided to step up actions with MOSOP and other Ogoni groups to demand with immediate effect his removal.

Aware of the fact that MOSOP had called on UNEP (and specifically

Cowing) to be open and adhere to due process in line with international standard. Also conscious of UNEP and Cowing's fragrant disregard to this call, and that if the assessment is compromised due to $hell and the Federal government's influence as recent developments have shown. 

Ogoni children will be faced with a degraded environment prone to disasters which impacts will plague them for the rest of their lives,

And concerned that this assessment was long requested by MOSOP, and it is also part of the reasons the Ogoni Nine and more than six thousand others were murdered. Confronted by the fact that our future is uncertain and can be debilitating if a professionally based and credible assessment is not done, Ogoni children and people's threat to extinction will be deeper.

We have no option but to demand the immediate and unconditional removal of Cowing from Ogoni and this project in particular. We demand that once removed he must have nothing to do with any aspect of the project. 

When Cowing was asked through email on January 6, if he would be independent enough to resist the control or influence of $hell Oil and the Federal government of Nigeria (the project sponsors) he refused to respond to that mail.

He was touched by a bitter truth; this was a question that touched on integrity and credibility. It was to test how ethically sound he is. He woefully failed.

He indeed compromised the ethics of his profession by allowing the sponsors above to control what he does and says. Therefore his confession after much insistence to know if he was distancing himself from the many comments he has been credited in the media (and his presentation at Geneva) that Ogonis are responsible for 90 percent of oil spill in their land while $hell is responsible for only 10 percent.

Although he said it is not the duty of UNEP to allocate blame or responsibility to who spill how much oil, but to assess the impact and make recommendations for remediation, he also said the source of the data he had used to make the blame-judgment was from the government. Of course, this data was supplied by $hell.

Cowing's shady dealings caused great uproar and disaffection from Ogonis, ERA, Amnesty International, the many observers and supporters of Ogoni cause. This led to UNEP's spokesperson (Nick Nuttall) issuing a press statement on August 23, titled: "The Cause of Oil Spills in the Niger Delta."

Nuttall said the UN agency is yet to complete its work in Ogoni and so have not issued any interim report. This position invariably debunked Cowing's conspiracy with $hell and the Nigerian government. Ogoni in-turn demanded an apology and the sack of Cowing.

Consequently, on September 5 media reports have it that, "UN Body Apologises over Claims on Ogoni Oil Spills." See excerpt of the comment credited to UNEP:

UNEP Chief, Post Conflict and Disaster Management Branch, Mr. Henrik Slotte, who spoke with THISDAY in Port Harcourt weekend, regretted the controversy that attended the alleged attribution of spill causes to sabotage in Ogoni. He said the body was still investigating and yet to compile its report.

Going by the wisdom that our environment is our life and because we have a right to live, and having corroborated UNEP's positions aforementioned that showed Cowing acted on his own, OCAFAC is joining the Ogoni people, MOSOP, and Ogoni Solidarity Forum to demand the immediate removal of Cowing whose discredited reputation in Ogoni makes him unsuitable for the Ogoni project.

It is only when UNEP remove him that a credible work can be accomplished in the best interest of the Ogoni children and people; the company and government. We also demand that the soil and water, etc. 

samples collected and proposed to be sent to London for examination should be redone so that MOSOP representatives and members of Amnesty International can participate during collection.

This will allow for transparency. Having redone the collection exercise, the samples should be sent to American or Canadian laboratory as Ogonis do not trust that $hell and the Nigerian government will not influence such laboratory test in the company's home country. Failure to remove Cowing and adhere to due process would attract a legal action that may stop the project pending when UNEP is prepared to do the right thing.
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Rat Fur nachhaltige (Germany): UNEP-Chef Steiner: „Green Economy“ unabdingbar für nachhaltige Entwicklung

4th October 2010

„Rio+20“ –  die von den Vereinten Nationen für das Jahr 2012 im brasilianischen Rio de Janeiro geplante Nachfolgekonferenz zum sogenannten Erdgipfel von 1992 – bietet nach Ansicht des Exekutivdirektors des Umweltprogramms der Vereinten Nationen (UNEP), Achim Steiner, große Chancen für eine schlagkräftigere internationale Umweltpolitik und eine globale nachhaltige Entwicklung. Diese Meinung vertrat der ranghöchste UN-Umweltpolitiker in seiner Rede auf der 10. Jahreskonferenz des Rates für Nachhaltige Entwicklung am 27. September in Berlin. Auf der „Rio+20“-Agenda stehen Reformen der UN-Institutionen und der weltweite Aufbau einer sogenannten Green Economy. „Ohne die Green Economy“, sagte Steiner, „wird sich eine nachhaltige Entwicklung nicht einstellen“. Mit ihr hingegen seien „Quantensprünge“ möglich. Einige Entwicklung- und Schwellenländer hätten dies schon bewiesen. 

Steiner verwies unter anderem auf das ostafrikanische Kenia, dessen Regierung  entschlossen sei, den Energieverbrauch des Land aus heimischen Quellen zu decken und dazu massiv in die Geothermie investiere. Innerhalb weniger Jahre habe Kenia große Geothermie-Kapazitäten erschlossen und damit auch seine Abhängigkeit von Energieimporten verringert. Ähnliche Entwicklungen zeichnen sich laut Steiner im Senegal und in Äthiopien ab. Er sagte, diese Länder hätten ein bemerkenswertes Tempo vorgelegt und von ihrer Entscheidung für eine nachhaltige Energieversorgung bereits profitiert: „Mit ihrem Kurs konnten sie eine ganze Generation von Energietechnologien überspringen.“ 

Nach Ansicht Steiners sind solche Beispiele des Nutzens „grünerer“ Wirtschaftsweisen von fundamentaler Bedeutung für eine weltweit nachhaltigere Entwicklung. Wolle man mehr Länder für die „Zukunftsperspektive Green Economy“ gewinnen, müsse man ihnen beweisen, dass sich etwa der Klima- oder Artenschutz volkswirtschaftlich auszahlen und Umweltpolitik nicht die ökonomische Leistungsfähigkeit eines Landes schmälert. Viel Zeit, warnte der UNEP-Chef, bleibe für diese Überzeugungsarbeit nicht: „Die Weltgemeinschaft steht an einem Punkt, an dem sie das Überleben von bald neun Milliarden Menschen ohne weitere Verzögerungen sichern muss“.

Dass die Politik dazu nachhaltige Entwicklungspfade einschlagen müsse, ist laut Steiner seit dem Erdgipfel von 1992 klar. Das Leitbild der nachhaltigen Entwicklung sei seither zum „Kern einer neuen Politik“ geworden. Umweltpolitische Erfolge habe es nach dem Gipfel allerdings in erster Linie auf nationaler, weniger auf internationaler Ebene gegeben. „Wir haben seit 1992 im Vergleich zu den Jahren davor zwar viel erreicht“, bilanzierte Steiner, „aber nur wenig im Vergleich zu den Zielen von damals und angesichts unseres heutigen Wissens“. Der internationalen Umweltpolitik fehlten weiterhin effektive Steuerungsmechanismen. Das gehe zulasten der Umsetzung der 1992 in Rio verabschiedeten Nachhaltigkeitsziele.

Dazu beitragen, dass sich dies ändert, kann nach Ansicht Steiners die Aufwertung des UN-Umweltprogramms zu einer vollwertigen UN-Organisation mit zusätzlichen Befugnissen. „Ohne Reform des UN-Institutionengefüges“, sagte Steiner, „haben wir keine Chance auf Entwicklung.“ Bundeskanzlerin Merkel sicherte dem UNEP-Chef auf der Jahreskonferenz des Rates die Unterstützung der Bundesregierung bei der Aufwertung des UN-Umweltprogramms zu.
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EFE (Spain): Empresarios buscan mayor presencia sector privado en próxima cumbre del clima

4th October 2010

Representantes del sector privado de unos 25 países comenzaron hoy en México un encuentro con el que pretenden lograr una mayor presencia en la próxima Conferencia de las Partes de la Convención Marco de la ONU sobre el Cambio Climático (COP16).

En la inauguración de la Cumbre Global sobre Negocios y Medio Ambiente (B4E), que se celebra en la capital mexicana, el secretario (ministro) de Medio Ambiente de México, Juan Rafael Elvira, dijo que la reunión permitirá que los empresarios "ayuden a mejorar el esquema de negociaciones" en la COP16, que se celebrará del 29 de noviembre al 10 de diciembre en Cancún.

Elvira señaló que los empresarios enviar "al mundo un mensaje de esperanza" y subrayar que la próxima cumbre del clima debe implicar a agentes importantes en el combate al calentamiento global como ellos.

La reunión de dos días contará hoy con la presencia del ex vicepresidente de EE.UU. y premio Nobel de la Paz Al Gore, quien defiende que la humanidad enfrenta un dilema en el que está en juego el futuro de las próximas generaciones.

El ministro mexicano destacó que a falta de menos de dos meses para la COP16 no haya "tanto optimismo por lograr una solución perfecta y única" como sucedió en la COP15 de Copenhague, que concluyó con una carta a la que no se adhirieron todos los países.

Elvira indicó que, en la coyuntura actual, "los Gobiernos del mundo especialmente de países desarrollados, son más cautos, más cuidadosos, pero van influyendo y también buscando soluciones".

Por su parte, la directora regional para Latinoamérica del Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA), Margarita Astragala, recordó que "seguir haciendo negocios como hasta ahora ya no funciona".

"Es importante que cambiemos nuestro modelo" para asegurarnos que la humanidad deja de actuar como si los recursos naturales fueran infinitos, agregó.

La representante de la ONU recalcó que el desarrollo de una "economía verde" puede "estimular la inversión, el crecimiento económico y crear trabajos".

Por su parte, el director ejecutivo del programa de responsabilidad corporativa de la ONU, Global Compact (Pacto Mundial), Georg Kell, indicó que ese organismo tiene el reto de trabajar con las empresas en buscar soluciones ante el cambio climático.

Recordó que en encuestas realizadas a 800 consejeros delegados (CEOs) recientemente quedó en evidencia que el 80% de ellos considera ya importante para sus corporaciones tomar en cuenta la sustentabilidad medioambiental de sus programas.

Finalmente, el director del Fondo Mundial de la Naturaleza (WWF), James Leape, apuntó que tras los pobres resultados de la COP15 "los hechos no han cambiado" en el combate contra el calentamiento global, que es "más urgente" y "más difícil de solucionar".

Leape llamó a olvidarse en la COP16 de grandes pactos y construir "pieza a pieza" los avances, con el liderazgo de los gobiernos pero también de las empresas y la sociedad en conjunto.

La reunión de dos días analizará el modo en que las empresas están enfrentando el cambio climático en cinco sectores: edificación, construcción y materiales; transporte y logística; alimentación, bebidas y agricultura; energía; y tecnología y comunicaciones.
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Terra (Mexico): Buscan empresarios mayor presencia privada Cumbre de Cancún
4th October 2010

Representantes del sector privado de unos 25 países comenzaron hoy en México un encuentro con el que pretenden lograr una mayor presencia en la próxima Conferencia de las Partes de la Convención Marco de la ONU sobre el Cambio Climático (COP16).

En la inauguración de la Cumbre Global sobre Negocios y Medio Ambiente (B4E), que se celebra en la capital mexicana, el secretario (ministro) de Medio Ambiente de México, Juan Rafael Elvira, dijo que la reunión permitirá que los empresarios "ayuden a mejorar el esquema de negociaciones" en la COP16, que se celebrará del 29 de noviembre al 10 de diciembre en Cancún.

Elvira señaló que los empresarios enviar "al mundo un mensaje de esperanza" y subrayar que la próxima cumbre del clima debe implicar a agentes importantes en el combate al calentamiento global como ellos.

La reunión de dos días contará hoy con la presencia del ex vicepresidente de EU y premio Nobel de la Paz Al Gore, quien defiende que la humanidad enfrenta un dilema en el que está en juego el futuro de las próximas generaciones.

El ministro mexicano destacó que a falta de menos de dos meses para la COP16 no haya "tanto optimismo por lograr una solución perfecta y única" como sucedió en la COP15 de Copenhague, que concluyó con una carta a la que no se adhirieron todos los países.

Elvira indicó que, en la coyuntura actual, "los Gobiernos del mundo especialmente de países desarrollados, son más cautos, más cuidadosos, pero van influyendo y también buscando soluciones".

Por su parte, la directora regional para Latinoamérica del Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA), Margarita Astragala, recordó que "seguir haciendo negocios como hasta ahora ya no funciona".

"Es importante que cambiemos nuestro modelo" para asegurarnos que la humanidad deja de actuar como si los recursos naturales fueran infinitos, agregó.

La representante de la ONU recalcó que el desarrollo de una "economía verde" puede "estimular la inversión, el crecimiento económico y crear trabajos".

Por su parte, el director ejecutivo del programa de responsabilidad corporativa de la ONU, Global Compact (Pacto Mundial), Georg Kell, indicó que ese organismo tiene el reto de trabajar con las empresas en buscar soluciones ante el cambio climático.

Recordó que en encuestas realizadas a 800 consejeros delegados (CEOs) recientemente quedó en evidencia que el 80% de ellos considera ya importante para sus corporaciones tomar en cuenta la sustentabilidad medioambiental de sus programas.

Finalmente, el director del Fondo Mundial de la Naturaleza (WWF), James Leape, apuntó que tras los pobres resultados de la COP15 "los hechos no han cambiado" en el combate contra el calentamiento global, que es "más urgente" y "más difícil de solucionar". 

Leape llamó a olvidarse en la COP16 de grandes pactos y construir "pieza a pieza" los avances, con el liderazgo de los gobiernos pero también de las empresas y la sociedad en conjunto.

La reunión de dos días analizará el modo en que las empresas están enfrentando el cambio climático en cinco sectores: edificación, construcción y materiales; transporte y logística; alimentación, bebidas y agricultura; energía; y tecnología y comunicaciones.
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Ala Arena (Argentina):Predicar en el desierto

5th October 2010

Semanas atrás las Naciones Unidas declararon iniciado el Decenio contra la Desertificación, una de sus periódicas acciones en favor del medio ambiente y su cuidado. La nominación no puede ser más oportuna en un mundo que aumenta incesantemente el número de habitantes al par que reduce de modo absolutamente irracional las formas naturales que les dan sustento, sean éstas agua, tierra o atmósfera. Esa actitud hace que, con alarmante frecuencia, se intensifique la condición en áreas que están al borde de desertificarse o, peor aún, surjan nuevos espacios donde se enseñoree la aridez. 
Tal cual lo señala el manifiesto inicial del Decenio "la degradación continua del suelo, el cambio climático, la explotación agrícola desenfrenada, y el mal manejo de los recursos de agua, son una amenaza a la seguridad alimentaria y puede llevar a la inanición de las comunidades afectadas, además de causar la degradación del suelo productivo".
La entidad internacional, a través del Programa para el Medio Ambiente (Pnuma), señaló que las zonas áridas comprenden alrededor del 25 por ciento de las tierras emergidas y son el hogar de una tercera parte de la población mundial, la que por sus mismas condiciones se ha vuelto mucho más vulnerable en aspectos medioambientales, con deterioro consecuente en la calidad de vida.
En todo el planeta un centenar de países tiene problemas de desiertos y en el caso de América del Sur esa condición es manifiesta en la mayoría de las naciones, con el agravante de que, aun así, sostienen unos 80 millones de personas. 
Mal que nos pese y en contradicción con cierta imagen escolar, la Argentina es un país de desiertos. Alrededor del 60 por ciento de las tierras nacionales está por debajo de la línea de lluvias de los 350 milímetros anuales, cantidad que suele aceptarse como límite superior de las regiones desérticas. Para más el país todo está íntegramente atravesado de norte a sur por la llamada "diagonal árida", que afecta al occidente sudamericano. 
Pese a esos datos tan elocuentes no ha habido hasta ahora políticas serias y consecuentes de aprovechamiento racional de esas áreas, tanto para mejorar su potencial, pecuario especialmente, como con vistas al desarrollo de otras actividades económicas. La única excepción es la minería, cuyo tratamiento es, cuanto menos, discutible. Las grandes obras hidráulicas, algunas de las cuales permitieron otrora el desarrollo agrícola de vastas extensiones nacionales, hace ya tiempo que no se promueven. 

Es obvio que las anteriores consideraciones tocan de cerca a La Pampa, protagonista de uno de los casos más patéticos de desertificación, que crece y amenaza con hacerse irreversible en algunos aspectos y lugares. Tanto por obra de la naturaleza como por el egoísmo del ser humano, que lo privó de los recursos hídricos que le correspondían, más de la mitad del territorio pampeano puede considerarse como de condición desértica. Son unos 70 mil kilómetros cuadrados que equivalen a la superficie de varios países europeos. Allí, frente a un desierto que avanza, viven en condiciones precarias los puesteros, heroicos y tenaces moradores de esas tierras. 
No estaría mal que el Estado provincial, a través de alguno de sus organismos pertinentes, se integrara a este Decenio inaugurado por la ONU y buscara conocer sus mecanismos de estudio promoción e intercambio. En tal sentido conviene no olvidar que, desde que se abandonó el Centro de Observaciones del Oeste, hace ya varias décadas, la Provincia no ha tenido fuentes confiables y de nivel científico que le proporcionen información actualizada y de base sobre tan extenso territorio

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

IRIN: NIGERIA: Plomb - La résistance des communautés, obstacle à la décontamination

4th October 2010

Les efforts fournis en vue de soigner les enfants intoxiqués au plomb et de décontaminer les zones polluées à Zamfara, un Etat du nord du Nigeria, sont entravés par la réticence des communautés à déclarer les cas, le gouvernement ayant interdit l’exploitation illégale de l’or, une pratique lucrative. 

Le saturnisme, lié à l’exploitation minière informelle, a coûté la vie à plus de 400 enfants de moins de cinq ans depuis le mois de mars 2010, selon les Nations Unies. Ayant constaté un grand nombre de cas de convulsions et de décès chez les enfants des villages de Dareta et Yargalma, dans l’Etat de Zamfara en mars 2010, l’organisation humanitaire Médecins sans frontières (MSF), spécialisée dans les soins médicaux, a commencé à mener des investigations. 

« Les chiffres sont bien plus élevés que cela », a dit à IRIN El-Shafi'i Muhammad Ahmad, coordinateur des programmes de MSF à Anka, dans le nord-ouest du Nigeria. « Les communautés nient ces décès ou les imputent à des esprits et autres croyances ». 

« La réticence des communautés à déclarer... les cas de maladies ou de décès causés par le plomb, et ... à dévoiler où elles mènent leurs activités d’exploitation entrave sérieusement les efforts que nous déployons dans le but de déterminer les communautés à risque et d’organiser les opérations de décontamination », a dit Ian von Linden, directeur de Terra Graphic, la société américaine d’ingénierie environnementale qui dirige les opérations de décontamination. « Dans certains cas, il faut deux semaines pour convaincre une communauté de parler ». 

En outre, de violentes averses n’ont fait que retarder davantage les opérations de décontamination. Sept villages, désignés par Terra Graphic (Abare, Sunke, Dareta, Tungar Daji, Duza, Yargalma et Tungar Guru), devaient être décontaminés en priorité à compter de juin 2010, mais l’organisme n’a pu opérer qu’à Dareta et Yargalma, les pluies ayant rendu les autres villages inaccessibles. 

Terra Graphic, avec le soutien du Fonds des Nations Unies pour l'enfance (UNICEF), aide les autorités de l’Etat de Zamfara à décontaminer les zones polluées. Des équipes dépêchées par le Programme des Nations Unies pour l’environnement (PNUE) et le Bureau des Nations Unies pour la coordination des affaires humanitaires (OCHA) sont arrivées à Anka le 23 septembre pour analyser l’eau souterraine. 

Les enfants en première ligne 

Le saturnisme a différents effets à court terme : il entraîne notamment des convulsions, la perte de conscience et la cécité ; à long terme, il provoque différentes affections graves, telles que l’anémie, des insuffisances rénales, des lésions cérébrales et l’impotence, a dit El-Shafi'i Muhammad Ahmad de MSF. 

La contamination, particulièrement dangereuse pour les jeunes enfants en raison de leur faible immunité, peut entraîner la mort. MSF dirige des camps dans les villes d’Anka et de Bukkuyum pour soigner les enfants atteints de saturnismes sévère et aigu. 

Dans l’Etat de Zamfara, les hommes ramènent chez eux du minerai d’or, extrait des mines, que leurs épouses pilent à l’aide d’un marteau ou d’une meule avant de le laver à l’eau pour en retirer le sable et conserver l’or. Les jeunes enfants, généralement aux côtés de leur mère, inhalent cette poussière, a expliqué M. Ahmad à IRIN. 

Quelque 3 600 enfants de moins de cinq ans vivent dans les sept villages les plus touchés, selon une enquête réalisée par Terra Graphic, mais quatre autres villages ont récemment été désignés comme zones à risque important. Selon une étude réalisée conjointement par l’Organisation mondiale de la santé (OMS) et le ministère de la Santé de l’Etat de Zamfara, les enfants de 180 villages pourraient avoir été intoxiqués au plomb ; cela signifie que pas moins de 30 000 personnes pourraient être atteintes. 

Un commerce lucratif 

Les communautés d’agriculteurs et d’éleveurs du sud de l’Etat de Zamfara, riche en minerais, se livrent à l’exploitation artisanale de l’or, une pratique illégale, et au traitement du minerai d’or depuis plus de 20 ans. 

Il s’agit en effet d’un commerce plutôt lucratif : il faut à peu près deux heures pour extraire environ un gramme d’or, que les mineurs vendent à 23 dollars. En comparaison, 50 kilos de mil, qu’il faut quatre mois pour cultiver, se vendent à 40 dollars, a expliqué Umaru Na-Ta'ala, qui vit au village de Kirsa, où 50 enfants sont morts et où 20 décès à la naissance ont été recensés depuis le début de l’année 2010. 

Les villageois n’ont fait état de ces décès qu’en juillet, lorsque des membres d’un « groupe de travail anti-plomb » étatique – composé de chefs locaux et de représentants des ministères de l’Environnement et de la Santé, de MSF, de Terra Graphic et de l’OMS - se sont rendus dans leur village. « Nous craignons qu’en parlant de ce problème, nous n’incitions le gouvernement à sévir contre nos activités d’exploitation minière », a dit M. Na-Ta’ala à IRIN. 

Terra Graphic décontamine les habitations et les villages en retirant trois centimètres de terre végétale – la profondeur de contamination habituelle - qu’elle remplace par de la terre propre. La société procède ensuite à l’enfouissement des sols contaminés, loin des villages.
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Industrie & Technologies (France):  La France, cinquième pays le plus innovant dans les nouvelles énergies

5th October 2010

Une étude vient de paraitre sur les brevets déposés depuis 1997 dans les technologies énergétiques "propres". Bilan : la France se classe cinquième, derrière la Corée du Sud, au coude à coude avec le Royaume-Uni. Mais loin du podium Japon, Etats-Unis, Allemagne.
Depuis le protocole de Kyoto, l'innovation s'accélère dans les technologies énergétiques dites "propres". Le nombre de brevets déposés a augmenté de 20 % par an depuis 1997. C'est le constat d'un rapport, réalisé par l'Office européen des brevets (OEB), le Programme des Nations Unies pour l'environnement (PNUE) et le Centre international pour le commerce et le développement durable (CICDD). Les plus grands déposants sont le Japon, les Etats-Unis et l'Allemagne. La France se classe cinquième, au coude à coude avec le Royaume-Uni et derrière la Corée du Sud qui arrive quatrième.

80% des demandes

Ces 6 pays concentrent 80 % des demandes de brevets. Selon l'étude, l'activité brevets des technologies énergétiques "propres" a dépassé celle des énergies traditionnelles (fossiles et nucléaire). La plus forte croissance est observée dans le photovoltaïque, l'éolien, le captage de carbone, les énergies hydraulique et marine, et les biocarburants.

Et la France ?

A noter : le Japon est leader dans le photovoltaïque ; l'Allemagne dans l'éolien (deux fois plus de brevets que les USA et trois fois plus que le Japon) ; la Corée du sud se concentre sur le photovoltaïque. Le rapport révèle des surprises. Ainsi, certains pays s'avèrent des acteurs de poids dans des filières spécifiques. Comme l'Inde dans le photovoltaïque. Le Brésil et le Mexique dans les énergies hydraulique et marine. Mais globalement, les pays en développement (Chine, Inde, Brésil) restent surtout de grandes puissances productrices, plutôt qu'innovatrices.

Et la France ? Dans le stockage de CO2, elle pointe sa tête à la deuxième place mondiale. Mais elle se classe 4e ou 5e dans la plupart des énergies (solaire, hydraulique et marin, biocarburants). Encore un petit effort !
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Other Environment News
Reuters: Climate chief urges nations to show deal can be done
4th October 2010

The U.N. climate change chief urged governments on Monday to make real steps toward a new treaty to fight global warming or risk throwing negotiations into doubt.

Negotiators are meeting in the northern Chinese port city of Tianjin to try reach agreement on what should follow the current phase of the Kyoto Protocol, the key treaty on climate change, which expires in 2012.

The fraught U.N. talks have been hobbled by lack of trust between rich and poor nations over climate funds, demand for more transparency over emissions cut pledges and anger over the size of cuts offered by rich nations.

Delaying agreement would leave less time for the world to figure out how to rein in greenhouse gas emissions and would add to uncertainties weighing on companies unsure where climate policy and carbon markets are headed after 2012.

"Now is the time to accelerate the search for common ground," Christiana Figueres, Executive Secretary of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, told hundreds of delegates from some 177 countries at the opening session of the Tianjin talks, which last until Saturday.

"A concrete outcome in Cancun is crucially needed to restore the faith and ability of parties to take the process forward, to prevent multilateralism from being perceived as a never-ending road," she said in an opening speech at the meeting.

The talks are the last major round before the year's main climate meeting in the Mexican resort of Cancun from November 29.

Negotiators from nearly 200 governments failed to agree last year on a new legally binding climate pact. A meeting in Copenhagen in late 2009 ended in bitter sniping between rich and developing countries, and produced a non-binding accord that left many key issues unsettled.

Governments are struggling to overcome lingering distrust and turn sprawling draft treaties dotted with caveats into a binding agreement, possibly by late 2011.

"This week is to some extent going to be an indicator of how far forward we can go," the U.S. negotiator at the Tianjin talks, Jonathan Pershing, told Reuters.

"It now looks like the differences are quite large, but there's some hope of achieving consensus on some issues," the chief Chinese climate negotiator, Xie Zhenhua, told reporters.

DROUGHTS AND FLOODS

Recent devastating floods in Pakistan and severe drought in Russia are the kind of severe weather that rising temperatures are likely to magnify if countries fail to make dramatic cuts to greenhouse gas emissions, said Wendel Trio, the climate policy coordinator for Greenpeace.

Figueres told Reuters in a separate interview that she hoped the Tianjin talks could agree on important specifics of a future pact, including how to manage adaptation funds and green technology to help poorer countries, and a program to support carbon-absorbing forests in Brazil, Indonesia and elsewhere.

"I think there's a pretty good chance that the governments will agree on the creation of the (climate) fund," she said.
Governments have said the fund could disperse up to $100 billion a year by 2020 to help poor countries cope with global warming. But negotiators have been wrestling over how to manage the money and the fund's design.

Developing countries want a more direct say, while the United States and other countries that would provide the funding want more vetting.

"When you're thinking about that scale of finance...we want to think about people who have expertise," said Pershing, the U.S. negotiator. "There's clearly a need to bring in guidance."

He said that could come from ensuring countries' finance ministries and other economic agencies help oversee spending.

Even if the negotiations make progress, the current pledges of governments to curb greenhouse gas emissions will not be enough to avoid pushing the world into dangerous global warming, roughly defined as a rise of 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 F) above average pre-industrial temperatures, said Figueres.

Governments should nonetheless focus on securing formal pledges of the emissions cuts already made, "fully realizing it is a first, necessary but insufficient step," she said.
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AP: Delegates told to ID achievable goals on climate

4th October 2010

The U.N. climate chief urged countries Monday to search faster for common ground on battling climate change so that a year-end meeting in Mexico can produce results in that fight.

Christiana Figueres told 3,000 delegates in China — the last negotiations before Cancun — that countries must identify achievable goals ahead of December's conference so progress can be made toward a global climate treaty.

"As governments, you can continue to stand still or move forward. Now is the time to make that choice," she told delegates in the northern port of Tianjin.

"If you want a tangible outcome in December, now is the time to clarify what could constitute an achievable and politically balanced package for Cancun, and what could be subject to further work after Cancun," she said.

With a binding global deal largely out of reach for this year, negotiators in Tianjin will focus on smaller initiatives that can lay the foundation for a legal framework that could be approved later, possibly in South Africa in 2011.

The scaled-down ambitions are largely due to the collapse of climate talks in Copenhagen last year, when political leaders failed to produce a global and legally binding treaty on curbing the greenhouse gases that cause global warming. Instead, nations agreed to a nonbinding political declaration on fighting climate change.

Expectations still are small because countries remain deadlocked over the same issues. Distrust has only deepened between industrialized and developing countries over how to cut greenhouse gas emissions.

As the host, China will seek to reduce those differences, said State Counselor Dai Bingguo, the country's top foreign policy official, who urged countries to renew efforts in order to "hammer out a binding agreement at an early date."

Since a single climate package deal is unlikely, the focus has turned to finding areas of agreement on essential components, including financing and transfer of clean technology and ways of reducing deforestation.

Ultimately, if talks in Cancun fail to produce concrete results, the entire U.N. process could be in jeopardy, said Artur Runge-Metzger, a negotiator with the European Commission.

"If Cancun does not produce a solid outcome ... then I think it risks becoming irrelevant in the eyes of the rest of the world," he said. "Decision-making will go to some other forum."

Much of what needs to happen in Tianjin is the less tangible task of restoring trust and some momentum in order to "set the stage for what's realistically possible in Cancun," said Jake Schmidt, international climate policy director for the U.S.-based Natural Resources Defense Council.

Two of the key pieces will be financing and transparency, he said. At Copenhagen, rich countries had pledged to give $30 billion over three years in climate funding to poor nations, rising to a total of $100 billion dollars annually by 2020, but little money has materialized.

"It's critical that countries move on really delivering the 'prompt-start' funding and show those commitments are real. We have a long history of developed countries promising a lot of money and not committing, so it's a chance for developed countries to prove this time is different," he said.

With China playing host to the climate talks for the first time, it has the opportunity to highlight its own commitment to clean energy, said Deborah Seligsohn, a Beijing-based adviser with the World Resources Institute.

Last year, China pledged it would cut its carbon intensity — emissions per unit of GDP — by 40 to 45 percent by 2020 from the 2005 level. Nationwide efforts have also been made to reach the goal of improving energy efficiency by 20 percent from 2005 to 2010.

"They're serious and they chose something that's not easy," she said. "China has redoubled domestic efforts since Copenhagen. I don't think anyone can doubt that. China wants people to look at what they're doing on the ground. They'll use this as an opportunity to do that."
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China.org (China): China applauded for determination in climate talks

5th October 2010

The United Nations' chief climate change negotiator applauded China on Monday for its efforts in dealing with the challenge of climate change, saying she was impressed by the determination of the Chinese people and their government.

Christiana Figueres, executive secretary of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change(UNFCCC), made the remarks in China's northern city of Tianjin at a welcoming reception held by the Chinese government.

A new round of UN climate talks is being held in the port city on Oct. 4-9 in preparation for the year-end Cancun summit in Mexico.

"Here in Tianjin, I have seen much evidence of determination," said Figueres.

"(I saw the) determination of the government of China to reduce their CO2 emissions per unit of GDP by up to 45 percent by 2020, (and the) determination of the people of China to turn China into the world's leader in renewable energy technology and to find a visionary balance among economic development, poverty eradication and climate protection."

Figueres also praised the host city, saying, "(I saw the) determination of the government of Tianjin, China's fourth-largest city, to be a model city for the circular economy, a pilot city for low-carbon growth and an exemplary city for sustainable development."

"A striking example is the Tianjin Eco-City project between Singapore and China and with significant private sector investment, which will provide eco-friendly housing for some 350,000 people," she added.

More than 3,000 delegates from 177 parties and observer states and over 200 non-governmental organizations are attending the Tianjin gathering, the final one prior to the United Nations Climate Change Conference to be held in Cancun at the end of this year.

Figueres concluded her speech at the reception with a Chinese proverb, "Zhong Zhi Cheng Cheng," which means "With everyone's determination, we can do anything." She also urged all the participants to make concerted efforts to reach a consensus during the climate talks
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Xinhua (China): Developed countries urged to act
5th October 2010

Calls for concerted global efforts to combat climate change resonated on the first day of a new session of United Nations climate talks, which opened in China's coastal city of Tianjin on Monday.

The weeklong talks were convened at short notice because the secretariat of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) hoped a last round of negotiations between governments would help deliver tangible progress at the upcoming United Nations Climate Change Conference, which will start in Cancun, Mexico, on Nov 29.

UNFCCC Executive Secretary Christiana Figueres repeated in Chinese, Qiu Tong Cun Yi, the famous quote made by the late Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai, as she urged governments to accelerate their search for common ground to achieve strong action on climate change.

"Governments need to agree on what is doable in Cancun and how it will be achievable in a politically balanced manner," she said. She added that "it is in everyone's ultimate interest to accelerate action in order to minimize negative impacts on all".

China's State Councilor Dai Bingguo also pointed out the urgency.

"All countries need to renew efforts to consolidate and expand consensus and hammer out a legally-binding agreement at an early date," Dai said during his address at the opening ceremony.

Figueres asked negotiators to focus on areas with broader consensus, so as to deliver "a balanced package of decisions" at Cancun.

These decisions will be the "corner stones" in the fight against warming, she said at a press conference on Monday.

Areas to be focused on include a fresh international framework to help small developing island states and least developed countries adapt to climate change. Another area of focus is the launch of a new mechanism to provide technology to developing nations.

Figueres said that some $28 billion had already been committed by developed countries toward the $30 billion in fast-start finance that will assist mostly developing countries in mitigating the effects of climate change between 2010 and 2012.

Meanwhile, negotiators have also smoothed the way toward decisions for a new fund for money raised in the long-term to help developing countries. The money will also help protect forests and the livelihoods of those who live in them.

However, major political gaps exist between the developed and developing countries.

For instance, many developed countries who are signatories to the Kyoto Protocol "no longer want to make a commitment inside the Kyoto Protocol", according to a circular by the Third World Network, an independent non-profit international alliance of organizations and individuals involved in development issues.

There have been proposals to re-classify countries or differentiate among developing countries, said Ambassador Abdullah M. Alsaidi, head of the delegation from the Republic of Yemen, who made a statement on behalf of the Group of 77 and China on Monday.

"The Group of 77 and China believes that such proposals do not advance our work and could, in fact, be counterproductive," he said.

In his opening remarks, China's State Councilor Dai stressed that the principles of "common but differentiated responsibilities", as well as UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol and the Bali Road Map, have formed the legal basis and framework for international action on climate change.

Developed countries are expected to take the lead in making substantial efforts to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions and flesh out arrangements for providing adequate financial and technological support to developing countries. They will also be expected to help developing countries take active measures to adapt to and mitigate climate change, said Dai.

He defined a win-win outcome from the Cancun talks as one that will ensure climate action is taken while also ensuring developing countries have the right to develop.

Representatives from international NGOs expressed hope that government negotiators will work hard to resolve differences.

"We want parties (governments) to focus on those aspects where decisions are possible, because we need to show progress in order to rebuild the confidence for this UN system," said Raman Mehta, ActionAid's program manager in India. "And the major moves should come from developed countries, fortunately or unfortunately."

Jennifer Morgan, director of the Climate and Energy Program at World Resources Institute, told China Daily on Monday that making progress is paramount.

"In each key area, such as adaptation, technology, finance, accounting and transparency, and mitigation, countries should identify the areas of consensus and set those aside in order to tie up the one or two top political issues in each area," she said. "They need to demonstrate their deep willingness to find solutions and move forward in a productive manner."

Citing the areas that are close to agreement, Angela Anderson, from the US Climate Action Network, said: "These are also important tools for countries to tackle global warming and build a new world based on non-fossil fuel energies."

More than 3,000 people from at least 176 countries and regions have registered to take part in the Tianjin climate meeting. Delegates include representatives from governments, business and industry, environmental organizations and research institutions as well as more than 150 journalists.

Meanwhile, TckTckTck, an alliance of environment, development and faith-based NGOs, youth groups, trade unions and individuals, has used its website to mobilize more than 17 million people around the world to send a message to the governments calling for action to mitigate the effects of climate change.
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Guardian (UK): Cancún failure would make climate talks 'irrelevant', EU negotiator warns
4th October 2010

International climate talks are at risk of becoming irrelevant if countries fail to substantially narrow their differences before the end of this year, a senior European diplomat warned today.

The grim prognosis by Artur Runge-Metzger, director of the climate policy division in the European commission, came at the opening of a six-day conference in China aimed at refining possible areas of agreement before crunch UN talks in Cancún in November-December.

"If Cancún does not produce a solid outcome that takes the fight against climate change forward, then I think it risks becoming irrelevant in the eyes of the world," Runge-Metzger told reporters. "We meet in these wonderful places, travel miles to come here. If this process is not effective, then people will say, 'If you can't come to agreement, then why should we bother supporting you?' "

His comments were echoed by other senior negotiators in the Chinese coastal city of Tianjin, where 3,100 negotiators, administrators, journalists and non-governmental climate activists are trying to restore credibility, trust and momentum lost after the disappointment of the Copenhagen climate change summit last year.

In the opening plenary, the UN climate chief, Christiana Figueres told participants they must "accelerate the search for common ground" so Cancún can make progress toward securing a global treaty to tackle global warming. "As governments, you can continue to stand still or move forward. Now is the time to make that choice."

The conference looks set to be a six-day reality check. Expectations among the delegates are considerably lower than they were last year. Nobody predicts a comprehensive, binding deal in Mexico, but some expressed hopes for progress on the protection of forests and the transfer of finance and technology to help developing countries adapt to climate change.

The top Chinese negotiator, Xie Zhenhua, said there was also a possibility of advances on the vexed issued of transparency – how to monitor, report and verify each nation's emissions to ensure they are honouring their pledges. This question of trust and accounting has been a key difference between the United States and China.

"I don't think this will be a major obstacle," said Xie, who said China was trying to move the process along by hosting its first UN climate talks. "We hope our efforts here will lay a sold foundation for the Cancún conference at the end of the year."

The opening day formalities saw none of the histrionics and posturing that marked much of the Copenhagen conference. It is a lower-level gathering, but observers said the mood music was positive.

"It was good, I was mildly surprised," said Kelly Dent of Oxfam. "At the risk of sounding like an optimist, what I saw today was a willingness to sit down and start working."

Climate activists warned, however, that the real test would come later in the week as participants try to trim down the 70-odd pages of the negotiating text and the 1,630 brackets that mark disputed terms and targets.

They are looking for substantive progress on financing. At Copenhagen, rich countries promised to provide $30bn (£19bn) over three years in climate funding to poor nations, increasing to a total of $100bn (£63bn) annually by 2020. But details about where this money will come from and how it will be allocated remain sketchy.

While progress will be limited – if it comes at all this week – Mexico wants to continue work in small groups all the way to Cancún – a proposal supported by China.

"It's very different from Copenhagen. That was a sobering experience that many people don't want to repeat," said Barbara Finamore, China programme director for the US-based Natural Resources Defence Council. "There is a real risk that we will lose momentum if we don't move forward. That is why people have come here to roll up their sleeves and get to work."
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New York Times: Goal Looms for U.N.: Ending ‘Energy Poverty’
4th October 2010

The United Nations Millennium Development Goals were adopted in 2000 as a commitment to improve health and education as well as end poverty in less fortunate parts of the globe. The eight goals include targets like universal childhood education, reducing infant mortality and ensuring environmental sustainability.

This year there has been a growing movement to add a ninth goal: ending energy poverty. Some 1.4 billion people lack access to electricity. Energy experts like Nobuo Tanaka, executive director of the International Energy Agency, say that erasing energy poverty should be added because providing people with electricity is often a precondition for solving the eight other problems.

Hospitals without electricity have a hard time keeping vaccines and medicines cold enough or sterilizing equipment properly. If a village lacks electricity to light schools and homes, it is hard for children to do their homework. 

In a new report released in part last month during a high-level gathering of the United Nations General Assembly, the International Energy Agency calculated that it would take $36 million a year for the next 20 years to achieve “universal access to modern energy” by 2030.

That could be accomplished with only a minor bump in global greenhouse emissions because many parts of the world -– principally rural regions not yet connected to an electricity grid –- can best be electrified with renewable energy sources.
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Telegraph (UK): One species becomes extinct in England every fortnight

5th October 2010

Previous studies have concentrated on the historical loss of iconic species like the birds and animals. 

But the Oxford University study looked at the extinction of lesser-known species like lichen, microbial slime and mosses.
It found that in the last two hundred years up to five per cent of the country’s 60,000 species are lost every year. 

If this rate continues, it would mean 26 species are lost in England every year. In the UK as a whole it is an even higher rate of extinction of 40 species a year, or almost one a week. 

The study also showed that birds are a good indicator of extinction rates as a whole. This could mean that studying the loss of birds would enable scientists to measure extinction rates in remote areas of the world. 

A report of the research is published in an forthcoming issue of the journal Biological Conservation as United Nations countries prepare to meet in Japan 18-29 October to discuss new targets to protect wildlife. In March this year the British government's advisory body, Natural England, reported about 500 species lost from England since 1800. 

Clive Hambler of Oxford University’s Department of Zoology, said the rate of extinction could be ten times higher. 

“The losses reported by Natural England are under 0.5% per century, from England’s 55,000 species,” he said. “Our research suggests that the actual losses could be over ten times this number, with about one species going extinct in England every fortnight. 

“Many ancient and important habitats in Britain are threatened today because of human activity and population growth – whether it’s an increase in water use, growing use of wood fuel, or the growth of urban sprawl. Despite conservationists' efforts it's very likely extinction rates will continue to rise in Britain and globally for many years. These losses will impact on human welfare, and I’d say conservation needs a profile and resources even bigger than climate change.”
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AFP: Global marine life census charts vast world beneath the seas

4th October 2010

Results of the first ever global marine life census were unveiled Monday, revealing a startling overview after a decade-long trawl through the murky depths.

The Census of Marine Life estimated there are more than one million species in the oceans, with at least three-quarters of them yet to be discovered.

The 650-million-dollar (470-million-euro) international study discovered more than 6,000 potentially new species, and found some species considered rare were actually common.

The study said it offered "an unprecedented picture of the diversity, distribution and abundance of all kinds of marine life in Planet Ocean -- from microbes to whales, from the icy poles to the warm tropics, from the tidal near shores to the deepest dark depths."

The census establishes a baseline against which 21st-century changes can be monitored.

New species were discovered, marine highways and rest stops mapped and changes in species abundance were documented.

The research involved more than 2,700 scientists, 670 institutions, more than 540 expeditions and around 9,000 days at sea. Nearly 30 million observations of 120,000 species were made.

The census was formally launched in London, with more than 300 figures involved gathering to share the results and consider their implications.

"The census has far exceeded any dream that I had. We felt like the people who created the first dictionary and encylopedia 250 years ago," said Jesse Ausubel, a scientist who co-founded the study.

"The most surprising thing was beauty. Our eyes pumped out of our head in front of this beauty."

The survey set out to find out what used to live in the oceans, what lives there now and what might live there in the future.

The census said 16,764 species of fish had so far been described, but an estimated 5,000 more were yet to be discovered.

Scientists found some species thought extinct 50 million years ago, while other finds were less encouraging.

Around 40 percent of plankton, at the bottom of the ocean food chain, has disappeared in the last 30 years, which was put down to a rise in ocean temperatures.

Sharks have disappeared from 99 percent of some areas.

Australian Ian Poiner, chair of the census steering committee, said the researchers "systematically defined for the first time both the known and the vast unknown, unexplored ocean".

"All surface life depends on life inside and beneath the oceans. Sea life provides half of our oxygen and a lot of our food and regulates climate. We are all citizens of the sea," he said.

"While much remains unknown, including at least 750,000 undiscovered species and their roles, we are better acquainted now with our fellow travellers and their vast habitat on this globe." 

The census documented a changing marine world, richer in diversity, more connected through distribution and movements, more impacted by humans and less explored than was expected. 

The researchers used sound, satellites and electronics to track migratory routes. 

They got down to 10 kilometres (6.2 miles) below the sea in the western Pacific Ocean's Mariana Trench. 

They affirmed that by weight up to 90 percent of marine life is microbial -- with the equivalent of 35 elephants for every living person. 

Scientific steering committee vice-chair Myriam Sibuet of France, said: "The census enlarged the known world. Life astonished us everywhere we looked. 

"In the deep sea we found luxuriant communities despite extreme conditions. The discoveries of new species and habitats both advanced science and inspired artists with their extraordinary beauty." 

Much of the marine world remains to be explored, so vast are the seas. 

The census shows where explorers have not yet looked. For more than 20 percent of the oceans' volume, the database has no records at all, and for large areas very few.
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BBC: Oxfordshire town sees human waste used to heat homes

5th October 2010

Householders in Didcot have become the first in the UK to use gas made from their own human waste and supplied via the national grid to heat their homes.

Up to 200 Oxfordshire homes will be using biomethane made from sewage they had flushed away three weeks earlier.

British Gas, Thames Water and Scotia Gas Networks now hope to roll out the process across the UK.

According to an EU directive, by 2020 the UK must ensure 15% of the energy it produces comes from renewable sources.

Martin Orrill, head of energy, technology and innovation at British Gas told the BBC News website supplying this type of gas through the national grid was a logical step in the UK's bid to meet these targets.

He added that customers had no need to feel squeamish but should be proud of taking part in the unusual recycling effort.

"They will not notice any difference as the renewable energy source has no odour, and the infrastructure to deliver the gas is already in place," he said.

The whole process should take about 23 days from flush to finish.

The practice of using anaerobic digesters - carefully managed bacteria - to turn faeces into a means of generating electricity is already well established across the country.

But the additional plant that British Gas has installed at the Thames Water sewage treatment works in Didcot cleans up the spare biogas that is produced and turns it into biomethane suitable for household hobs and in gas central heating.

Mother-of-two Kathryn Rushton, 45, is among the householders whose gas supply now comes from sewage.

She said: "I told my children about it and at first they wrinkled their noses but then they thought it was a great idea.

"It's made from something we all produce and it's renewable. We're struggling to find sources of energy so we should use whatever we can. I'm definitely a supporter of this."

Other energy firms including United Utilities and Ecotricity have also announced their plans to inject biomethane straight into the network at a later date.

United Utilities told the BBC it hoped its £4.3m scheme, which would cater for 500 homes in Manchester, would be in place by summer 2011.

Mr Orrill said this £2.5m project had been hastened by the prospect of renewable heat incentives - a Labour proposal that was intended to encourage suppliers to support renewable technologies by rewarding them.

'Historic day'

He said the UK was renowned for having the "best gas grid in the world" and so was ideally suited to try out the technology.

John Morea, chief executive of Scotia Gas Networks, said the project involved "recycling at its very best" and the gas would be cleaned to the highest standards.

In a statement, Energy and Climate Change Secretary Chris Huhne commended the project and said: "This is an historic day for the companies involved, for energy from waste technologies, and for progress to increase the amount of renewable energy in the UK.

Last month Mr Huhne told MPs, that in the rush to put together a coalition deal between his party - the Lib Dems - and the Conservatives in May, he and Conservative Oliver Letwin "forgot" to include a reference to the incentives but said that it would be "an absolutely essential part" of meeting the government's renewable energy targets.

A spokeswoman for the Department of Energy and Climate Change told the BBC the government was still committed to meeting its energy targets but the details of the incentive proposals were under review. 

"Clearly there are benefits to the scheme, but we must also consider the impact of the cost, particularly given the financial constraints we must work within and the potential impact that funding options could have on vulnerable people," she said.

But Mr Orrill remained optimistic. He said: "We're nervous but confident that the government will make the right decision. 

"If they don't, then the demonstration process may have been for nothing and they would have missed an opportunity for the UK to make renewable gas on a commercial basis."

Thames Water's chief executive Martin Baggs agreed and said: "Every sewage works in Britain is a potential source of local renewable gas waiting to be put to use."
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New York Times: U.S. Military Orders Less Dependence on Fossil Fuels
4th October 2010

With insurgents increasingly attacking the American fuel supply convoys that lumber across the Khyber Pass into Afghanistan, the military is pushing aggressively to develop, test and deploy renewable energy to decrease its need to transport fossil fuels.
Last week, a Marine company from California arrived in the rugged outback of Helmand Province bearing novel equipment: portable solar panels that fold up into boxes; energy-conserving lights; solar tent shields that provide shade and electricity; solar chargers for computers and communications equipment. 

The 150 Marines of Company I, Third Battalion, Fifth Marines, will be the first to take renewable technology into a battle zone, where the new equipment will replace diesel and kerosene-based fuels that would ordinarily generate power to run their encampment. 

Even as Congress has struggled unsuccessfully to pass an energy bill and many states have put renewable energy on hold because of the recession, the military this year has pushed rapidly forward. After a decade of waging wars in remote corners of the globe where fuel is not readily available, senior commanders have come to see overdependence on fossil fuel as a big liability, and renewable technologies — which have become more reliable and less expensive over the past few years — as providing a potential answer. These new types of renewable energy now account for only a small percentage of the power used by the armed forces, but military leaders plan to rapidly expand their use over the next decade. 

In Iraq and Afghanistan, the huge truck convoys that haul fuel to bases have been sitting ducks for enemy fighters — in the latest attack, oil tankers carrying fuel for NATO troops in Afghanistan were set on fire in Rawalpindi, Pakistan, early Monday. In Iraq and Afghanistan, one Army study found, for every 24 fuel convoys that set out, one soldier or civilian engaged in fuel transport was killed. In the past three months, six Marines have been wounded guarding fuel runs in Afghanistan. 

“There are a lot of profound reasons for doing this, but for us at the core it’s practical,” said Ray Mabus, the Navy secretary and a former ambassador to Saudi Arabia, who has said he wants 50 percent of the power for the Navy and Marines to come from renewable energy sources by 2020. That figure includes energy for bases as well as fuel for cars and ships. 

“Fossil fuel is the No. 1 thing we import to Afghanistan,” Mr. Mabus said, “and guarding that fuel is keeping the troops from doing what they were sent there to do, to fight or engage local people.” 

He and other experts also said that greater reliance on renewable energy improved national security, because fossil fuels often came from unstable regions and scarce supplies were a potential source of international conflict. 

Fossil fuel accounts for 30 to 80 percent of the load in convoys into Afghanistan, bringing costs as well as risk. While the military buys gas for just over $1 a gallon, getting that gallon to some forward operating bases costs $400. 

“We had a couple of tenuous supply lines across Pakistan that are costing us a heck of a lot, and they’re very dangerous,” said Gen. James T. Conway, the commandant of the Marine Corps. 

Col. Robert Charette Jr., director of the Marine Corps Expeditionary Energy Office, said he was “cautiously optimistic” that Company I’s equipment would prove reliable and durable enough for military use, and that other Marine companies would be adopting renewable technology in the coming months, although there would probably always be a need to import fuel for some purposes. 

While setting national energy policy requires Congressional debates, military leaders can simply order the adoption of renewable energy. And the military has the buying power to create products and markets. That, in turn, may make renewable energy more practical and affordable for everyday uses, experts say. 

Last year, the Navy introduced its first hybrid vessel, a Wasp class amphibious assault ship called the U.S.S. Makin Island, which at speeds under 10 knots runs on electricity rather than on fossil fuel, a shift resulting in greater efficiency that saved 900,000 gallons of fuel on its maiden voyage from Mississippi to San Diego, compared with a conventional ship its size, the Navy said. 

The Air Force will have its entire fleet certified to fly on biofuels by 2011 and has already flown test flights using a 50-50 mix of plant-based biofuel and jet fuel; the Navy took its first delivery of fuel made from algae this summer. Biofuels can in theory be produced wherever the raw materials, like plants, are available, and could ultimately be made near battlefields. 

Concerns about the military’s dependence on fossil fuels in far-flung battlefields began in 2006 in Iraq, where Richard Zilmer, then a major general and the top American commander in western Iraq, sent an urgent cable to Washington suggesting that renewable technology could prevent loss of life. That request catalyzed new research, but the pressure for immediate results magnified as the military shifted its focus to Afghanistan, a country with little available native fossil fuel and scarce electricity outside cities. 

Fuel destined for American troops in landlocked Afghanistan is shipped to Karachi, Pakistan, where it is loaded on convoys of 50 to 70 vehicles for transport to central bases. Smaller convoys branch out to the forward lines. The Marines’ new goal is to make the more peripheral sites sustain themselves with the kind of renewable technology carried by Company I, since solar electricity can be generated right on the battlefield.

Continued at: http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/05/science/earth/05fossil.html?pagewanted=2&ref=earth
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Reuters: Meat diets pose environmental danger: report
4th October 2010

People will have to cut meat from their diets if the world is to stay within safer limits of planet-warming greenhouse gases, nitrate pollution and habitat destruction, according to a journal article published on Monday.

Experts agree that eating plant products can be better for the environment, because eating meat involves consuming animals which are themselves raised on plants, a less efficient process.

But there is some controversy about just how far people should shun meat for vegetables and grains to curb damage to the environment, partly because of wide disagreement about exactly what those impacts are.

Monday's paper used coarse estimates to argue that, on current trends, livestock farming on its own -- disregarding all other human activity -- would push the world near danger levels for climate change and habitat destruction by mid-century.

"We suggest that reining in growth of this sector should be prioritized," said the authors from Canada's Dalhousie University, in their article titled "Forecasting potential global environmental costs of livestock production 2000-2050."

The paper described "a profound disconnect between the anticipated scale of potential environmental impacts associated with projected livestock production levels and even the most optimistic mitigation strategies."

Solutions to the problem included using best practice such as substituting manure for nitrogen fertilizers, and increasing agricultural productivity, said the paper published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

But efficiency gains would not be enough. Per capita meat consumption would have to be cut.

"Across the board reductions in per capita consumption of livestock products should ... be a policy priority," it said.

The paper calculated required cuts in globally averaged per capita meat consumption of 19-42 percent by 2050, given expected increases in population and income, just to stand still regarding environmental damage.

Livestock farming drives emissions of the greenhouse gas methane, from the stomachs of ruminants and especially cattle, and of carbon dioxide by increasing deforestation.

Intensive farms also use fertilizers which release the powerful greenhouse gas nitrous oxide when applied to the soil.

Both fertilizers and manure release nitrogen into natural systems such as rivers, upsetting the natural balance.

Farming also competes with natural habitats. The human food system already consumes 12 percent of the output of all the world's plants, the paper said.
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BBC: Rare bumblebees make comeback in Kent and Sussex

4th October 2010

England's five rarest bumblebees have made a comeback in parts of Kent and Sussex, conservationists have said.

The five threatened species have spread their geographic range as a result of environmental schemes in Dungeness and Romney Marsh.

Measures to make the habitat more suitable include putting pollen and nectar-rich flower margins in fields.

Project leader Dr Nikki Gammans said she had not expected to see successful results so quickly.

The measures were introduced last year in a bid to bring the short-haired bumblebee back from New Zealand to the UK.

The species was last seen in the UK in 1988, but populations on the other side of the world have survived.

But the attempt to reintroduce the species failed when many of the insects died during hibernation.

Population decline

Dr Gammans said by creating the right conditions for the short-haired bumblebee, the five threatened species had flourished.

She said the bumblebees had all increased their ranges in the South East after decades of decline.

"We hoped that we would begin to see results like this for these species but we really didn't expect to see it quite so quickly," she said.

The five species are the large garden bumblebee, the shrill carder bee, the shanked carder bee, the moss carder bee and the brown banded carder bee.

The partnership project is being run by Natural England, the Bumblebee Conservation Trust, the RSPB and Hymettus.
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Uganda: Forestry Authority Takes Tree Planting Campaign to Bududa

The Monitor (Bududa) - In a bid to fight the increasing consequences of environmental degradation in the Bududa, the National Forestry Authority has launched a tree-planting campaign. Speaking during the launch of the campaign, the Minister for Water and Environment, Ms Maria Mutagamba, said the Mt Elgon area has experienced consistent deforestation over the last three decades due to the fast growing population. She said Uganda loses up to 90,000 hectares of forest cover annually, and urged the Bagisu to own the tree-planting initiatives, saying its success and long-term sustainability requires ownership and participation.

The NFA Executive Director, Mr. Hudson Andruam, promised to work with residents to restore the forest cover on Mt. Elgon and surrounding areas. http://allafrica.com/stories/201010050122.html
Namibia: Rent-A-Drum Recycling Campaign Huge Success

New Era (Windhoek) - The recycling campaign started by Rent-A-Drum and its recycling partners in four Windhoek suburbs has so far yielded 28.1 tonnes of recyclable waste. Owner of Rent-A-Drum, Gys Louw, said over four weeks, 9712 clear recycling bags have been handed over to 5000 households in Eros, Klein Windhoek, Ludwigsdorf and Avis. The bags were accompanied by an instruction manual and two free recycling bags in which residents could collect recyclable waste and place these next to the City of Windhoek green wheelie bin for collection.

Rent-A-Drum has collected these bags at its own cost, with the bags taken to a sorting plant, or the material recovery facility, which is still under construction west of Windhoek near the Tony Rust racing track. Owner of Rent-A-Drum, Gys Louw said the project is costly for Rent-A-Drum and its partners, but they consider it to be part of their social responsibility. http://allafrica.com/stories/201010041217.html
Sierra Leone: Zain, Tourist Board in Beach Cleaning

Concord Times (Freetown) - Zain Sierra Leone and the National Tourist Board, in collaboration with the ministry of Tourism and Culture, over the weekend engaged in a massive cleaning exercise of the Lumley and Aberdeen beaches. The exercise, which was launched recently was a move by Zain to demonstrate its commitment to environmental and community development. According to the company's corporate affairs executive, June Rose Johnson, the move was to support the National Tourist Board in creating job opportunities for youth around that community. She said the programme was actualized as a result of the signing of a memorandum between the company and the Tourist Board.

"People should not rely heavily on government, we all must put hands on deck to help develop the country in our own way," Manager of the Tourist Board, Cecil Williams said and called on all to use the beach responsibly. http://allafrica.com/stories/201010040251.html
Angola: Biodiversity Conservation Considered Fundamental for Sustainable Development

Angola Press (Lubango) - The conservation of national biodiversity for protection and management of existing natural resources was considered as fundamental for the sustainable development of the country. This was said recently in Lubango, by the participants in the first International workshop on Biodiversity and Sustainable Development in Communities that happened in the region. The participants defended that inappropriate exploration of natural resources and illegal territory settlement endangers Angola's biodiversity.

The event concluded that sustainable development will only be achieved when there is equilibrium among the conservation of biodiversity, economic growth and betterment of people's living quality. http://allafrica.com/stories/201010040960.html
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Getting past the politics of climate change

NY Times, October 3, 2010, BY Kate Galbraith

AUSTIN, TX — The failure to reach a meaningful resolution on global climate change talks in Copenhagen last December left many advocates of climate action badly disheartened. 

But international negotiators have hardly given up. This week, U.N. climate talks are taking place in Tianjin, China, which could help prepare for climate discussions in Cancun, Mexico, at the end of the year. Another round of negotiations is scheduled for South Africa next year. 

Individual countries and regions, meanwhile, are continuing to reassert their commitments to reducing greenhouse gas emissions — though the road to progress remains long and difficult. 

One of the notable global holdouts, the United States, is quietly poised to act. Efforts to enact a “cap-and-trade” policy in Congress to control greenhouse gas emissions have thus far failed. But come January, an alternative system is set to begin: The Environmental Protection Agency, a U.S. government body, is due to start regulating greenhouse gas emissions. 

Some of the country’s largest polluters will be required to include carbon dioxide and other gases linked to climate change on their permit applications. Additional rules will come into force over time. 

The regulatory efforts, though modest at least initially, are politically incendiary, and they could very well get held up. 

Coal and other business groups, and even a few disgruntled states, have filed sternly worded motions challenging the E.P.A.’s actions and the science behind them, which draws from the work of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, much vilified by the American right after the 2009 “Climategate” debacle, in which thousands of hacked e-mails and documents reflected poorly on climate researchers’ conduct. 

The lawsuits are awaiting action from a three-judge panel at a U.S. District Court in Washington, which will make a ruling about whether or not to stay the E.P.A.’s hand. 

Europe, for its part, is also adjusting its climate strategy. European nations are deliberating about whether to strengthen their emissions-reduction target to 30 percent below 1990 levels by 2020. 

The current target is a reduction of 20 percent; E.U. leaders would like any 30 percent target to be contingent on serious climate action by other nations around the world. 

The other big debate in Europe concerns how to allocate free trading allowances to “exposed sectors,” like steel, which tend to suffer particularly from carbon pricing, according to Michael Grubb, the chair of climate strategies and a senior research associate at Cambridge University. 

Of course, efforts to reduce greenhouse gases have been made easier by the global economic doldrums of recent years. Emissions from businesses in the E.U. carbon-trading program were down 11.6 percent last year compared with 2008, due in part to the economy, as well as low prices for relatively clean natural gas — and, presumably, the trading system itself. 

In the United States, energy-related carbon-dioxide emissions fell 7 percent in 2009 compared with 2008, according to the Energy Information Administration. That was the largest such drop, in absolute or percentage terms, since record-keeping began more than 60 years ago. 

President Barack Obama says he remains committed to climate action, but he acknowledges that fixing the U.S. economy has taken priority. 

“During the past two years, we’ve not made as much progress as I wanted to make when I was sworn into office,” Mr. Obama told Rolling Stone magazine, in a lengthy interview last week that was posted online. 

“It is very hard to make progress on these issues in the midst of a huge economic crisis, because the natural inclination around the world is to say, ‘You know what? That may be a huge problem, but right now what’s a really big problem is 10 percent unemployment,’ or ‘What’s a really big problem is that our businesses can’t get loans.”’ 

Mr. Obama added: “One of my top priorities next year is to have an energy policy that begins to address all facets of our over-reliance on fossil fuels.” 

The action by the Environmental Protection Agency has been fiercely contested, not only by business groups but also by lawmakers. Some senators have pushed for legislation that would stop or delay the E.P.A.’s efforts to regulate greenhouse gas emissions. That fight, while currently at a lull, is not over. 

Most U.S. states are ready for the onset of climate regulations, according to the National Association of Clean Air Agencies, which represents air-pollution control officials around the country. 

But there will still be significant obstacles. For example, Texas, the biggest greenhouse gas emitter in the United States, is prepared to defy the regulations by refusing to ensure that companies operating there comply. 

In a letter this summer to the E.P.A., two top state officials wrote: “We write to inform you that Texas has neither the authority nor the intention of interpreting, ignoring or amending its laws in order to compel the permitting of greenhouse-gas emissions.” 

As the back-and-forth plays out in the United States, Mr. Grubb of Cambridge University predicted that other countries would stop counting on the United States to act decisively on climate change. 

“There has been a certain amount of hanging back, pending the hope of U.S. action,” he said in an e-mail. 

“I think that as countries slowly come to the terms with the apparent inability of the U.S. to take serious action, they will be able to take a fresh look at how to move forward in ways that work without the U.S.” 

NATIONS: Developing countries could sue for climate action – study

ClimateWire, October 4, 2010, BY Lisa Friedman

A new study out says vulnerable countries could sue the United States and other industrialized nations for action on climate change.

The report published by the Foundation for International Environmental Law and Development (FIELD) based in the United Kingdom says small island nations and other threatened countries have the right and likely the procedural means to pursue an inter-state case before the United Nations' International Court of Justice.

"Some of these countries are getting increasingly desperate," Chrisoph Schwarte, the paper's lead author, said. With little movement toward a new global climate change treaty, he said many leaders are looking for ways to make the United States and others understand the threats they face from rising sea levels, droughts and storm surges.

"The need to see some movement, otherwise their existence is under threat," Schwarte said. "If nothing significant happens within the next two or three years, I really wouldn't be surprised if countries go to court. There's an increased realization that some form of legal action is actually possible."

Suing to force a country to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions is a tricky proposition. If a person is harmed or a livelihood threatened, he or she can take the offender to court for the damages incurred. But what if the victim is an entire country, and the damages -- thousands forced to relocate or the loss of tourism dollars because of coral bleaching -- are expected but not yet seen? More complicated still is is pinpointing the perpetrator. A smokestack in China? The 24-7 air conditioner blasting from a shopping mall in Iowa? Emissions-belching SUVs in Sydney, Australia?

"Which court? Which case? Under which law and against whom? Those are all extremely valuable questions," said Edward Cameron, former senior adviser to the Maldives. And beyond the impossibility of tracing a particular climate change impact to a molecule of CO2 emanating from a particular source, he said, are still more legal and political hurdles. Should a country bring a suit based on human rights law? Trade? Pollution? And what if the reaction to such a lawsuit was that industrialized countries threatened to withdraw foreign assistance?

"There's very much a political cost-benefit when thinking about this kind of action," Cameron said. But he also described legal action as a critical tool in vulnerable countries' limited arsenal. And, he argued, as important as any particular court ruling is the "court of public opinion" that could be moved by putting human faces on the often abstract global climate debate.

'A huge negative backlash' 

The FIELD study does not advocate a particular avenue for legal action. Instead, it reviews the existing literature on inter-state lawsuits. It concludes that "a credible case for a legal wrong can be made" by vulnerable nations under the so-called "no harm rule." That is a principle in international environmental law that holds that countries are obligated not to cause or allow environmental harm outside their borders.

The study says that "in a limited number of possible scenarios there are also the procedural means to pursue an inter-State litigation before an international judicial forum."

The paper argues that litigation could help to create the political pressure needed to invigorate international negotiations toward a global climate change treaty within the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).

Carroll Muffett, president of the Center for International Environmental Law in Washington, D.C., agreed.

"Where politics breaks down, law can sometimes break through and often be really transformative," he said. Developing nations, he said, "are not giving up on the negotiations. The UNFCCC remains the place where these issues have to be addressed. But at the same time, you can use the law to move things forward in the near term as those political negotiations go on, and help change the dynamics."

Muffett also called the transboundary nature of greenhouse gas pollution a not-insurmountable legal problem. Not only are countries contemplating taking on other countries to rein in emissions; they also are looking for ways to hold individual emitters liable. Meanwhile, individuals and citizen groups also are exploring ways to sue both governments and private companies in other nations.

"I can tell you that lawyers are looking at all of these options," Muffett said. "I'm anticipating that in the next few years we're going to see some really groundbreaking litigation that is not from countries, but from citizens."

The U.S. State Department did not return a call seeking comment on the issue. But Mark Helmke, senior adviser to Sen. Richard Lugar (R-Ind.), called the strategy "counterproductive," and one that lawmakers considering climate change and energy legislation would likely resent.

"I think it would have a huge negative backlash in the U.S. Congress," Helmke said.

Activists, though, noted that countries haven't had much luck with the United States so far, and developing countries are getting tired of waiting. Climate legislation tanked in the Senate earlier this year, though President Obama vowed in a recent Rolling Stone interview to tackle rising emissions in possibly separate "chunks" of legislation in 2011.

Some called litigation a necessary back-up plan.

"We are seeing climate change impact people's lives today," Cameron said. "The message to come across to people on the Hill is that climate action is inevitable. It's going to come one way or another. If you're frightened of regulation, you should be even more frightened of litigation."
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NEGOTIATIONS: Japan warns about ‘walking away’ from Copenhagen Accord as new treaty talks begin

ClimateWire, October 4, 2010, BY Lisa Friedman

The Copenhagen Accord should form the basis of any new binding global warming treaty, Japan's top climate change negotiator said this weekend.

Akira Yamada, Japan's deputy director general for global issues, said his country -- like the United States -- is concerned that major developing nations "wanted to walk away" from the agreement struck last year in the Danish capital. Under that nonbinding pledge, the world's major emitters of greenhouse gases vowed to cut carbon by varying degrees but be held to the same verification standards.

Yamada declined to accuse a specific country, saying, "It is not very productive to attribute to somebody." But, speaking to ClimateWire at the start of U.N. climate talks in Tianjin, China, he said Japan's sense of overall optimism is not high.

"Japan is one of the countries who would like to have a concrete outcome in Cancún," Yamada said, referring to the Mexican resort city where the United Nations will hold its big annual treaty talks in December.

Whether a breakthrough is possible, though, he said, "Frankly speaking, I don't know. I am not totally pessimistic, but I cannot be too optimistic. At some point in Tianjin we should change the mode of the negotiations."

That could happen as the week wears on. But this morning as the Tianjin talks opened, countries appeared entrenched in their positions.

Developing countries insisted that treaty talks be based in the principle of "common but differentiated responsibilities," which holds that industrialized countries like the United States must lead the way on climate change action. Developing countries, even major and high-polluting ones like China and India, would take voluntary targets that would be supported by financial assistance from the West.

Chinese State Councilor Dai Bingguo described China's development as "fast and yet unbalanced," where cities have zoomed ahead in technology and per capita income but "yet the vast interior remains backward." He called on the United States to adhere to the principles of common but differentiated responsibility, and said China "in good faith" will fulfill its Copenhagen promise "commensurate with its development." China pledged to cut carbon intensity 45 percent by 2020.

Meanwhile, a representative from Yemen, representing developing countries, as well as China, said proposals that are inconsistent with the long-cherished principle "will impede the process." Such proposals, he said in a U.N. lingo-infused code for the Copenhagen Accord, "do not advance our work and could in fact be counterproductive."

Industrialized countries used their own codes to urge support for the Copenhagen Accord. Australia, speaking for a group that included Japan and the United States, called for countries to "lock in our achievements to date and outline further progress."

"We don't have the time nor the authority to renegotiate the agreement of our leaders," she said.

President Obama and the leaders of China, Brazil, India and South Africa finalized the Copenhagen Accord in the frantic final hours of last year's summit after hours of one-on-one discussions among dozens of world leaders. But the process sparked widespread ire, and the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change only "took note" of the document rather than adopting it at the end of the conference. Over the past 10 months about 130 countries have associated themselves with the accord. What role the agreement should have in future climate treaty talks remains a major point of contention, though.

Yamada said Japan, like the United States, wants to see the Copenhagen Accord form the basis of multiple agreements that could become formal decisions in Cancún and ultimately bound into a final treaty.

"We are not requesting something impossible from developing countries," he said. "Without the participation of major economies, we cannot have an effective and fair framework."
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EMISSIONS: No deal emerges from int’l shipping talks

Greenwire, Octoober 4, 2010, BY Gabriel Nelson

After reaching no agreement on energy efficiency proposals during a weeklong summit in London, the United Nations-sponsored International Maritime Organization (IMO) might be "further away than ever" from an agreement to shrink the shipping sector's contribution to climate change, environmental advocacy groups said at the close of the conference Friday.

During its annual meeting, the IMO's environmental protection panel did not approve proposed standards that were intended to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from passenger and freight ships. The committee is scheduled to reconvene in March 2011 to discuss a market-based emissions reduction program, but groups such as the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) are skeptical about the chances of an agreement from a body that usually approves new rules by consensus.

Like December's climate summit in Copenhagen, Denmark, last week's talks were stalemated by disagreement between wealthier countries and developing nations such as China, India, Saudi Arabia and South Africa. The poorer countries, which are worried about paying a disproportionate share of the cost of the rules, have criticized the lack of concessions in IMO proposals.

While developing nations have been offered money or looser requirements during other U.N. climate talks, IMO rules impose equal standards on all countries. Otherwise, freight carriers from rich nations could game the shipping system by building, flagging and crewing ships in developing countries, said Simon Walmsley, head of the U.K. marine program at WWF.

"The worst outcome for a global industry like shipping would be to have differing emissions reductions schemes being imposed in different places," Walmsley said in a statement, "but that is the future shipping nations are courting by failing to reach agreement in their own forum."

During an opening address last week, IMO Secretary-General Efthimios Mitropoulos told delegates to "reconsider" their skepticism about the emissions proposals. Critics have questioned the benefits of imposing new rules on the most efficient method of moving cargo worldwide. About 2.7 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions come from international shipping, which is not covered by the United Nations' Kyoto Protocol.

There is importance in "not delaying action our planet cannot wait for any longer," Mitropoulos said, "no matter how insignificant, in percentage terms, the responsibility of shipping in the climate change situation is and the impact any remedial action decided may have on it" (Greenwire, Sept. 27).

An international agreement would prevent countries from imposing a patchwork of standards on shipping companies, said Sarah Burt, an attorney at Earthjustice who attended the talks. If the shipping body will not impose international rules, the United States should move unilaterally to limit emissions from ships that travel within its waters, she said.

The inability to use the highest-emitting ships in American waters could trigger a response from other nations, Burt said in a statement.

"Once they've done so, our regulations may no longer be necessary," she said. "But until then, domestic regulation is the best tool we've got."
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In the name of the planet, Patchy must go: Acclaimed Science writer Fred Pearce calls for head of bungling climate change boss

MailOnline, October 3, 2010, BY Fred Pearce

In scientific circles they call him Patchy. His real name is Rajendra Pachauri, the supremo of climate science at the United Nations, chairman of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 

He picked up the Nobel Peace Prize on behalf of his organisation less than three years ago. But it was pride before the fall. 

I lit the fuse under Patchy's chairmanship eight months ago. Now, I say he should go. 
If governments won't fire him when the IPCC meets at the Korean seaside resort of Busan next week, he should fall on his sword. For the good of the battered reputation of climate-change science. For the good of the planet. 

Patchy is an amiable, bearded, vegetarian railway engineer and cricket fanatic, born under the British Raj in India. He has been showered with prizes, including Indian of the Year in 2007, and held jobs all over the world. He got the IPCC chair in 2002, after the Americans fell out with the then chairman, a Brit called Bob Watson, who is now our Government's chief environmental scientist. 

But Patchy is not a climate scientist. And he is 70 years old now. There have been too many mistakes during his eight years at the top of the IPCC. And he has made too many of them worse. Patchy is no longer part of the solution to telling the world about climate science. He is part of the problem. 

How did I light the fuse under Patchy? I am a science journalist  -  one who happens to believe that man-made climate change is virtually beyond doubt. 

The story began last December when a Canadian expert on glaciers called Graham Cogley emailed me to say that an IPCC report published two years before, with Patchy named as first author, contained a dreadful error. It claimed that, thanks to global warming, all the Himalayan glaciers would be gone within a generation  -  by 2035. 

It was a stunning claim, but simply not true, said Cogley. The warming was certain enough, but the melting would not take 25 years; more like 350 years. But, he went on, the reason the crazy claim was in the report, which had been signed off by 1,000 scientists, almost 200 governments and the entire UN system, was an article I had written a decade before. 


My blood ran as cold as any glacier. Could this be true? I could believe my story had been proved wrong. But journalism is not supposed to be peer-reviewed science. And peer-reviewed science is most certainly not supposed to be journalism. This kind of thing shouldn't happen. 

The IPCC report gave as its source for the prediction a report by the Indian branch of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). So what was the WWF's source? The only one it gave was a short news item I wrote in New Scientist magazine in 1999, quoting a top Indian glaciologist and university vicechancellor called Syed Hasnain. 

He had told me he was about to deliver a report, based on four years' study, that said the central and eastern Himalayas would be ice-free by 2035. 

When the claim turned up in the 2007 IPCC report, I smiled to think I'd had the story eight years before. But Cogley, a glaciologist at Trent University in Canada, said: 'Fred, it's still wrong. 

The glaciers are up to half a kilometre thick; they are not going to disappear overnight. It will take centuries.' 

What does a journalist do? He writes the story, of course. I wrote an article explaining how, far from substantiating Hasnain's claim, the IPCC had clearly not checked it at all.

When it said: 'Glaciers in the Himalayas are receding faster than in any other part of the world and, if the present rate continues, the likelihood of them disappearing by the year 2035 and perhaps sooner is very high,' it had just copied and pasted the WWF's words. 

And this is where Patchy comes into the picture. A quick apology and retraction from the boss of the IPCC, and chief author of the report, would have defused the situation. Instead, when Indian environment minister Jairam Ramesh accused the IPCC of being 'alarmist' about the melting Himalayas, Patchy accused him of 'voodoo science'. 

He turned a one-line mistake into a diplomatic incident. And the voodoo science was at the IPCC. 

Oh, and one other thing. By now my discredited source, Hasnain, had ceased to be a vice-chancellor and had taken up a new post. He was head of glaciology at the Energy and Resources Institute (TERI), a prestigious Indian think-tank set up by Tata, an industrial conglomerate best known for making tens of millions of Indian trucks. TERI is run by  -  you guessed it  -  Dr Rajendra Pachauri. 

After my article laying bare the unedifying story appeared last January, the row became headline news round the world. Inevitably, it became known as 'Glaciergate'. 

A few people criticised me for writing the original story without checking whether other glaciologists agreed with Hasnain. Fair cop, maybe, though he was vice-chancellor of one of India's top universities at the time and his findings were about to be reported to the International Commission on Snow and Ice. Can nobody be trusted? 

Then a few people criticised me for revealing the truth and undermining the IPCC's credibility. Well, sorry guys, we all have to try to get our facts right. 

But the IPCC's big mistake was not owning up to the error promptly. As they used to say about the original '-gate'  -  the Watergate break-in that brought down US President Richard Nixon  -  it is the cover-up that is politically deadly, not the original offence. 

Only after a week of worsening headlines did the white flag go up from inside Patchy's bunker. But by then his rashness in defending the indefensible had turned the IPCC into a laughing-stock. Sometimes I want to cry for an agency stuffed with good, conscientious and clever people brought down by such stupidity. 

Since then Patchy has been pursued by journalists looking for new IPCC errors. They had plenty of material to work with: more than a thousand pages of the IPCC's five yearly assessment, published under his name in three volumes in 2007. 

Actually, most of it stood up to the challenge pretty well. In parts it was, if anything, too cautious  -  for instance, playing down growing fears among climate scientists about scary tipping points in climate that could destroy the Greenland ice cap or trigger super-hurricanes and mega-droughts. 

But the second volume, on the possible impacts of climate change, was less sound. It was co-edited by a British academic called Roger Parry of Imperial College London, who has so far managed to evade the flak. 

Some of the mistakes in that volume were silly. It said 55 per cent of the Netherlands was below sea level. The real figure is 26 per cent, but the Dutch government gave the wrong stats. No big deal. It got the references all wrong for a claim that 40 per cent of the Amazon rainforest could die within a few decades from heat and drought. Sloppy again, but no big deal. 

What about this, however? A headline claim in the report was that African farming is heading for the abyss. 

And very soon. 'Projected reductions in [crop] yield in some countries could be as much as 50 per cent by 2020,' it said. Phew. That captured public attention  -  not least because Patchy highlighted it in several of his public speeches. Tens of millions would starve. 

But was it true? The footnote referenced an 11-page paper by a Moroccan called Ali Agoumi that covered only three of Africa's 53 countries: Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria. Agoumi's paper, which had not gone through scientific peer review, simply asserted without giving any evidence or sources that 'studies on the future of vital agriculture in the region have shown... deficient yields from rain-based agriculture of up to 50 per cent during the 2000-2020 period'. 

What studies? He has never said. Even Agoumi did not claim the changes were caused by climate change. In fact, harvests already differ by 50 per cent or more from one year to the next, depending on rainfall. In other words, Ali Agoumi's thin, un-reviewed paper said nothing at all about how climate change might or might not change farm yields across Africa. 

That's not to say climate change won't cause droughts, or that droughts are not big killers in Africa. This is a serious matter. It deserves serious attention. So how much more disgraceful is it that the IPCC stats  -  stats highlighted personally by Patchy  -  were junk? 

When I raised these issues, the only answer I got was an email from Patchy's co-editor Roger Parry from a 'working retreat' on the Caribbean island of Montserrat. 

He said the criticisms of his report were ' clamour without substance'. Patchy agreed. 

Even so, the UN became sufficiently scared by all the bad press for the IPCC that it set up a high level commission to investigate. This InterAcademy Council included nominees from Britain's prestigious Royal Society. 

The council's report, published at the end of August, was damning. Chairman Harold Shapiro found that Parry's climate impacts report in particular showed a tendency to 'emphasise the negative impacts of climate change', many of which were 'not sufficiently supported in the literature, not put into perspective or not expressed clearly'. 

How did that happen? Well, they used 'non-peer-reviewed literature', such as WWF reports, without the findings being 'adequately evaluated'  -  perhaps a polite phrase for the IPCC's disgraceful use of that old standby of students: copy and paste. 

This farrago coincided with another scandal in climate science. With a certain lack of originality, we hacks called it Climategate. This was the release of all those emails from scientists at the University of East Anglia's Climatic Research Unit. The scientists were in charge of trying to piece together the history of changing global temperatures, using thermometer records, tree rings or whatever other information they could get their hands on. 

The emails did not, as some claimed, reveal a massive conspiracy-to con us about climate change. But they certainly showed scientists using underhand tactics to silence their critics  -  critics who claim the tree rings don't show anything worth knowing about temperature, and that some of the data on global warming of recent decades are contaminated by the local warming effects of urbanisation. 

Climategate was bad news for Patchy too. For the emails reveal University of East Anglia scientists sidelining criticisms of their own work when compiling IPCC reports  -  prompting the InterAcademy Council to call for the IPCC to adopt a 'rigorous conflict-of-interest policy'. Why wasn't there one already? Ask Patchy. 

Even grubbier, when someone put in a Freedom of Information request, asking to see emails discussing drafting of the IPCC report, the University of East Anglia scientists emailed colleagues asking for those emails to be deleted. This was against IPCC rules and possibly against British law. 

Did Patchy know about this? Probably not. Should he have been policing how the IPCC authors went about their task? Surely that was his job. What was his response when the emails were published online? He defended the scientists. 

There is a pattern of behaviour here, I think, from the man with arguably the most important role in protecting the world from climatic meltdown. Complacency. Loyalty to those who do not deserve it. Intemperate statements at inopportune times. 

Climate scientists should not tolerate this. Environmentalists should not tolerate this. The UN should not tolerate this. 

The InterAcademy Council's report to the UN refused to say that Patchy should go. But this was humbug. It said that, in future, IPCC chairmen and other top leaders should serve only one term, overseeing one five-year scientific assessment. The council said it was nothing personal. But it reached that conclusion because of what happened on Patchy's watch. Surely it must apply to him above all. 

Let's be clear. The basic problem here is not climate science. There is very little doubt that the world has been warming this past halfcentury. And little doubt either that man-made pollution is mainly to blame. The problem is the IPCC. 

Nobel Prize or no Nobel Prize, the 22-year old organisation is too important to be allowed to fail. It is badly in need of reform. A fresh start with a new, less accident-prone chairman. 

Will they bite the bullet in Busan? There are stories going around that Western governments are unwilling to wield the knife because they fear a backlash from India and the developing world. How ridiculous. 

After the 'voodoo science' row over Glaciergate, I doubt Pachauri has many friends in the Indian government anyway. 

Even so, if he isn't going to be pushed, he should jump. Sorry, Patchy, but time is up

Lobbyists for oil, industry had most access to Harper
Vancouver Sun, Ocotber 4, 2010, BY Andrew Mayeda & Mark Kennedy

Lobbyists for industry, particularly those representing Canada's leading chief executives and the oil sector, top the list of who got the most access to Prime Minister Stephen Harper in the past two years, records show. 

Groups lobbying on issues such as health care and the environment barely got in the door -- though medicare and climate change have been major public policy issues. 

The findings stem from a review by Postmedia News of records kept by the Office of the Commissioner of Lobbying. Since July 2008, lobbyists have been required to report their "oral and arranged communications" with a public officer holder such as Harper, members of his cabinet and senior bureaucrats. 

Since the requirement came into effect, Harper has been lobbied 80 times, according to communications reports filed with the lobbying commissioner. Among the highlights: 

- Seventy per cent of the lobbying directed toward Harper came from Canadian industry. 

- The Canadian Council of Chief Executives tops the list. It filed eight communications reports, half of them this year. The organization, headed by former Liberal cabinet minister John Manley, represents about 150 Canadian companies. 

- Lobbyists for oil and gas companies filed seven reports. Alberta-based Suncor Energy lobbied three times, giving it the most access in the oilpatch. 

Andrew MacDougall, deputy press secretary for Harper, said there's a clear reason why the prime minister met with industry leaders so much. 

"The government's priority for the last two-and-a-half years has been the economy," he said. "With the priority being the economy, it is no surprise that the prime minister has met quite a few times, and predominantly with business and industry representatives. These are the people who are on the front lines of the economy." 

A spokesman for the CEO council said it makes sense that political leaders such as Harper turned to the heads of top Canadian firms for advice at a time of economic upheaval. 

Organizations that have been refused meetings with the prime minister say Harper appears to be giving special access to corporate interests, especially oil companies. 

Pierre Sadik, of the David Suzuki Foundation, said his organization has been refused meetings with the prime minister so many times, it doesn't bother asking any more. He said it's especially troubling that the prime minister didn't consult with environmentalists in the leadup to the UN climate-change conference in Copenhagen last December. 

The full list of lobbying cases is online at canada.com.
 General Environment News

Threat of global warming sparks U.S. interest in geoengineering
Washington Post, October 2, 2010, BY Juliet Eilperin

It's come to this: Climate-conscious policymakers are beginning to contemplate the possibility of playing God with the weather in the hope of slowing global warming. 

For years it was considered downright wacky in official Washington to discuss geoengineering: altering the climate by reflecting sunlight back into the sky, sucking carbon dioxide from the air - or a host of other gee-whiz schemes. But in the past year the wacky has won a following, spurred in part by the recent collapse of climate legislation as well as by growing interest among private entrepreneurs and foreign officials. 

House Science and Technology Committee Chairman Bart Gordon(D-Tenn.), whose panel will jointly release a report on climate engineering with the British House of Commons this month, said the subject is "just now starting to get some attention" even though people recognize the danger in trying to change a complex weather system. 

"The more you know about it, the more you're concerned about if we can ever implement it," Gordon said in an interview. "However, there may be a point where we're up against the tipping point, and the consequences of climate change are even worse." 

Over the next few months, whispering about changing the weather will evolve into written recommendations. Several key groups - including the Government Accountability Office and a bipartisan task force of experts - will issue their thoughts on how best to start a modest federal research program on geoengineering. 

"We're getting a sense that agencies are interested in this topic and would be open, on a certain level, to letting this program go forward," said Jane Long, who co-chairs the National Commission on Energy Policy's task force. 

At this point, though, even the experts most seriously looking at climate engineering describe it as a last resort for when climate impacts become a serious threat and the world has yet to wean itself off fossil fuels. 

"Geoengineering only makes sense - if it makes sense, and that's an important conditional - as a way to bridge this crisis period," said Steven Hamburg, the Environmental Defense Fund's chief scientist. 

Climate engineering can be divided into two basic categories, both of which are untested on a large scale: solar radiation management, which aims to deflect sunlight away from the Earth, and carbon dioxide removal, which takes already released greenhouse gases out of the atmosphere. 

The first approach is relatively cheap and easy to deploy - researchers envision spraying small metallic particles or sulfur into the stratosphere, which could be accomplished with jets or even World War II-era howitzers - but this would do nothing to address the root causes of climate change or some of its worst effects, such as ocean acidification. The second method would address the atmospheric concentrations of carbon that can spur climate change, but it would take more time to develop and be much more expensive. 

At this point, many scientists argue that it is worth scrutinizing different geoengineering techniques to see what could work and what will not. At a conference last week sponsored by Arizona State University, the New America Foundation and Slate magazine, University of Maryland distinguished professor of economics Thomas Schelling said "field experiments are going to be essential" to determine whether humans can manipulate the climate in a responsible and effective way. 

"If solar radiation management is a bad idea, the sooner we discover that the better," said Schelling, who serves on the National Commission on Energy Policy task force. 

"It's important for the federal agencies to get involved and at least solicit proposals," Cicerone said. "The best way to handle these issues is to treat it like normal science." 

Those who have been most skeptical about dire warming forecasts, however, are unlikely to embrace climate engineering. 

"You'd have to see concrete evidence for the worst case, and that's not there," said Patrick J. Michaels, a senior fellow at the Cato Institute, adding that it was hard to imagine how any proposed project could satisfy a federal environmental impact statement. 

Other countries are already doing that, in part because, as University of Southampton professor John Shepherd explained, the world needs to reach a consensus on geoengineering "before some nut case does itprematurely." 

Shepherd oversaw the geoengineering report that the Royal Society issued last year, and he is co-chairing an effort - along with the Environmental Defense Fund and the Academy of Sciences for the Developing World - to look at what rules could govern solar radiation management. 

This year the British government approved spending $4.5 million over three years on geoengineering research; the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research has a small program, as does the European Union. 

There has been some pushback on the idea of even doing research at all: Delegates to the Convention on Biological Diversity meeting this month in Nagoya, Japan, may consider a proposed moratorium on all geoengineering actitivities, including studies. 

In a sense, the geoengineering debate mirrors what happened on the question of adapting to climate change, a once-sensitive subject that is now a standard part of policymaking. For years people were wary of discussing how to adapt to global warming, on the grounds that it would reduce the incentive for cutting greenhouse gases. Now, funding for adaptation is a major part of international climate negotiations, and the Fish and Wildlife Service recently detailed how it plans to modify its operations based on the inevitable warming the United States will face in the coming decades. 

U.S. officials are reluctant to discuss climate engineering in public: the Office of Science Technology Policy declined to comment on the matter, as did the Energy Department. Gordon, who is retiring from Congress, expressed optimism that staffers would still work on it next year. 

In fact, starting to investigate the feasibility of deliberately changing the climate won't require a massive allocation of federal dollars, in part because agencies ranging from the Environmental Protection Agency to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration are already conducting related research that could easily be expanded to encompass it. 

Long, who serves as principal associate director at large at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, described it as "a tweak with existing funding and existing programs," but added that administration officials "need to be covered by someone telling them to do it, because it's so controversial." 

Rep. Bob Inglis (R-S.C.), who sits on the House science committee and is also leaving office, said he worries about what it means to even try to change the climate on a small scale. 

"Once you've done an experiment, you've done it, and you've got to hope for the best. That's generally not the way you want to do scientific research," Inglis said, adding that the world might be better off just cutting greenhouse emissions outright. "Investing in research is like investing in better brake linings, when taking your foot off the accelerator would do just as well." 

Obama promotes green energy; GOP hits Dem spending
Washington Post, October 2, 2010, BY Erica Werner
WASHINGTON -- Wind, solar and other clean energy technologies produce jobs and are essential for the country's environment and economy, President Barack Obama said in promoting his administration's efforts. 

The president used his weekly radio and Internet address Saturday, a month away from congressional elections, to charge Republicans with wanting to scrap incentives for such projects. 

"That's what's at stake in this debate," the president said. "We can go back to the failed energy policies that profited the oil companies but weakened our country. We can go back to the days when promising industries got set up overseas. Or we can go after new jobs in growing industries. And we can spur innovation and help make our economy more competitive." 

Part of the House GOP's recently released "Pledge to America" calls for freezing spending from last year's stimulus bill. The stimulus included $90 billion for clean energy projects ranging from electric vehicles to solar loan guarantees, although a big chunk of the money has already been obligated or spent. 

Obama cited a solar power plant breaking ground in the Mojave Desert this month thanks to government incentives. 

"With projects like this one and others across this country, we are staking our claim to continued leadership in the new global economy," Obama said. "And we're putting Americans to work producing clean, homegrown American energy that will help lower our reliance on foreign oil and protect our planet for future generations." 

Republicans disputed Obama's criticism, saying they support investments in renewable energy technologies. 

Senate Minority leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., took aim in the GOP radio response at government spending, saying Democrats are "maxing out the national credit card on a failed stimulus bill and a government-run health care bill." 

He criticized Democrats for recessing Congress until after the elections without acting to extend the Bush-era tax cuts, which expire in January. Obama and Democratic leaders want to extend the tax cuts only for individuals making less than $200,000 and married couples making less than $250,000, while Republicans and some rank-and-file Democrats want to extend tax cuts for the wealthy as well, a costlier proposition. 

"Whenever they were asked about this looming tax hike, they just blamed the Republicans," McConnell said. "They said that Republicans will be to blame for some people getting a tax hike because we didn't think anyone should get a tax hike. ... The fact is, the best way to help individuals and small businesses and the economy is to give them all the certainty that their taxes won't be going up at the end of the year." 

Global Census of marine life reveals thousands of new species, other discoveries

Washington Post, October 2, 2010, BY Juliet Eilperin 

A lone deep-sea snail living within a hydrothermal vent. The migratory tracks of great white sharks crossing ocean basins. Audio recordings of schools of fish the size of Manhattan, swimming in concert. 

These are just a handful of the discoveries that came out of the Census of Marine Life, a decade-long project that finished Monday. Encompassing more than 2,700 scientists from 80 nations and territories across the world, the census sought to answer a basic but daunting question. In the words of its scientific steering committee chairman Ian Poiner: "What did live in the ocean, what does live in the ocean and what will live in the ocean?" 

Ten years after the study was launched, much of the sea remains unknown. At its start only 5 percent of the ocean had been seriously explored, and even now, there are no observations for 20 percent of the sea, while more than half of the ocean has only been subject to minimal exploration. 

Still, the project has, in the words of its co-founder Jesse Ausubel, "defined what is unknown" about the ocean, and shed light on how it functions. "The oceans are richer than we imagined, more connected than we imagined, and they're more altered," said Ausubel, program director for the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation and the census's vice president. 

The $650 million initiative, $75 million of which came from the Sloan Foundation, launched 570 expeditions that journeyed from Antarctica to the tropics. Ranking as one of the world's largest scientific collaborations ever, it produced more 2,600 academic papers and collected 30 million observations of 120,000 species. Researchers have identified potentially 6,000 new species in the course of the project, 1,200 of which have been formally described. 

When the idea of the census first surfaced in the late 1990s, however, even some experienced researchers were intimidated at the prospect of venturing into uncharted territory. Ausubel and Rutgers University's Fred Grassle approached Stanford University marine biologist Barbara Block about coordinating a tagging program in the Pacific Ocean to track where and how key creatures moved underwater. Block, who had tagged animals in the Atlantic, said she walked away from the conversation "a little shell-shocked. I had never worked in the Pacific in a big way." 

But as she contemplated it one November day while looking out at the Pacific, Block realized why she needed to do it: "It was discovery." 

Tagging of Pacific Predators, the operation that arose from that conversation, is the largest tracking effort targeting marine animals on the globe. Researchers have more than 4,300 electronic tags to study 23 species' position as well as ocean temperature, pressure, light and salinity, retrieving a billion records from the sea. 

Those findings, Block said, should help ensure that institutions and governments are willing to fund this kind of research even now that the census is over. 

"The same technology that drives our computers, drives our phones and drives our satellite technology can be used to observe and manage our marine resources, our biological resources," she said. "This deep ocean can be studied and can be tracked." 

Sophisticated tracking has provided some of the most stunning discoveries about the sea over the past decade. A single bluefin tuna crosses the north Atlantic over the course of two years, swimming past the Virginia and Maryland coasts. Loggerhead turtles move through those same waters, but they follow the North Atlantic gyre not just along the East Coast but to Africa and then the Caribbean. 

Virginia Institute of Marine Science professor Tracey Sutton used funds from the census and the National Science Foundation to spearhead the Mid-Atlantic Ridge Ecosystem Project, in which scientists from 16 nations studied deep-sea animals along the underwater mountain range that runs from Iceland to the Azores. 

The project launched three separate cruises - in 2003, 2004, and 2009 - to sample organisms living as deep as 9,000 feet below the surface and to monitor the flow of energy through the North Atlantic ecosystem. "Understanding the dynamics of deep-sea food webs is essential for scientific understanding and management of earth's largest ecosystem," said Sutton, who will attend the London news conference Monday marking the end of the census. 

New acoustic techniques have also allowed census scientists to measure the abundance, and sometimes even the composition of marine life. Paul Snelgrove, who leads the census's Synthesis Group, said researchers were able to use sound waves that went out and bounced back to determine that schools of fish the size of Manhattan were congregating in the Gulf of Maine. 

"This was a major leap forward in terms of our knowledge," Snelgrove said. 

That same technology helped chronicle the vertical migration of tens of thousands of tons of zooplankton along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge, who move up to feed at night and then return to the depths during the day. "It's really a commute," said Ausubel, noting the distance the zooplankton travel during peak times in the summer is four times the height of the Empire State Building. 

On a practical level, the project has established a baseline for key areas in the sea, including parts of the Gulf of Mexico damaged by this year's massive oil spill. As of 2009 researchers had identified 8,332 forms of life in the part of the gulf closest to the spill, providing authorities with what Ausubel called "a checklist" from which they can compare a year or two from now. 

In more remote areas, like the Clarion Clipperton Fracture in the central Pacific, the mapping researchers have done through the census is now helping the International Seabed Authority craft rules for future deep sea mining. 

One of the most surprising and esoteric discoveries, on the other hand, came from studying the ocean's tiniest residents: microbes. According to Snelgrove, "There may be as many as a billion kinds of microbes. That's kind of mind boggling. What are they doing? If we see shifts from one to another, does it matter? I suspect it does." 

This kind of research, said House Science and Technology Committee Chairman Bart Gordon, will matter in the years to come. 

"Energy, clean water and food is what people are going to start fighting wars over," Gordon said in an interview. "We need our oceans to be as productive as ever." 

Polluted air and diabetes: A link

NY Times, October 4, 2010, BY John Collins Rudolph

A strong link exists between adult diabetes and air pollution, according to an epidemiological study by researchers at Children’s Hospital Boston. The long-term study builds on previous laboratory studies that have tied air pollution to an increase in insulin resistance, a precursor to diabetes.

The researchers used health, economic, geographical and other data to adjust for known diabetes risk factors, such as obesity, exercise, ethnicity and population density. After controlling for these factors, a strong correlation still emerged between diabetes prevalence and particulate air pollution.

The researchers focused on fine particulate matter, such as that found in haze, smoke and motor vehicle exhaust. For every ten microgram per cubic meter rise in fine particulate matter, they found a 1 percent increase in diabetes rates.

“We didn’t have data on individual exposure, so we can’t prove causality, and we can’t know exactly the mechanism of these peoples’ diabetes,” said John Brownstein, an assistant professor of epidemiology at Children’s Hospital Boston and co-author of the study. “But pollution came across as a significant predictor in all our models.” 

The influence of particulate matter on diabetes rates was observable even in counties where pollution rates were below the standards deemed healthy by the Environmental Protection Agency, the researchers noted.

“We’re seeing a rise across the board,” Dr. Brownstein said. “It’s not just the most polluted places that are experiencing this relationship.”

The study appears in the October issue of Diabetes Care.

Diabetes rates have surged in the United States in recent decades, with an estimated 23.5 million Americans suffering from the disease, according to 2007 statistics from the Centers on Disease Control and Prevention.

The number of younger Americans afflicted by diabetes has risen particularly fast. From 1980 to 2007, diabetes rates for those below the age of 44 nearly tripled, to 1.5 percent. For older Americans, the diabetes rate doubled in that time period, with nearly 10 percent of of the population between 45 and 64 now suffering from the disease.

Studies attribute roughly 60 percent of the increase in diabetes to demographic changes tied to an aging population and population gains among higher-risk ethnic groups, with Latinos, African-Americans and Asians tending to contract the disease at higher rates than whites. Lifestyle changes, responsible for a sharp rise in obesity and a decline in physical activity nationwide, are seen as the other predominant factors.

In light of the new study, the role of pollution and other environmental factors deserves further examination, however, Dr. Brownstein said.

“The lifestyle factors are absolutely key, but it hasn’t all been teased apart,” he said. “What we’re seeing here is that there’s an environmental factor.”

Just-right planet that can support life detected
Planet Ark, October 1, 2010, BY Maggie Fox
It is not too hot and not too cold, and astronomers believe that a new planet detected outside our solar system may have a temperature that is just right to support life.

The planet orbits a red dwarf star called Gliese 581 and appears to be three times the mass of the Earth, the team at the University of California, Santa Cruz, and the Carnegie Institution of Washington said on Wednesday.

The team found it using indirect measurements from the Keck telescope in Hawaii, which has been used to scrutinize Gliese 581 for 11 years and has spotted other potential planets orbiting it.

"We had planets on both sides of the habitable zone -- one too hot and one too cold -- and now we have one in the middle that's just right," said Steven Vogt of UC Santa Cruz.

"The fact that we were able to detect this planet so quickly and so nearby tells us that planets like this must be really common," Vogt said in a statement.

The planet, called Gliese 581g, is 20 light-years away from Earth in the constellation Libra, according to the paper to be published in the Astrophysical Journal and available at.

A light-year is the distance light can travel in one year at a speed of 186,000 miles a second, or about 6 trillion miles (10 trillion km).

The researchers use an indirect method radial velocity to detect planets. As a planet orbits, it makes the star wobble very slightly and this can be measured.

"There are now nearly 500 known extrasolar planets," Vogt's team wrote. "If the local stellar neighborhood is a representative sample of the galaxy as a whole, our Milky Way could be teeming with potentially habitable planets."

This planet, one of six whizzing around the little cool star, has a mass three to four times that of the Earth and orbits every 37 or so days, they calculated.

"Our findings offer a very compelling case for a potentially habitable planet," Vogt said.

They estimate temperatures on the planet average from -24 to 10 degrees Fahrenheit (-31 to -12 degrees C). The planet is locked facing its sun, like Mercury, so one side would be extremely hot and the other perpetually cold, with the livable range being at the edge where dawn and dusk would be on a spinning planet like Earth's.

If it was rocky, like Earth, it could have gravity similar to Earth's and it would be possible for liquid water to be on the surface, they said, although they have not detected water on Gliese 581g.

(Editing by Paul Simao)

New York can safely boost wind power sixfold by 2018: Grid

Planet Ark, October 1, 2010m BY Scott DiSavino

New York could reliably boost power generation from wind from the current 1,275 megawatts to 8,000 MW by 2018, according to a new study by the state grid operator on Thursday .

New York needs more wind power to reduce carbon emissions to fight global warming and help meet its goal of having 30 percent of the state's electricity supplied by renewable resources by 2015.

"Wind power is a vital component of New York State's renewable energy strategy. This study provides a much clearer picture of the benefits consumers can see as a result of continued wind development," said Stephen Whitley, New York Independent System Operator president and chief executive.

Energy companies have submitted proposals to the New York ISO to build more than 7,000 MW of wind projects in the state. That would power about 2.3 million New York homes.

The ISO acknowledged wind power presents challenges due to the variability of output and the fact that wind energy tends to increase much later in the day when power use is declining and decline in the morning when power use is increasing.

But, the study found the ISO could overcome the intermittent nature of wind and keep the grid stable through transmission upgrades, the implementation of a wind dispatch system that forecasts how much wind will be available, and the installation of facilities that can turn on quickly when the wind stops blowing.

In addition to reducing carbon emissions, the study also found more wind power would lower total energy production costs and significantly decrease the emission of sulfur, nitrogen and other pollutants.

(Editing by Marguerita Choy)
TRANSPORTATION: Efficient automaker’s choice – more batteries or smaller cars

ClimateWire, October 4, 2010 BY Saqib Rahim
Automakers face a weighty choice: They can devote their energy to cars that use batteries, or they can make the gasoline engine super-efficient.

If they do the first, it will cost consumers more in the early going. If they do the second, it will cost less, but the car as we know it may have to radically change.

Those are the choices the Obama administration sees, according to its most recent documents on fuel economy.

Last week, U.S. EPA and the Department of Transportation kicked off the process of setting fuel economy standards for the 2017-2025 window. For now, they are envisioning cars in 2025 that get between 47 and 62 miles per gallon.

That's a considerable jump from today's cars. But in a technical report written with the California Air Resources Board, the agencies laid out two philosophies of getting there: Start using more batteries in cars, or make gasoline engines way more efficient.

No matter what automakers do, the agencies said, people will save money. In 2025, they will save between $4,900 and $7,400 over the lifetime of a car. That means even though the cars will cost more than today, the additional cost will be paid back in about four years, or less.

The gasoline-versus-electric approach might differ for another reason: appearance.

Americans drive some of the largest, heaviest cars in the world, and fuel economy gains have tended to be reduced by engines that are ever more powerful.

Engineers have doubts about how fuel-efficient that kind of car can be, if Americans aren't willing to compromise on size.

"There's an awful lot of people that think an Escalade is a gorgeous vehicle. But they don't care that it's like driving a brick through the air," said Steve Wesoloski, who spent two decades at General Motors Co. working on the Corvette and race cars.

'Downweighting' the SUV

Most recently, Wesoloski was technical director for the Progressive Automotive X Prize, a competition to build the most fuel-efficient vehicle that still met safety standards and could conceivably be bought by an auto consumer.

To get hundreds of miles to the gallon, contestants used designs that would seem bizarre to the average driver.

Yet Wesoloski said that's the point: Consumers have become so accustomed to cars with roomy interiors and enough space for once-a-year hauling trips that automakers can't really make the cars much more fuel-efficient. "You're not just going to turbocharge a Camry and get to 80 miles per gallon," he said.

Andrew Frank, a professor at the University of California, Davis, has also found that big cars have their limit.

He and his students have converted many SUVs to hybrids, from large ones like the Chevy Suburban to smaller ones like Chevy's Equinox. "The best you can do while preserving performance is about double the current fuel economy," he said.

That got the Suburban from 15 mpg to 30 mpg and the Equinox from 18 to 36.

The public may have found its compromise in the "crossover," a vehicle that looks like an SUV, but is built on a car frame and therefore weighs much less. These vehicles have been stealing much of SUVs' market share, since they get much better fuel economy.

But the way fuel economy rules are written, such vehicles don't help automakers comply.

The fuel economy rules are size-based: The larger the vehicle, the lower the mpg target it is measured against. The smaller the vehicle, the higher the mpg target it has to meet.

Thus, an automaker can replace its largest SUV with a crossover, but then its crossover will have to face a higher mpg target than the SUV did.

Rather than "downsizing," the trend may become "downweighting."

Will Americans choose small?

Ed Cohen, Honda's vice president of government and industry relations, said Honda will focus on using lighter steel and aluminum parts. Then, it will squeeze more efficiency out of the gasoline drivetrain. Finally, it will keep improving its hybrid systems.

He said Honda is cautious about how quickly plug-in hybrids and all-electric cars will catch on with the public. Honda and Toyota have had hybrids available for 10 years, but they still only make up 2 or 3 percent of sales.

Today, electric cars run the gamut from tiny, one-person vehicles to small sedans. Major automakers have focused on the latter, since they resemble other cars. But to power a vehicle of that size requires stowing a lot of heavy batteries, and that drives up the cost of the car.

Despite their cost, environmentalists see another reason to emphasize electric vehicles -- competitiveness. Roland Hwang, who directs the transportation program at the Natural Resources Defense Council, said the United States consigns itself to last place, behind Germany, Japan and China, if it chooses a standard less than 62 mpg.

So will customers accept an electric or plug-in hybrid that looks like a regular car, but putters to a stop when its charge runs out? What if the car has to have a smaller trunk than average, or has to carry fewer than five passengers?

"If we had a magic ball, I think we'd be very successful as an auto company," Cohen said.

Passive homes are way to go green

LA Times, October 3, 2010, BY Tom Zeller (NYT)

When Barbara Landau, an environmental and land-use lawyer in suburban Boston, was shopping for insurance on the energy-efficient home she and her husband were building in the woods just outside of town here, she was routinely asked what sort of furnace the home would have.

"None," she replied.

Several insurers declined coverage.

"They just didn't understand what we were trying to do," Barbara Landau recalls. "They said the pipes would freeze."

They won't. A passive home like the one the Landaus are building is so purposefully designed and built - from its orientation toward the sun and superthick insulation to its algorithmic design and virtually unbroken air envelope - that it requires minimal heating, even in chilly New England. Contrary to some naysayers' concerns, the Landaus' timber-frame home will be neither stuffy nor, at 2,000 square feet, oppressively small.

It has been a good deal more expensive to build, however, than the average home. That might partly explain why the passive-building standard is only now getting off the ground in the United States - despite years of data suggesting that America's drafty building methods account for as much as 40 percent of its primary energy use, 70 percent of its electricity consumption and nearly 40 percent of its carbon-dioxide emissions.

Proponents of the standard, who note that passive homes often use up to 90 percent less heating and cooling energy than similar homes built to local code, say the Landaus embody the willingness of more homeowners to embrace passive building in the United States. Even Habitat for Humanity, the affordable-housing philanthropy, is experimenting with the standard.

Yet the market remains minuscule, and the materials and expertise needed to build passive homes are often hard to find. While some 25,000 certified passive structures - from schools and commercial buildings to homes and apartment houses - have been built in Europe, there are just 13 in the United States, with a few dozen more in the pipeline.

"Even though the passive house standard is tried and true, and is used all throughout Europe - we know it works, we know there's some simplicity to it," says Barbara Landau, "here in the United States, we were reinventing the wheel."

Steven Landau, a partner at a factory design firm in Burlington, Mass., was already an efficiency geek before the words "passive house" entered his vernacular. He'd long ago outfitted the family's current home near Boston with a full complement of efficient gizmos and upgrades, including a high-efficiency German boiler and solar collection tubes designed to pull daylight into dark corners and hallways.

Arrays of futuristic-looking LED tubes illuminate the Landaus' current basement, and a wattage meter keeps tabs on how much juice the home is consuming at any given time.

Steven Landau was also well-acquainted with the growing number of "green" building certifications and rating systems in the United States, including popular ones like the federal government's Energy Star for Homes program and the LEED rating system, for Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design, from the U.S. Green Building Council.

The goals of these various systems vary widely. Some, like LEED, award points for a variety of environmentally friendly features, like using sustainable construction materials, in addition to energy efficiency. Others, like Energy Star, focus squarely on energy use.

But the most common green building standards, Landau said, fell short of his ambitions - which included avoiding any on-site use of fossil fuels. "I remember reading a book about someone in England in the 1980s who built a super-insulated house that was only heated by the body heat of the occupants and maybe a tea kettle," Landau recalls. "I thought to myself, 'Why can't we build our houses that way?"'

Energy Star and LEED aim for efficiency improvements of at least 15 percent over conventional construction - and both programs can earn a variety of tax credits and other incentives. The passive-home standard, perhaps because it's unfamiliar to many officials who create efficiency stimulus programs, is eligible for few direct government subsidies, despite the fact that homes using it can be up to 80 percent more energy-efficient, overall, than standard new houses and consume just 10 percent of the heating and cooling energy.

Add photovoltaic solar panels or other energy harvesting systems, and passive homes can quickly become zero-energy-use homes - or even power generators that can feed electricity back to the grid, according to Katrin Klingenberg, the director of the Passive House Institute-U.S. in Urbana, Ill.

Of course, quantifying the overall energy efficiency of any building is a somewhat imprecise affair. A family living in a well-insulated, highly efficient home, for example, might keep the lights on all day and the thermostat at 85 degrees in the winter. The occupants of a drafty New England farmhouse, meanwhile, might be energy misers by habit, favoring blankets and sweaters over dialing up the heat.

And while many people are interested in passive homes for their cold-weather benefits, researchers in both Europe and the United States are looking into more applications for warmer climates, using a different balance of insulation, window technology, and air control to achieve similar efficiencies.

Klingenberg echoes many building science experts when she calls for more rigorous standards for energy-efficiency benchmarks, particularly if there is to be any hope of tackling the environmental and climate problems related to the nation's dependence on fossil fuels.

"We have to stop using halfway measures," she says. "Each new building that we don't go all the way with now is putting us deeper in the hole."

Klingenberg was a co-founder of the institute in 2008, intending it as a domestic outlet for the design philosophy espoused for the last 14 years by the passive-house movement's official sanctioning body, the Passivhaus Institut in Darmstadt, Germany.

To date, Passive House Institute-U.S. has educated about 160 builders, architects and engineers in the standard through a series of training programs and a final certification exam. By year's end, the number is expected to be 300, and Klingenberg said the institute was having difficulty meeting demand for its courses.

But this sort of building comes at a premium, particularly in the United States, where the fledgling movement is trying to ramp up from scratch and has to rely on products supplied by a market that is geared toward less rigorous programs.

Klingenberg, an architect trained in Germany, estimated that in Europe the additional cost for a passive house, versus a more conventional home, is now below 5 percent. Her institute puts the comparable premium in the United States at a minimum of 10 percent; other estimates put the added cost at over 15 percent - though the exact amount will vary across projects.

Where possible, passive construction maximizes window and facade exposures toward the southern sun. Thick walls and abundant insulation are also cornerstones of the process.

Walls in a typical American home might be about six inches thick and insulated with fiberglass batting. The walls of the Landaus' new home are nearly three times as thick - a citadel of insulation and tape-sealed construction intended to keep the cold at bay and to prevent costly heat from slithering out through cracks, holes and other imperfections common to conventional construction.

And more than a foot of rigid foam insulation sits between the earth and the concrete slab forming the Landaus' basement.
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The family also originally wanted a masonry hearth. "They told us, don't even think about it," Steven Landau said, because fireplaces are inefficient. When they inquired about adding the wood-burning stove as a substitute, the designers at ZeroEnergy worried that this would still compromise efficiency because of the holes in the shell needed to feed air to and release smoke from the unit. The family pushed, however, and the team figured out a way to include the stove and still maintain the requisite energy metrics by adding more insulation elsewhere.

Appliances matter, too. A typical American dryer, vented to the outside, normally won't do, because it represents a huge compromise of the air envelope every time it runs. The solution is a pricier condensing dryer that pulls moisture from the clothing and feeds it to a drain. The passive model also favors induction stoves that make more efficient use of energy when cooking food.

Other aspects of the Landau house have proved tougher and more time-consuming. The windows - triple-paned affairs designed to let in thermal energy from the sun and prevent it from radiating back out through the glass - caused months of delay, not least because the very best windows of this sort are hard to find in the United States.

"We theoretically could have used North American windows," notes Benson, "but they aren't specifically passive-house certified, and they aren't as robust and well made in any event."

Peter Schneider, a senior project manager at Vermont Energy Investment Corp., a nonprofit organization charged with enacting the state's efficiency programs, says the supply problem for the passive-building industry is changing quickly. By way of example, he points to Habitat for Humanity's passive project, now under way in Charlotte, Vt., outside Burlington.

"Everything you need to build a passive house can be found in the United States," he says, while conceding that it still comes at a greater up-front cost.

For her part, Klingenberg points out that homeowners can begin earning back those added costs immediately - in the form of reduced, or even eliminated, heating and cooling bills. "Taking a longer view would drive a lot more money and investment toward standards like passive house," she says.

Although the final price tag on the Landau home is yet to be determined, Steven Landau's back-of-the-napkin estimate in June was $200,000 for site work like installing the foundation and a septic system, digging a well and bringing power to the site. Another $200,000 would go to Bensonwood for the shell, and roughly $40,000 to ZeroEnergy Design for its design and consulting services.

The balance - an additional $110,000 for interior components like bathrooms, finishes and appliances - would bring the total to $550,000, although Landau recently suggested that his own exacting standards might drive up the costs quite a bit more.

"When making decisions about energy use and payback, we considered that we will be living in the house for many years - perhaps 30 to 40 years," says Landau. "Energy will be less available and cost more in the future, so we put the extra cost into energy efficiency and durability."

During the summer, Barbara Landau said that official passive-house certification - which will come only after post-construction tests to be conducted in the next few weeks - mattered little. "Many times along the way, we thought 'Why are we trying to meet this standard to be certified as a passive house?' " she says. "And we talked about it a lot and I think we came to the conclusion that we don't really care about the certification."

"What we really were interested in," she says, "was making sure that when we built this house that it would work the way we wanted it to work."

On a chilly morning late last month, Steven Landau looked on as a crew of muscled carpenters crawled across the bare, particle-board flooring and walked along the exposed wall studs of the nearly finished house. The men passed their hands over doorjambs and window frames as if casting a spell - or delivering a blessing.

Their goal was to find and plug as many air leaks as possible before the interior drywall went up. A giant fan blew outward through the back door, depressurizing the shell so that any breach in the tightly sealed envelope - even a pinhole's worth - would reveal itself as a tiny wind against the palm.

Steven Landau hovered eagerly over a device, attached to the fan, that was measuring the rate of air movement. The numbers fluttering across the digital readout suggested that they were right on target for official passive-house certification.

"It's taken a long time to get here," he said. 
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CAMPAIGN 2010: Obama trying to turn election tide with ‘clean energy’ emphasis Greenwire, October 4, 2010, BY Katherine Ling
President Obama has turned recently to the benefits of clean energy to address voters' clamor for jobs -- and to soothe upset Democrats who don't believe he has done enough to promote their priorities.

Obama used his weekly radio address Saturday to tout the benefits of clean energy projects for creating jobs and ending U.S. dependence on foreign oil -- benefits that, he warned, would be cut short if Republicans took over Congress.

"It's about motivating the base," said Jennifer Duffy, senior editor at The Cook Political Report.

Obama highlighted in his address the 1,000 construction jobs that will be created by a BrightSource Energy Inc. solar power plant in the Mojave Desert in California that obtained a loan guarantee from the Energy Department.

"There is perhaps no industry with more potential to create jobs now -- and growth in the coming years -- than clean energy," Obama said. "That is why, since we took office, my administration has made an historic commitment to promote clean energy technology. ... We're putting Americans to work producing clean, homegrown American energy that will help lower our reliance on foreign oil and protect our planet for future generations."

On the flip side, Obama said, "In the pledge they recently released, the Republican leadership is promising to scrap all the incentives for clean energy projects, including those currently under way -- even with all the jobs and potential that they hold." Republicans' "Pledge to America" would recall any unspent funds from the 2009 economic stimulus bill, which includes billions of dollars of funding for renewable energy, energy efficiency, carbon capture and storage and electric vehicles.

"We can go back to the failed energy policies that profited the oil companies but weakened our country," Obama said. "We can go back to the days when promising industries got set up overseas. Or we can go after new jobs in growing industries."

The weekly address followed an interview in Rolling Stone last week in which Obama pledged to make energy policy one of his top priorities next year (E&ENews PM, Sept. 28).

Ross Baker, a professor of political science at Rutgers University, said Obama's new emphasis on clean energy may serve as a wake-up call to disgruntled Democratic voters.

"It is reminding people that if Republicans take over, you can kiss any clean energy or environmental policy goodbye," said Baker, a former senior adviser to Sen. Patrick Leahy (D-Vt.) and former Sen. Chuck Hagel (R-Neb).

Baker said "clean energy" in general is an appealing theme, particularly if it is sold as a way to create jobs. Still, there is risk involved, he said, as clean energy -- although differentiated from cap and trade -- still threatens people who have jobs in the fossil fuel industries, especially "coal country" in Kentucky and West Virginia, where Democrats are behind in the polls.

But Obama's new emphasis on clean energy "may be reflective the president has written [those states] off" and is cutting the Democrats' losses in races where they may not be able to win to improve their chances elsewhere, Baker said.

Republicans countered that clean and renewable energy would not be abandoned if they were in charge.

"House Republicans' 'all of the above' energy plan would actually put more money into renewable technologies, paid for by the oil industry," a spokesman for House Minority Leader John Boehner (R-Ohio) said in a response statement to Obama's address. "Everyone knows that the president's trillion-dollar 'stimulus' didn't work, by the standards his own administration set. False attacks won't distract the American people asking, 'Where are the jobs?' when it is clear the president has no new answers," he said.

Marc Morano, a former spokesman for Sen. James Inhofe (R-Okla.) who runs the skeptic website "Climate Depot," said the clean energy-jobs message will not change many voters' minds.

"It is an irrelevant campaign strategy right now," Morano said. "The whole green jobs movement is facing a bunch of empty promises ... it is not going to gain much traction with the American people, particularly this midterm election, when all environmental issues have dropped off the radar," he said.

Obama specifically did not bring up climate change in his address, something the clean energy issue used to revolve around, Morano said. This highlights how much climate change has taken a "back seat" in the administration, he said.

Andrew Wheeler, a former staff director for the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee who is now at B&D Consulting, said the emphasis on clean energy is designed to edge away from Democrats' association with cap-and-trade climate policy, which is not popular with voters.

"I think that's part of what their plan is, to pivot away from climate, to disguise or confuse the issue," Wheeler said. He said the strategy would not work.

But Joseph Romm, a senior fellow at the liberal Center for American Progress, said clean energy is a winning campaign issue.

"Unlike health care and the stimulus, clean energy remains as politically popular as ever," Romm said. "While I think Obama could tell a much better story on health care and the stimulus, the fact is that his accomplishments in accelerating clean energy into the marketplace and creating clean energy jobs are quite impressive."

"I think it is always a good thing when progressives are talking about popular progressive issues," he added.

Reporter Katie Howell contributed.
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CLIMATE: Enviros retreat from violent advocacy video
Greenwire, Ocotber 4, 2010, BY Patrick Reis

Green groups are running from a new British advocacy video in which environmentalists deal death to those who refuse to cut their carbon footprints.

The four-minute video -- produced by the London-based group 10:10 -- features a host of celebrities encouraging the public to work to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 10 percent.

It also features a scene in which a schoolteacher explodes two students who refuse to take part in the campaign, turning the children into a red soup and covering their classmates with gore. In subsequent vignettes, office workers, a former soccer great and "X-Files" star Gillian Anderson all become wall decorations after refusing to join in.

The film was intended to be comedic, the group says, but it sparked a critical backlash and was pulled from the 10:10 website Friday only hours after its release.

"With climate change becoming increasingly threatening, and decreasingly talked about in the media, we wanted to find a way to bring this critical issue back into the headlines whilst making people laugh," the group wrote in a post on its website.

"Many found the resulting film extremely funny, but unfortunately some didn't, and we sincerely apologise to anybody we have offended," the group said. "Oh well, we live and learn."

The group has scratched plans to distribute the video to theaters but said it will not attempt to censor other versions of the video available online.

U.S. environmental groups -- including those that had counted 10:10 among their partners -- are recoiling.

Among them is 350.org, the group founded by environmentalist Bill McKibben, which released a statement saying it had nothing to do with the video and denouncing it as "the complete opposite of everything we and this movement stand for."

350.org was working with 10:10 and other groups for an Oct. 10 "Global Work Party" on cutting carbon emissions but now will sever all ties with the British group. The global event will proceed as planned, a 350 spokesman said.

"Climate skeptics are going to make a big deal of this," McKibben wrote on the 350.org website in a post titled "Days that Suck."

"The video represents the kind of stupidity that really hurts our side, reinforcing in people's minds a series of preconceived notions, not the least of which is that we're out-of-control elitists," he said.

Opponents of action on global warming are calling the video an insight into environmental groups' true agenda and are doing their best to keep it in the spotlight.

"Climate Depot" -- a website run by Marc Morano, the former communications director for Sen. James Inhofe (R-Okla.) -- led its site today with the headline "Climate Film Depicts Kids Assassinated."

Conservative sites such as Pajamas Media and JunkScience.org are running similar articles.

"I think the idea of a comedy is fine, and even the gore and blood is part of our pop culture," Morano told Greenwire today. "What is not fine, and what is actually very revealing, is that their impulse -- the intellectual strain that runs through the alarmist movement -- is to try to silence their critics.

"They blame a handful of skeptics for ruining all their schemes, and this is them expressing their frustrations," he said.

Controversy breeds visibility

The video has drawn more attention than more family-friendly web ventures designed to highlight the climate change issue.

A YouTube repost by a third party Thursday got more than 149,000 views over the weekend and elicited more than 2,300 comments. Several other versions have topped 100,000 views, as well.

A Sierra Club video featuring a National Football League player warning that coal ash is a health threat to children got 95 YouTube views during the same interval.

Friday's "No Pressure" is not 10:10's first dabble in video. The group was founded by Franny Armstrong, director of the 2009 faux-documentary "The Age of Stupid."

The film tracks an archivist in the climate change-ravished world of the year 2055 as he looks back to see how humanity failed to prevent climate destruction. The film grossed approximately $1 million during a limited run in British theaters.

Armstrong founded the group after making the movie, saying an immediate pledge to reduce emissions by 10 percent was worth more than larger targets set decades in the future.

10:10's website says more than 90,000 people have taken the pledge, and businesses such as Sony Corp., cellphone maker 02 and the London soccer club Tottenham Hotspur -- whose players are featured in the video -- have signed on, as well.

To write the film released Friday, Armstrong brought in Richard Curtis, who penned "Four Weddings and a Funeral" and the British television hit "The Black Adder" and is also the co-founder of the charity organization Comic Relief.

Cutis conceded that the film was off to a shaky start but said he hoped it would not damage the environmental movement.

"When you try to be funny on a serious subject, it's obviously risky," Curtis told the London Guardian. "I hope people who don't like the little film will still think about the big issue and try to do something about it."
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We’re not worthy? Try “we’re not ready,” when it comes to climate change

USA Today, Ocotber 4, 2010, BY Doyle Rice

While Wayne and Garth may have howled "We're not worthy" when meeting one of their rock idols, Americans should be saying "We're not ready" when it comes to preparing for the effects of climate change.

This is according to a new report presented this week to President Obama's science advisor, John P. Holdren.

"The real takeaway from this report is that our nation is at risk and we're not ready," said Sherwood Boehlert, Special Advisor to the Project on Climate Science. "Climate change is already occurring in the United States and around the world, but we are not responding quickly enough," he says.

The Project on Climate Science is supported by the Natural Resources Defense Council, the World Wildlife Fund and the United Nations Foundations.

The report was based on the National Climate Adaptation Summit held in May 2010, and emphasizes the need for a national effort to address the effects of global warming, expected to include extreme heat waves, droughts, floods, hurricanes and rising sea levels. 

The summit identified several priorities for near-term action, including:

· Develop an overarching national strategy to guide federal climate change adaptation programs. 

· Improve coordination of federal plans and programs. 

· Create a federal climate information portal. 

· Create a clearinghouse of best practices and toolkits for adaptation. 

· Increase funding for research on vulnerability and impacts, including economic analyses, and pilot projects that join local, state, and regional governments and academic institutions to develop and test adaptation measures and tools.

"The changing climate will transform our way of life as dramatically or even more dramatically than any event in our history save for, perhaps, the Revolutionary War and the Civil War," added Boehlert. "We must ask ourselves: 'Are we going to stay ahead of these changes as the report suggests, or are we going to be reactive and put our children's health and welfare at risk?'"

Not quite party time, huh?

By Doyle Rice
Solar Power: Karl Wolfgang Boer and a lifetime of green discoveriesLA Times, October 1, 2010,  BY Lori Kozlowski
Karl Wolfgang Boer stumbled upon a few little yellow crystals in a drawer of a German physics lab.

The accidental discovery would turn out to change his life and the future of green energy.

The crystals were cadmium sulfide (CdS) platelets. The scientist investigated both the electrical properties of the crystals, and his long-term research would lay the groundwork for CdS-based solar cells.

Boer recently published a memoir, “The Life of the Solar Pioneer Karl Wolfgang Boer” (iUniverse, 2010). Written in conjunction with a foreign-languages professor, the book documents Boer’s life journey --including growing up in Berlin, his personal family trials, immigrating to the United States, and chiefly his scientific discoveries that helped to shape solar power.

From a young boy fascinated by physics, setting up little chemistry labs in his parents’ basement, Boer became a trailblazer for alternative energies technology.

In 1973, Boer created the Solar One house, the first house to convert sunlight into electricity and heat. He also helped to develop the American Solar Energy Society, has written numerous books on solar energyand has explained why CdS improves solar energy conversion.

He recently spoke with the Los Angeles Times about his work and how he sees the green future developing.

How do you believe solar power has most changed the world?
Modern solar power, especially photovoltaics (solar cells), has changed the recognition that conversion of sunlight (not only into plants, wind, and rain), but directly into electric energy is real, and already today is able to provide 35 gigawatts to the world. (The average nuclear power utility is rated at 1 gigawatt.)

What would you like to see develop in the future?
The future in solar lies in the concerted supply of useful energy (electric, heat, etc.) from multiple sources (solar electric, wind parks, hydroelectric, ocean waves and tidal, bioconversion and many others) that will work together. But most important is the development of a new electric grid (a DC-grid) to interconnect these resources with consumer centers (cities), where DC can be transformed to AC and then distributed to end consumers.

Can you talk about the greenhouse  effect? What are the immediate and long-term steps we should take to reverse its impact?
The impact of the greenhouse is multifaceted -- not just local temperature increases, but the increase of the severity of weather (i.e., weather extremes). Reversing the greenhouse effect is a long-term (decades) process. The best we can do to stop further acceleration of the effect is to significantly reduce emission of CO2.

  
Part of solar energy is tied to economics. What would, in your opinion, a green economy really look like?
A concerted, careful introduction of a green economy would gradually replace fossil power plants with wind and solar in general. (Not nuclear -- that produces long-lasting pollution and is too expensive when accounting properly.) This gradual introduction would shift the workforce from conventional plants and their harvesting of resources (oil, gas, and coal) to the new industry related to renewable energy.

This movement has already created -- in the last year alone in Europe -- several hundred thousand new jobs for a wide variety of openings. But as important, it would drastically reduce the reason to start wars between nations.

What technological advances need to be made in order for us to move into a greener future?
In solar and wind, there are little "device advances" necessary, except for the aggressive development of mass fabrication of techniques and facilities.

Further development of solar cells beyond what is on the market today would be an icing on the cake, but will take decades before such breakthrough cells become marketable.

Fifty years from now, by 2060, how do you anticipate we will have advanced?
[By then] we must have turned the Earth to a "solar economy" [and] to a "solar world," if we want to avoid catastrophes of yet-unheard-of magnitudes.


-- Lori Kozlowski

Salazar warns of a co-opting of Science

NY Times, Ocotber 1, 2010, BY John Broder

In his inaugural address, President Obama promised to “restore science to its rightful place” in government policy making, reversing what many in the scientific world believed to be the Bush administration’s tight control or suppression of science across a range of  fields. The Obama administration, the new president promised, would be guided by vigorous and open scientific debate in decisions on biomedical research, climate change, endangered species and other technical endeavors.

Reuters Interior Secretary Ken Salazar has issued a memo forbidding interference by political employees in decisions that should be based on science.
To that end, in March 2009 he directed the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy to come up with guidelines for all relevant  agencies to ensure that government science was conducted transparently and without political interference or favoritism. The office, headed by John Holdren, an eminent physicist and climate change expert from Harvard University, was given 120 days to come up with recommendations to guide cabinet officers and other policy makers.

That 120 days has come and gone several times, but the policy is still not quite cooked. Dr. Holdren promised last month that the scientific integrity guidance would be forthcoming before the end of the year.

Rick Weiss, director of strategic communications for the White House science adviser’s office, said in an e-mail note that fashioning such a policy was a complicated and time-consuming business. He insisted that the administration’s commitment to scientific openness was firm. 

“As Dr. Holdren has noted previously,” wrote Mr. Weiss, a former science reporter for The Washington Post, “it has been a challenge to devise recommendations that are specific enough to advance the principles declared by the president last year and general enough to be useful across the board to all agencies with significant science and technology portfolios. Meanwhile it is important to appreciate that this administration has made scientific integrity a priority from day one – in the people we’ve appointed, the policies we’ve adopted, the budgets we’ve proposed, and the processes we follow.”

He noted that the administration includes two Nobel prize winners, Steven Chu, the energy secretary, and Carl Wieman, a deputy in the White House science office, as well as a number of other top researchers in their fields, including Dr. Holdren and Jane Lubchenco, an oceanographer who now heads the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.

“Science is now at the heart of key presidential decisions such as the president’s executive order removing barriers to responsible research involving stem cells, and is back at the heart of our policymaking processes to help us solve some of our most challenging problems,” Mr. Weiss continued. “We have returned to evidence-based decision-making in energy, agriculture, climate, resource management, national security, and other areas, proving that in this White House science and technology once again have the respect they deserve.”

Most government agencies have been content to wait for the White House guidance, but this week the  Interior Department moved ahead on its own. That agency was the object of numerous charges of political meddling with science during the Bush administration and recently has been under fire for its lax enforcement of offshore drilling rules.

Interior Secretary Ken Salazar, working to overcome the agency’s years of scandal, issued a memorandum laying out the codes of conduct for scientific activities and the use of science in decision making. The new policy offers protections for whistleblowers and forbids interference by political employees in science-based decisions, such as those on whether to grant protected status to plant and wildlife species. The policy is also intended to ensure that scientists will not be coerced to alter scientific findings.

Just such meddling by a former Interior Department deputy assistant secretary for Fish and Wildlife and Parks, Julie A. MacDonald, touched off a firestorm in the Bush administration and led to her resignation in 2007.

“The American people must have confidence that the Department of the Interior is basing its decisions on the best available science and that the scientific process is free of misconduct or improper influence,” Mr. Salazar said in a statement accompanying the new policy. “This policy clearly defines the roles and responsibilities of all department employees, including career staff and political appointees, in upholding principles of scientific integrity and conduct.”

Jeff Ruch, executive director of Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility, welcomed the new approach, saying it represented “a dramatic break from the agency’s checkered past.”

Mr. Ruch, a longtime critic of Interior’s scientific practices, said that the department had gotten ahead of the tardy White House effort and set a bar for other agencies to meet.

“We congratulate Secretary Salazar for taking a major step forward in protecting both the integrity of government science and its scientists,” he said in a statement. “There are still a lot of details to be worked out but if agency rules reflect the spirit of this order, then government science will be much more transparent and trustworthy.”

Mr. Salazar noted that his directive was intended to conform to the as-yet-undelivered government-wide policy being prepared by the White House science adviser’s office.

Global warming may be harming Pacific walrus, scientists say

Reuters, October 3, 2010, BY Yereth Rosen

ANCHORAGE, Alaska Oct 3 (Reuters) - Move over, polar bear. The Pacific walrus may be the new icon of global warming.

Like polar bears, walruses are dependent on floating sea ice to rest, forage for food and nurture their young.

Like polar bears, walruses are suffering because of a scarcity of summer and fall sea ice in Arctic waters that scientists attribute to climate change.

And like polar bears, which were listed as threatened in 2008, protections under the Endangered Species Act may be granted to walruses, even though it is hard to get an accurate count of their population.

"You don't have to know how many passengers are on the Titanic to know it's in trouble when it hits an iceberg," said Rebecca Noblin, staff attorney for The Center for Biological Diversity, which sued to obtain Endangered Species Act safeguards for the walrus.

For the lumbering, long-tusked marine mammals, problems caused by scarce ice are showing up on beaches in northwestern Alaska and across the Bering Strait in northeastern Siberia.

For the third time in four years, large crowds of walruses have congregated this summer on shorelines of the Chukchi Sea instead of spreading over chunks of floating ice.

That ice has largely disappeared. This year, summer sea ice levels reached their third-lowest point since satellite measurements started in 1979, according to the National Snow and Ice Data Center in Boulder, Colorado. 

As many as 15,000 walruses began crowding the shore near Point Lay, Alaska, in August and are just starting to disperse as ice forms in chilly fall weather, federal biologists said.

CROWDED BEACHES

Such congregations place walruses far from the best sources of clams and other food they pluck from the icy waters and, if they are young and small, at risk of sudden and grisly death.

Last year, at another Alaska shore site where a few thousand walruses had converged, biologists found the carcasses of 131 calves, apparently trampled to death in a stampede.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service was to announce last month its recommendation for an Endangered Species Act listing. The deadline was extended to Jan. 31 to give the agency time to evaluate two new studies.

Both reports warn of a grim future. One predicts that the Chukchi Sea will be ice-free for three months a year by mid-century and up to five months by the end of the century, and that ice-free periods in the Bering Sea also will expand.

The other study calculates that the ice-dependent walruses have a 40 percent chance of being extinct or in danger of extinction by century's end.

A LONGER 'COMMUTE?'

The latest estimate of the total Pacific walrus population is 129,000, said Joel Garlich-Miller, a Fish and Wildlife Service biologist. That figure is based on incomplete aerial surveys conducted by U.S. and Russian scientists and is probably on the low end, he said.

Another key question is whether walruses stuck on shore are spending significantly more energy searching for food than they would if they could forage from floating ice.

"There's this commute that's new to them, and it costs them," said Anthony Fischbach, a biologist and walrus specialist with the U.S. Geological Survey.

He also suspects there may be fewer calves than there should be.

"It's certainly shocking to see over 100 dead calves that were apparently healthy. But it's hard to put it in context," said Fischbach, one of the biologists who documented the carnage.

"Are these the strong ones that come ashore, whereas the ones that are weaker couldn't make the 150-mile swim to shore?"

To try to find answers, he and his colleagues have embarked on studies to count the adult-calf ratio within herds and use radio tracking to pin down their travels for food.

Advocates of Chukchi Sea oil drilling and other development are expected to oppose any Pacific walrus listing.

The state of Alaska, which supports oil drilling in walrus habitat, already has sued to overturn the listing of polar bears and formally opposed new protections considered by the government for ice-dependent Arctic seals. The state also objected to habitat protections proposed for polar bear and endangered Steller sea lions. (Editing by Steve Gorman and Greg McCune) 

What role might climate change have played in the recent East Coast deluge?

ClimateCentral, October 2, 2010, BY Andrew Freedman

The heavy rains that inundated the East Coast during the last week of September were the result of a rare combination of ingredients — namely a wide-open, 3,000-mile-long pipeline of tropical moisture extending from the Caribbean all the way up to Maine and the Canadian Maritimes, a stalled frontal boundary, and multiple waves of low pressure that rode along that boundary. Many cities set new single and multiday rainfall records, and the rain led to severe flash flooding from North Carolina to New York State. 

Heavy rainfall events such as this one are an example of the sort of extreme events that are already becoming increasingly common as the climate warms due largely to the increasing concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, scientists say.

Wilmington, North Carolina, set new records for one-day, three-day, four-day, and five-day rainfall, and September, which had previously been extremely dry, became the second wettest such month on record there. The one-day total of 10.33 inches, recorded on September 27, was between a 50 and 100-year event, according to a statistical analysis by Climate Central senior research scientist Claudia Tebaldi. This means that, in any given year, there is between a one in 50 and one in 100 chance of experiencing such an event. However, Wilmington’s five-day rainfall total of 22.54 inches was rarer than a 100-year event, Tebaldi said, meaning that there is less than about a one in one hundred chance that such an event would occur each year. 

Major cities along the East Coast also received very heavy rain, with Washington’s Reagan National Airport recording 4.66 inches of rain on September 30th, which was a new rainfall record for that day of the year. Such rainfall totals — when you look at record rainfall in any day of the year — can be expected to occur about once every ten years, Tebaldi found.

In Baltimore, 6.02 inches of rain fell on the 30th, which was a new record for the rainiest day ever recorded during the month of September. This was about a 30 to 50-year event, Tebaldi said.

Meanwhile, Philadelphia’s rainfall total of 5.39 inches over two days was about a ten to 20-year event.

Rare Atmospheric Setup

The meteorological dynamics that resulted in the heavy rains as well as strong winds in coastal locations were complex and extremely uncommon. In fact, Stu Ostro, a veteran senior meteorologist at The Weather Channel, called it “one of the most fascinating systems" of his career.

The deluge originated deep in the tropics, where a broad area of low pressure — which spawned the short-lived tropical storm Nicole — brought heavy rains to Cuba and Jamaica. An usually sharp dip in the jet stream across the eastern U.S. resulted in southerly winds aloft, blowing up the eastern seaboard — and these winds carried moisture from the region of disturbed weather in the Caribbean all the way northward, and eventually northeastward, so that the moisture plume extended from the Caribbean to Newfoundland. A stationary front draped itself along the eastern seaboard, providing a channel for the tropical moisture to travel along and act a trigger for enhanced precipitation. 

The heavy rainfall was especially noteworthy since it occurred in the absence of a land falling tropical storm or hurricane. In Wilmington, for example, most of the other top rainfall records were the result of tropical cyclones. In fact, this rainfall event eclipsed records set in 1999 during Hurricane Floyd, which devastated North Carolina with severe flooding. Thanks to a preexisting drought this year, the flooding was not as nearly as extensive.

Climate Change: More water vapor brings more heavy precipitation events

Could climate change have played a role in contributing to the severity of this extreme precipitation event?

Research into earth’s changing climate shows that as the climate has warmed during the past century, there has already been an increase in intense precipitation events, and computer model projections show this trend is likely to continue in the future. Scientists' confidence in this prediction is very high, because it is supported by simple physical arguments, model results, and observations.

The underlying reason why a warmer climate is causing more extreme precipitation events is actually quite simple: a warmer atmosphere can hold more moisture. Higher moisture content, all else being equal, implies more intense precipitation. 

Observational studies show long-term trends towards more extreme precipitation in many regions. In the continental US, for example, overall precipitation in many regions increased during the 20th century, solely as a result of increases in extreme precipitation events (i.e. there was no increase in mild or moderate precipitation events).

There is some controversy, however, regarding how to characterize the relationship between climate change and individual extreme weather events, such as this heavy rainfall event.

Phil Duffy, Climate Central's chief scientist, put it this way: “Despite the robust relationship between climate change and extreme precipitation, it is not possible to definitively attribute this week's storm (or any single storm) to climate change. While climate change may increase the odds of extreme precipitation events, any specific event might have happened anyway (i.e. without climate change).”

However, other researchers, such as James Hansen of NASA and Kevin Trenberth of the National Center for Atmospheric Research, are a bit more bullish on the connection between climate change and certain types of extreme weather events. In an email report yesterday on recent global temperature trends, Hansen wrote:

“The standard scientist answer is "you cannot blame a specific weather/climate event on global warming." That answer, to the public, translates as "no".  However, if the question were posed as "would these events have occurred if atmospheric carbon dioxide had remained at its pre-industrial level of 280 [parts per million] ppm?", an appropriate answer in that case is "almost certainly not." That answer, to the public, translates as "yes", i.e., humans probably bear a responsibility for the extreme event.“
“In either case, the scientist usually goes on to say something about probabilities and how those are changing because of global warming. But the extended discussion, to much of the public, is chatter. The initial answer is all important. Although either answer can be defended as "correct", we suggest that leading with the standard caveat "you cannot blame…" is misleading and allows a misinterpretation about the danger of increasing extreme events.”
Genetically altered plants could counter global warming

USA Today, October 3, 2010,

Forests of genetically altered trees and other plants could ameliorate global warming by sequestering several billion tons of carbon from the atmosphere each year, a new study reports.

Plants could be modified to capture more carbon dioxide from the air and convert it into long-lived forms of carbon, say researchers at Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory and Oak Ridge National Laboratory. For example, the study says, they could be altered to grow better on marginal land, yield improved crops or send more carbon into their roots, where it could remain out of circulation for centuries.

The study is the first of several in the October issue of BioScience that explore the prospects for increasing carbon sequestration of plants. Other articles analyze the substantial ecological and economic constraints limiting such efforts. One looks at sequestering carbon by culturing algae to produce biofuel feedstocks and another at producing genetically engineered trees in the United States.

Marine census maps life in the world’s oceans

Globe and Mail, October 4, 2010, BYAnne Mcilroy
Marine scientists and explorers from more than 80 countries have finished an ambitious 10-year project to map the life in the world’s oceans. 

It is the first baseline documentation on the abundance and distribution of thousands of marine species that will help scientists track damage caused by oil spills, pollution and Climate change.

The researchers mapped the migratory routes and hang-outs of scores of animals, from sperm whales to sooty shearwaters, seabirds that average 350 kilometres a day in their search for food. 

“The tracking measured animals’ surroundings as they swam and dove, and revealed where they succeed and where they die,” says a document describing the highlights of the census findings made public on Monday in London. 

In total, there were 540 research expeditions, involving icebreakers, divers, nets, submersible vehicles, acoustic tagging, listening posts and satellites. Scientists attached tags that measured water 


, light, depth and salinity to 23,000 animals from 41 different species. 
temperature
They explored the dark waters of both poles discovering strange, unknown creatures that live beneath the ice, including a pink octopus in the western Arctic Ocean. 

In total, at least 6,000 previously unknown species were discovered as scientists explored deep sea vents, underwater mountains and coral reefs. 

They found a Jurassic shrimp thought to be extinct for 50 million years, a “Yeti” crab covered in hair-like filaments, tube worms that were 600 years old, giant spiny lobsters half a metre long and sea spiders as big as dinner plates. 

The census involved 2,700 scientists, and a number of Canadians played key roles, including Memorial University’s Paul Snelgrove, who synthesized the decade worth of discoveries in a 304 page account, one of three official books about the census being launched on Monday. 

The scientists found that, by weight, 90 per cent of marine life is microbial. 

“The weight of the Earth’s marine microbes equalled about 35 elephants for every living person,” says a summary of census findings. 

One of the most important legacies of the $650-million initiative is a network of microphones on the seabed to track salmon carrying miniature sonic tags and other migrants from California past Canada to Alaska. It tracked two juvenile Chinook salmon on a 2,500 kilometre journey that lasted more than three months and allowed scientists to learn more about the life cycles and movements of various species. 

“The census united scientists from more than 80 nations with different talents, equipment and interests,” said Dr. Snelgrove. “It matched the immensity and complexity of ocean life with a human enterprise able to grasp it.” 

But much remains unknown. 

“After all its work, the census still could not reliably estimate the total number of species, the kinds of life, known and unknown, in the ocean,” says the summary document. 

“For more than 20 per cent of the ocean’s volume, the census database still has no records at all, and for vast areas, very few.” 

North Pacific’s ‘overcrowded’ with salmon as population soars

Globe and Mail, October 3, 2010, BY Robert Matas

More pink, chum and sockeye salmon are in the North Pacific than have ever been seen before, around twice as much as in the 1950s, a Canada-U.S. research team says in a just published article on historical trends.

Around 718 million adult salmon returned to their freshwater homes in 2005, the most recent year that figures were available, the research team says. The evidence indicates the ocean is becoming “overcrowded with salmon,” said Randall Peterman, the Canada Research Chair in Fisheries Risk Assessment and Management, and a member of the research team.

The research team, however, sees trouble on the horizon.

The robust adult salmon population has been boosted by the annual release of about five billion juvenile salmon from hatcheries, mostly in Japan and Alaska, Prof. Peterman of Simon Fraser University said Sunday in an interview.

Adult hatchery salmon now account for at least 20 per cent of the total adult salmon production and continue to rise. For some salmon, the percentage is significantly higher. In Asia, 76 per cent of all adult chum salmon from 1990 to 2005 came from salmon hatcheries. 

Unless international agreements are developed to manage production levels, hatchery fish may dominate the ocean, Prof. Peterman said.

The research offers a startling contrast to recent headlines indicating the disappearance of salmon. A federal commission of inquiry is currently investigating the decline in the salmon population on Canada’s West Coast.

Both perspectives are valid, the research study says. Prof. Peterman said the international trend toward increased abundance is not reflected in every region of the North Pacific. Even though the total number of wild pink, chum and sockeye salmon in the North Pacific is at a historic high, the population in areas such as B.C.’s Fraser River remains of concern, he said.

“Indeed, many pink, chum and sockeye salmon are at very low levels and that is true for the Fraser sockeye salmon in particular,” he said. “But if you look across the North Pacific, to Asia and other parts of North America, the total salmon abundance is quite high. Conditions have improved for wild salmon to the point we are seeing record numbers of pink salmon. This is something that most people don’t recognize,” Prof. Peterman said.

He declined to speculate on the significance of the unprecedented high number of salmon – 34 million – that returned to the Fraser River this year. “One year does not make a trend,” he said, adding that the health of the Fraser River salmon was a separate issue.

Increased survival rates, possibly as a result of few predators or more food, were major factors in addition to the hatcheries contributing to the increase in populations, Prof. Peterman said. But the research team was concerned about the competition developing between hatchery salmon and wild salmon, he added.

Hatchery salmon will stray into wild streams and interbreed, he said. “It degrades the fitness of the wild population. The wild population has a store of genetic material that enables them to respond to a variety of situations, like climate change.”

Although the hatchery fish would likely dominate the wild stock, they may then struggle to survive if conditions change. Hatchery salmon generally are not as successful as wild salmon in responding to fluctuating conditions such as climate change, he said. Hatchery fish may produce offspring that are less able to withstand factors that affect their survival, he said.

Canadian salmon hatcheries are not major suppliers, Prof. Peterman also said. However, the significant release of juveniles from Alaska’s hatcheries affects populations outside their borders.

B.C. salmon migrate into the Pacific Ocean and to the Gulf of Alaska. Intermingling with hatchery fish from Japan and Alaska is a big problem. “Unilateral actions by various hatcheries is having detrimental affect on salmon everywhere,” he said.

Carla Shore, spokeswoman for the Cohen Commission investigating the decline of the Fraser River salmon, said Sunday the commission was not researching hatcheries as one of the causes for the decline. However, if credible evidence is available, the commission will look into it, she said.

The article is available in the peer reviewed online October edition of Marine and Coastal Fisheries: Dynamic Management and Ecosystem Science. 

U.S., EU fight over Ontario’s green energy plan

Globe and Mail, October 1, 2010, BY Shawn McCarthy

Some of the world’s most powerful countries have joined the battle over Ontario’s green energy plan, threatening the cornerstone of Premier Dalton McGuinty’s renewable power strategy. 

The United States and the European Union emerged on Thursday as latest countries to say they have key commercial interests at stake and want to join the consultations on a complaint by Japan to the World Trade Organization. 


“This is a wake-up call” for the Ontario government, said David Butters, president of the Association of Power Producers of Ontario. He added that it is clear some major international suppliers in the renewable energy sector are unhappy with the Ontario approach. 

Green energy is an increasingly important part of the Canadian economy, with both Ontario and British Columbia racing to make themselves world centres of environmentally friendly power generation. 

The United States and the EU filed notices with the Geneva-based trade body this week. The Japanese government launched its action two weeks ago, saying Ontario’s Green Energy Act and its local procurement requirements are a “prohibited subsidy” and violate international trade agreements. 

Under WTO rules, countries must enter into consultations to determine whether trade disputes can be resolved before they can begin quasi-legal dispute settlement procedures that can result in trade sanctions. 

The Green Energy Act aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the electricity sector and create thousands “green energy” jobs in emerging technologies. 

Mr. McGuinty’s government is under fire over rising electricity costs, with critics partly blaming the feed-in-tariff that ensures wind, solar and small-scale hydro developers receive premium prices for their power. 

Under the Ontario plan, developers who qualify for feed-in-tariff contracts must buy from local suppliers up to half of the goods and services needed. The McGuinty government says this will create manufacturing jobs. 

“Our position is that Ontario's Green Energy Act is consistent with Canada's international trade obligations under the WTO,” Energy Minister Brad Duguid said in an e-mail response to The Globe. 

International Trade Minister Peter Van Loan has backed that position. 

The McGuinty government is encouraging renewable energy development as part of its commitment to phase out coal-fired generation by the end of 2014, Mr. Duguid said. The minister is due to announce on Friday that the province has permanently shuttered four coal fired-units. 

British Columbia Premier Gordon Campbell has matched Mr. McGuinty’s enthusiastic push for green power, but has not run into trade complaints. 

Japan, the United States and European countries also have clean power strategies, and see Ontario’s local-content rules as a threat to their export potential. 

“The renewable energy generation sector is of key interest for the EU importers, exporters and investors,” said the European Union submissions to the WTO. “Therefore the EU has a substantial trade interest in the present dispute as well as a systemic interest in the correct implementation” of international trade agreements. 

Ontario signed a deal last year with South Korean giant Samsung Group, which agreed to build four manufacturing plants in the province in return for premium energy prices, access to the transmission system and $437-million in incentives. 

But many other equipment makers are unhappy with the Ontario approach, saying a balkanized manufacturing system will drive up the cost of constructing renewable power stations. 

Taking aim at nuclear

Toronto Star, October 1, 2010

The president of the Canadian Nuclear Association makes the claim that nuclear is clean, but gives no facts to back it up. That could be because the facts clearly show the opposite is true. Each year nuclear power production in Canada creates 575,000 tonnes of toxic uranium tailings, 85,000 highly radioactive waste fuel bundles and a minimum of 840,000 tonnes of C02, with dire effects on the air we breathe and the water we drink (see Clearing the Air about Nuclear Power, Pembina Institute). 

The facts also show that nuclear power is neither reliable nor affordable. When the Canadian Nuclear Association defends nuclear energy, it is important to realize who is speaking: an industry lobby group seeking to keep taxpayer subsidies for nuclear power flowing. I would rather rely on information from groups of citizens and experts concerned about the state of our environment and our health.

Rena Ginsberg, Toronto

Denise Carpenter makes a strong case against nuclear. Her article clearly shows that nuclear in Canada is a government make-work project. The federal government makes and subsidizes the reactors while the provincial governments buy them but do not charge their true cost. The stranded debt in our hydro bills is a result of not paying the true cost of nuclear.

We can’t afford nuclear. It is simply too expensive if we are to pay the true cost through our electricity rates. It is not safe as nuclear plants emit radiation. Nuclear reactors are not reliable as they are out of service for years at a time and coal had to be used as a replacement. Carpenter makes her most outrageous claim when she says nuclear is renewable.

Wolfe Erlichman, President, Community Coalition Against Mining Uranium, Godfrey, Ont. 

The debate is on: will it be nuclear or wind? Meanwhile, the Ontario government is commissioning some two dozen private natural gas plants that don’t seem to be open for discussion.

Here’s an idea: Bring a few dozen drilling rigs in from Alberta, fire up the steel plants in Hamilton and put local drillers to work converting all those gas plants (and coal plants, too) to geothermal electricity plants that are clean and green and cheaper than nuclear or wind. While being suitable for base-load, they are also flexible for peaking, i.e., when you want it, yet with no decommissioning worries and no fuel to buy. 

Bill Livingstone, Etobicoke
First they said it would be too cheap to meter, and it’s turned out to be more expensive than almost all other forms of generation. When you factor in ballooning costs of overruns, security, decommissioning and waste, nuclear just can’t compete without massive subsidies.

Then they said it would help solve climate change. But the nuclear fuel cycle releases CO2 during mining, fuel enrichment, plant construction and decommissioning. With its high cost and long construction time, nuclear power does not offer a viable solution to climate change.

Angela Bischoff, Greenspiration, Toronto
Repeatedly calling nuclear power “clean” – or “emission-free” as the McGuinty government likes to do – doesn’t make it so.

The truth is that every stage of the nuclear power cycle is toxic, risky and polluting — from the mining of uranium, to the ongoing emissions of tritium into drinking water, to the risk of accident, to the unsolved challenge of isolating radioactive waste for thousands of years.

Before tens of billions of dollars are spent building and refurbishing nuclear reactors, we need an open public dialogue on the future role of nuclear energy in Ontario.

Peter Tabuns, MPP, NDP Energy and Environment Critic, Queen’s Park

Nuclear power advocate Denise Carpenter calls nuclear reactors a renewable source of energy. According to the International Energy Agency however, renewables are “derived from natural processes that are replenished constantly” and do not include nuclear power. The uranium that fuels reactors is finite and depletable just as fossil fuels are.

Candu reactors have been a financial disaster for Ontario and New Brunswick for the many decades the industry has enjoyed extensive subsidies. It is time to phase it out in an orderly way in favour of far less costly energy efficiency and clean and renewable energy sources.

Green life: We’re winning the bike race

Montreal Gazette, October 4, 2010, BY Michelle Lalonde

MONTREAL - "I can't support bike lanes. ... What I compare bikes to is swimming with the sharks. Sooner or later you're going to get bitten. And every year we have dozens of people that get hit by cars or trucks. Well, no wonder. Roads are built for buses, cars and trucks, not for people on bikes. My heart bleeds for 'em when I hear someone gets killed, but it's their own fault at the end of the day." 

Rob Ford, candidate for mayor of Toronto 

Quotes like this from the frontrunner in Toronto's mayoralty race make me so very thankful that I live in Montreal. 

Say what you will about Montreal Mayor Gerald Tremblay, you would never catch him or any serious candidate for mayor of this city uttering such stupidities. I would venture to say that all of our city council members have at least a rudimentary grasp of issues like climate change, rising obesity rates, smog and gridlock. They understand the vital need for cities to promote non-polluting and active forms of transportation, partly to tackle these problems, but also to make life in the city safer and more enjoyable. 

It doesn't sound like Ford is quite up to speed on any of those issues. (Ford recently elaborated on his anti-cycling comments, made in 2007, by claiming that he doesn't oppose bike lanes downtown, only in the suburbs. Still, one can safely assume he won't be pushing an active transportation agenda if elected.) 

Sometimes it's only in contrast to other city's "leaders" that we can appreciate our own. Not only does Tremblay talk the talk when it comes to transportation, he walks the walk, and even bikes the bike lane on occasion. He has named Richard Bergeron, leader of Projet Montreal, to his executive committee and put him in charge of a key dossier: urban planning. Projet Montreal has the most progressive platform on active transportation of any political party ever to hold a seat on council. Bergeron advocates such ideas as a Belgian-style road safety code (where pedestrians and cyclists have priority), more pedestrian streets and bikeways (where bicycles can use the entire width of a roadway and motor vehicles must yield to them). 

Montrealers can thank Tremblay, as well as certain former mayors and city councillors (like Jean Dore and Andre Lavallee), for getting us this far. Of course, much of the credit should go to cycling advocacy groups like Velo Quebec and activists like the late Claire Morissette and Robert (Bicycle Bob) Silverman, and others who have pushed the politicians to make Montreal one of the most bicycle-friendly cities in North America. 

Thanks to them, we've got some of Canada's most popular and picturesque bike paths (along the Lachine Canal, for example, and around the Expo islands). By the end of this year, we should have 550 kilometres of bike lanes and paths, and the city plans to have an additional 250 kilometres completed by 2015. 

And let's not forget the Bixi bike rental system. True, Bixi's green cred took a beating recently when an online survey by McGill University researchers suggested that only about two per cent of Bixi rides actually replace car trips. But to my mind, Bixi's biggest environmental contribution results from the sheer impact of 5,000 extra bicycles in almost constant use on Montreal's streets. All these new cyclists (whether they be tourists, occasional users or regular commuters) are having a massive ripple effect, encouraging more and more Montrealers to give bicycle commuting a try, not just on Bixis, but on their own bicycles. 

As a long-time cyclist who lives in the heart of Bixi territory, I can say that the increase in bikes on the street has brought about a noticeable change in driver behaviour. Drivers are simply more aware of cyclists. For the most part, they slow down, respect bike lanes and more of them take care when they open doors. All of this means new cyclists aren't as likely to be scared off by aggressive or negligent drivers. When the stats finally come out on bicycle-use increases in the years following Bixi's launch, I'm convinced the increase will be remarkable. 

When I moved here from Toronto almost 20 years ago, Montreal was already a more comfortable city to cycle in than Toronto. But the strides this city has made since that time have put us light years ahead of Hogtown. 

It seems there will be no trick to hanging on to that lead if Ford is elected mayor of Toronto later this month. The trick will be to keep the momentum strong, and not fall prey to a backlash against cyclists as our numbers increase. This is about enthusiastically promoting cycling, not just tolerating it. 

Here are some ideas to keep Montreal's lead strong on the cycling front: 

-t ¦ Put bike lanes on every major ar- 

ery where cycling is currently dangerous. 

-¦Turn some streets into "bikeways," where design and signage indicate to car drivers that cyclists have priority on these streets and can use the full width of the roadway. (Milton St. from St. Urbain to University is a de facto bikeway, and needs only signage to make it official.) 

-¦Create a north-south bicycle highway -a wide route reserved for bicycles only -all the way from Laval to downtown Montreal. (This idea is in the Projet Montreal platform). 

-¦Allow cyclists to travel against traffic on many one-way streets, with signage indicating this option. 

In the end, cities that are stuck in the car-centred, 1950s mindset espoused by the likes of Rob Ford will lose ground to the ones whose leaders believe that cities should be built for people, not cars, trucks and buses. 

Luxurious tree houses raises green living to a new level

Montreal Gazette, October 2, 2010, 

If Tarzan and Jane are looking for some new digs, well then this might just be the place for them. Nestled among the pristine pine and hardwood forests that blanket the Orford region of the Eastern Townships, stands a tree house-inspired home that is as unique in concept as it is in eco-progressive architecture. 

The Tree House is the prototype for a series of 10 to 14 similar homes to be built at the 16-hectare Sanctuaire Mont Cathedrale, a deluxe housing project where the Tree House is listed at a cool, green $3.49 million. 

The project is the brainchild and passion of Sherbrooke designer Pierre Leveille. "I have been looking for a location like this for the last five years, but the idea has been in the back of my mind for the last 20 years," he explained. "The location had to be just right and everything had to come together. There were so many things to consider when deciding where to build; the proper site, adequate environmental laws to protect the property and its surrounding ambience and privacy for the resident in a beautiful natural setting." 

The concept of the southeast facing Tree House is to maximize the sumptious views and make the residents feel like they are living in a tree house, with the first floor representing the trunk and the second floor the crown of the tree. But there is no climbing rope or boards nailed to a tree trunk to provide access here; this opulent 'shack in the sky' has an elevator. 

The first floor is wrapped in imported Spanish cedar to give it a trunk-like feel and look. The larger, overhanging, second floor extends well beyond the floor below and is supported inside by massive Douglas fir beams that take the place of tree branches, leading the eye to the outside view. The exterior of the second floor is enveloped in a sheath of copper tiles (leaves) that, in a few years will turn a rich, green due to oxidization with the air. At this point the house will literally melt from view into the adjacent forest, mirroring its surroundings. 

The second level, where the living quarters are located, features a 63-foot-long terrace or deck, accessible by the floor-to-ceiling sliding glass panels that run the entire length of the front of the house. It is a deck made in heaven, and as one stands on it absorbing the stunning panoramic views, one gets a feeling of floating among the canopy of the surrounding forest and clouds. 

A geothermal heating system provides radiant floor heating and cooling and keeps the nearly 3,000 sq. ft. residence toasty warm during cold weather and comfortable during summer heat waves. This system is based on two 500-foot-deep wells that draw the heat from the earth's sub-layer that never freezes. It is backed up by a bi-energy propane-electric system. There is also a Finnish masonry, high combustion, wood-burning heater made of soapstone that makes the most efficient use of the wood it burns. 

The large glass panels fronting the deck act as a solar heat collector, milking 

warmth from the sun. An electronically-controlled awning covers the deck and shades the residence when summer temperatures peak. 

"There is an ecological charter for the project and another that protects the shoreline of the 11-kilometre long Brompton Lake. You cannot touch or alter the 10-metre natural buffer zone that surrounds the lake (but you can open a five-metre-wide clearing onto the lake). Groomed lawns are frowned upon," proclaimed the 58-year-old designer and successful graphic artist. "People here want to live with nature, not conquer it." 

Joseph Montanaro, the real estate agent for Sotheby's International Realty Quebec who is handling the sales, explained that, "this is a trophy property. All of the 12 to 15 homes are going to be unique. No one will have the same house. It will be a very exclusive clientele -local and international ownership." 

There is a camera security system throughout the house and the heating and cooling system can be adjusted online. "So if you are in Montreal, you can go online and adjust the temperature or lighting to your liking, before you arrive," explained the agent. "You can monitor your house on your laptop from anywhere, using the security camera system." 

Leveille says that the whole idea behind the house was, "to make the owner feel that they are in a tree house that blends into the surrounding environment while still attaining all the luxuries of modern living in a custom-built house." 

The house sits on a six-acre lakefront lot with mountain and lake views and has 3,000 square feet of living space. Some of the features include 4 bedrooms, a gourmet kitchen, terrace, radiant heating, laundry room, library, porcelain tile floors, high-end appliances, central vacuum system, intercom, electronic entry gate, ensuite bathroom, fireplace, hardwood floors, security system and walk-in closets. 

The list of possible outdoor activities is laid out like an endless buffet table. These include fishing, boating, golf, hiking, horseback riding, climbing, mountain biking, alpine and cross-country skiing, snowmobiling, and snowshoeing. 

There are restaurants and cultural activities in Sherbrooke, Magog and Bromont, each a short drive away. Sanctuaire Mont Cathedrale is a 1.5-hour drive from Montreal and 20 minutes from Sherbrooke and Magog.
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US investigative panel meets for 5th time on spill

Washington Post, October 4, 2010, BY Harry Weber

METAIRIE, La. -- Federal investigators will be looking for key information about pressure tests, decision making and BP's safety culture when the next round of hearings begins Monday to determine the cause of the Gulf of Mexico rig explosion and oil spill. 

The weeklong hearings near New Orleans will be the fifth series held by the joint U.S. Coast Guard-Bureau of Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement investigative panel. 

Besides figuring out a cause, the panel is examining how safety and oversight can be improved. 

At least one more series of hearings is expected before the panel members begin collaborating on their report. 

The April 20 Deepwater Horizon explosion killed 11 workers and led to 206 million gallons of oil being released from BP PLC's well a mile beneath the Gulf. The well gushed for three months before being capped in July and then permanently sealed in September. The British oil giant owned the well but was leasing the rig from owner Transocean Ltd. 

Other federal investigations also are being conducted, and BP faces the potential for both civil and criminal fines and penalties. 

Among the witnesses scheduled to testify this week are key workers for BP and Transocean, a Coast Guard official who will talk about the agency's contingency plans and response to the spill, an expert on mobile offshore drilling units, an expert on maritime alarm systems and a deepwater well equipment expert. 

Perhaps the most critical testimony is expected to come from two BP officials who were familiar with the company's decision to use only six centralizers during the cementing of the well that blew out. Halliburton had recommended the use of 21 centralizers, which are devices that make sure the casing is running down the center of the well bore. If the casing is cemented off-center, there is a risk of an imperfect seal that could allow oil and gas to escape. 

BP said in its internal report on the disaster that it released last month that its centralizer decision probably did not contribute to the cement's failure. But federal investigators are still asking pointed questions. 

On the witness list this week are BP well team leader John Guide and BP drilling engineering team leader Gregory Walz. 

Documents released by Congress in June include a series of e-mail exchanges between Guide and Walz. In an April 16 e-mail, Walz said he had located an additional 15 centralizers in Houston and could fly them out to the Deepwater Horizon. 

Suggesting he knew he would get some resistance, Walz added: "I do not like or want to disrupt your operations and I am a full believer that the rig needs only one team leader. I know the planning has been lagging behind the operations and I have to turn that around. I apologize if I have over step my bounds." 

Later the same day, Guide panned the idea in part because of the time it would take to install the extra centralizers. "I do not like this," Guide wrote in an e-mail to Walz. 

Judge asked to postpone trial for Gulf spill cases
Washington Post, October 2, 2010, BY AP

NEW ORLEANS -- Some of the companies sued over the massive Gulf oil spill are asking a federal judge to postpone until 2012 a trial designed to assign percentages of fault in the ill-fated Deepwater Horizon drilling project. 

A court filing Friday by Halliburton Energy Services, Cameron International and other companies says they need more time to prepare for a trial on the case's "limitation and liability allocation issues." 

U.S. District Judge Carl Barbier was asked to delay the trial from October 2011 to February 2012. Barbier didn't immediately rule. 

Barbier presides over more than 300 consolidated lawsuits spawned by the April 20 explosion on the Deepwater Horizon, which killed 11 workers and triggered the spill. 

Rig operator BP PLC and rig owner Transocean Ltd. didn't immediately join in Friday's request. 

Claims to BP fund attract scrutiny

NY Times, October 2, 2010, BY John Schwartz

Kenneth R. Feinberg spent part of his summer barnstorming towns near the Gulf of Mexico, urging people who felt they had suffered financial hardship because of the oil spill to apply for a share of the $20 billion BP fund he was overseeing. The point of the fund was to pay claims rather than litigate them in court. 

“It’s my opinion you are crazy if you don’t participate,” Mr. Feinberg told a crowd at one stop in Louisiana. 

And participate they did. Mr. Feinberg has seen applications that could bring a tear to the eye. 

Others are likelier to raise eyebrows. 

Take the businessman who explained that his part of the $20 billion fund should be ... $20 billion. His income last year? Fifty thousand dollars. 

A restaurant worker asked for $5.9 million in emergency payments, even though his earnings before the spill were just $18,000. 

And then there are the 4,000 claims, using a one-page form letter, that flooded in from Plaquemines Parish a couple of weeks ago, some hand delivered to local claims offices. 

They asked for grocery money, from $150 a month to hundreds of dollars, to make up for the fish they would have pulled from the gulf waters had there been no spill. Few offered any substantiation for the claim, though one person brought a dead fish. 

In all, about 31,000 claims have little or no documentation, and the people who filed them have been asked to provide more information. And 1,000 more are “very, very suspicious,” Mr. Feinberg said, and are being held for further examination. 

“They’re not just sitting there,” he said. “We can’t pay them without more documentation — minimal documentation, but enough to process the claim.” 

Suspicious claims are perhaps inevitable whenever a big fund is set up after a natural disaster. 

The National Center for Disaster Fraud, formed in Baton Rouge after Hurricane Katrina, has prosecuted more than 1,300 cases arising from Hurricanes Katrina, Rita and Wilma and has begun to take in tips about the oil spill as well. 

“When these disasters strike, sadly, some small group of people will act with criminal intent,” said Lanny A. Breuer, the head of the criminal division at the Department of Justice. Jim Letten, the United States attorney in New Orleans and executive director of the fraud center, said the center had already received “a little over 300” calls to the tip line about spill fraud. 

“Individuals who simply make honest mistakes in the application process do not have to fear criminal investigation or prosecution,” Mr. Letten said. But investigators “will actively pursue” anyone who commits intentional fraud, he added. 

The fund has paid out on thousands of claims it has decided are legitimate. So far, 45,298 checks worth $824 million have been sent since Mr. Feinberg took over on Aug. 23. 

Some plaintiffs’ lawyers are rankled by complaints about claims because they lack documentation. Stephen J. Herman, a New Orleans lawyer, called it “kind of ironic” to have Mr. Feinberg complaining about lack of documentation when he all but discouraged people from using lawyers to pursue their claims. 

“If you’d had lawyers helping people fill out their claims forms, you’d probably have better documentation,” he said. 

The Feinberg team has handed nearly 100 of the most suspicious claims to private investigators for further inquiry, and has begun the process of sending those that seem the most likely to be fraudulent to the Department of Justice. 

Those familiar with the internal workings of the process provided details of some of the more questionable claims on the condition that those submitting the claims not be identified. 

Some boat owners have submitted pay stubs for far more deckhands than they would seem to need to operate their boats (the investigators do look into the size of the fishing boats). 

There was the restaurant worker who declared that his income had dropped after the spill, but it turned out the restaurant had closed before the spill. There is the shrimper whose documents showed his earnings in the year before the spill had been $90,000, but whose claim hit $2,066,000. 

The team is also taking a close look at a person who appears to have developed a side business filling out reimbursement forms that appear to be consistently inflated. 

Others appear to be trying to defraud victims. A law firm in New Orleans alerted Mr. Feinberg to reports of their clients getting letters from people claiming to work with Mr. Feinberg, using fake stationery and requesting wire transfer information that can be used for electronic theft. 

“The American people have to understand that this underground economy down there is real,” Mr. Feinberg said. “It’s a real problem for us.” 

Still, he added, some of what he sees — in particular, the one-page grocery requests — should not be thought of as serious fraud, but amount to “just trying to game the system.” 

“I don’t want to chill people from applying,” he said. 

Billy Nungesser, the Plaquemines Parish president, called the grocery claims “totally bogus,” and suggested that the idea of submitting them was “being circulated by some of the councilmen running for re-election.” 

That kind of talk angers Don Beshel, a Plaquemines councilman and the signer of several hundred of the forms, which he insisted he worked out according to the rules of the fund. 

“It’s not up to me or anybody else who signed it to say the claim is valid or invalid or anything,” he said. “You can’t validate me giving somebody fish to put in the freezer.” 

John Barthelmy Jr., the principal of Phoenix High School in Plaquemines Parish, said he was surprised to find his name and various versions of the school’s letterhead on a number of the submissions for groceries. 

He acknowledged that he signed some of the forms, but said he assumed that the idea that they could be submitted came from within the fund itself and not from the people of the parish. “We’re not that creative in the gangster area, to come up with that on our own,” he said. 

Preventing fraud and ironing out the remaining kinks in the process will be increasingly important as the fund moves from the first stage of emergency claims to the second, more complicated process of negotiating final settlements with people over their total losses from the spill. 

That will be a process of long negotiation with a deadline three years away so that some of the long-term effects can at least be glimpsed and better predicted. 

To Mr. Feinberg, the fundamental problem with paying the wrong people — it is not his money, after all — is protecting the victims. 

Give in to fraud, and “the credibility of the program would collapse, the elected officials would scream, the American people would scream,” he said. “It would become a grab bag.” 

“The money would go away,” Mr. Feinberg said. “The legitimate victims would suffer more as a result.” 

Census shows exotic sea life; helps study BP oil spill

Reuters, October 4, 2010, BY Alister Doyle

(Reuters) - Scientists completed a 10-year census of marine life on Monday after finding thousands of exotic new species in a project that will help assess threats to the oceans ranging from climate change to BP's oil spill.

The $650 million international census, by 2,700 experts in 80 nations, discovered creatures such as a hairy-clawed "yeti crab," luminous fish in the sunless depths, a shrimp thought extinct in Jurassic times and a 7-meter (23 ft) long squid.

But the project (www.coml.org), which reckoned most types of creatures dodged the census and were still to be found, also documented overfishing of cod or tuna, hazards from oil and other pollution and impacts of global warming.

"The news about the oceans is both very good and very bad," said Paul Snelgrove, of Memorial University in Canada, who compiled the final report of a census that found more life than expected from the Arctic Ocean to volcanic vents on the seabed.

It raised the estimate of known marine animals and plants bigger than microbes, from worms to blue whales, to nearly 250,000 from 230,000. And it estimated that far more, or 750,000 other species, were still to be found.

Scientists said the biggest gaps were in still unexplored tracts of the Arctic, Antarctic and eastern Pacific oceans. And much of the deep ocean floor had barely been sampled.

"There is an enormous opportunity," said Jesse Ausubel, a co-founder of the census and program director at the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. "There are three species out there to be discovered for every one we know."

The census itself found more than 6,000 potentially new species, led in numbers by crustaceans and molluscs, and made formal descriptions of more than 1,200 of them.

AGE, DISTANCE, SPEED

Among extremes, scientists found a meter-long tube worm an estimated 600 years old, tracked a sooty shearwater bird flying 64,000 km (40,000 miles) in the longest known annual migration and recorded a sailfish swimming at 110 kph (69 mph).

Among spinoffs, a 2009 review of the Gulf of Mexico found 8,332 species from fish to mammals in the area hit by BP's deep water blowout in April 2010, the worst spill in U.S. history.

"It's become one of the most valuable potential contributions of the census," Ausubel said of the Gulf survey. Checking the state of the Gulf against the public database would help understand damage -- and costs of BP's cleanup.

Two members of a five-strong commission named by U.S. President Barack Obama to investigate the spill - Terry Garcia and Donald Boesch -- had worked on the census.

In the longer term, monitoring the seas may help understand threats such as climate change and a related acidification of the oceans. Examination of the makeup of some of the creatures and plants might yield medical breakthroughs.

A related project had created a "barcode of life," inspired by the black and white lines on products in supermarkets, that allows scientists to identify species with a quick genetic test.

That has already exposed mislabeling of sushi in New York City and could have wide economic impact in tracking fraud in fish exports.

And the scientists said the census had successfully focused public attention on the beauty and variety of marine life and could help rally efforts to safeguard the seas.

Artists have been inspired by some creatures -- images of the yeti crab, found off Easter Island, has even been emblazoned on skateboards, Snelgrove said. "These critters are tremendous ambassadors for us," he added.

(Editing by Ralph Boulton)

BP unit to pay $15 million for pollution violations

Planet Ark, October 1, 2010, BY Jeremy Pelofski & Erwin Seba

A unit of BP Plc has agreed to pay $15 million to settle Clean Air Act violations related to fires and a leak at its Texas City refinery in 2004 and 2005, the Obama administration said on Thursday.

The penalty addresses violations from two fires at the Texas refinery in March 2004 and July 2005 as well as a leak in August 2005, the U.S. Justice Department and Environmental Protection Agency said in a statement.

As a result of the fires and leak at the BP Products North America refinery, thousands of pounds of flammable and toxic air pollutants were released, forcing residents to take shelter, the agencies said.

BP said in a statement that there were no injuries or impact on health outside of the refinery from the incidents.

"BP Products has incorporated lessons from these events into its current work processes and training," the company said. "BP Products will expand its reporting to the EPA regarding equipment inspection, personnel training and incident investigations."

The fires and leak were separate from the March 2005 accident at the Texas City refinery in which 15 workers were killed and 180 others were injured. BP was put on probation in 2009 as a result of that incident.

"BP's actions at the Texas City refinery have had terrible consequences for the people who work there and for those in nearby communities," Cynthia Giles, assistant administrator for EPA's Office of Enforcement and Compliance Assurance, said in a statement.

The EPA discovered the violations after a series of inspections at the refinery following the catastrophic blast.

The settlement is subject to court approval and was filed in federal court in Texas.

BP has been under intense scrutiny not just for the Texas City refinery incidents, but also the massive oil spill from one of its wells in the Gulf of Mexico in which more than 4 million barrels of oil is believed to have spilled.

The case is USA v BP Products North America Inc, case No. 10-cv-03569 in U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Texas.

(Editing by Gerald E. McCormick and Matthew Lewis)

LA official known for criticizing BP and federal government over spill cruises to re-election

LA Times, October 2, 2010, BY AP

POINTE A LA HACHE, La. (AP) — A local official who emerged as a leading critic of efforts to clean up the oil spilled from BP's well in the Gulf of Mexico has easily won re-election as president of his coastal Louisiana parish.

With all precincts reporting, Republican Billy Nungesser had 71 percent of the vote Saturday in Plaquemines Parish.

Democrat Amos Cormier received 22 percent and independent Benny Rousselle, a former Plaquemines president, had 6 percent.


Nungesser, 51, became a familiar figure in news reports after oil first touched the mainland April 29 near the mouth of the Mississippi River in Plaaquemines. He heavily criticized BP and federal officials for their efforts to clean up the oil. Plaquemines is heavily dependent on fishing and oyster harvesting, which were largely shut down after the spill.

High levels of cancer-causing chemicals recorded since BP spill

LA Times, October 2, 2010, BY Bettina Boxall

Levels of some cancer-causing oil compounds rose significantly in the waters off the Louisiana coast during the BP spill in the Gulf of Mexico, according to Oregon State University researchers.

"It's an incredibly huge jump in concentration in a natural environment," said Kim Anderson, an OSU environmental toxicology professor, who found a 40-fold increase in polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, or PAHs, from May to June.

Anderson is still analyzing the results and was not prepared to say what, if any, threat the elevated levels posed to the gulf environment. "It's a huge increase that folks that deal with the more biologic side of it will have to address."

Anderson and her research team started testing for the contaminants a few weeks after the April 20 well blowout, taking water samples at four near-shore locations along the Gulf Coast. Results from early August, after the BP well was capped and stopped leaking, continued to show elevated levels in the water.

The amount of such hydrocarbons in crude oil varies, as does the toxicity of the compounds, which constitute a large class of chemicals. Some are not toxic at all, and some are carcinogenic, Anderson said. Her gulf samples included all three types.

Her team is using a sampling technique that involves suspension of a long, thin strip in the water for three to four weeks. The device mimics an organism and measures biologically available concentrations of PAHs that can be absorbed by marine life and make their way into the food chain.

Lisa Faust, communications director for the Louisiana Department of Health and Hospitals, said her agency did not have enough information on the Oregon research to comment. But she added that state testing of seafood harvest areas had not detected harmful levels of the pollutant.

"In all our samples of water we tested, at the most there were trace levels of PAHs — and nothing at the level that poses risks to human health," Faust said.

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration continues to reopen federal waters in the gulf to commercial fishing. Last week Rear Adm. Paul Zukunft, who is taking over management of the federal spill response, said the government's extensive testing of gulf seafood has had "no detects whatsoever of any" PAHs.

In an e-mail, a spokeswoman for the federal Environmental Protection Agency said the agency had "analyzed more than 1,600 water and sediment samples alone" as part of its response to the BP spill "and found very few samples with chemicals at levels above concerns to aquatic life and no samples with chemicals at levels of concern to human health."

BP oil spill cost could rise to $11.2 billion

Globe and Mail, October 1, 2010, BY AP

BP PLC (BP-N40.95-1.00-2.38%) said Friday that it has pledged royalty revenues from several Gulf of Mexico assets to guarantee payment of claims from the disastrous blowout of its Macondo well.

The oil company said it has spent $11.2-billion so far reacting to the blowout, which began April 20 with an explosion that killed 11 workers aboard the Deepwater Horizon drilling rig. The well was declared to be fully sealed on Sept. 19.

BP announced in June that it would set up a $20-billion trust fund to guarantee payment of individual damage claims.

So far, BP said it has contributed $3-billion to the fund, and would add $2-billion in the fourth quarter. In following quarters, BP said the contribution would fall to $1.25-billion.

As collateral, BP said it had pledged the royalty interest in the Thunder Horse, Atlantis, Mad Dog, Great White and Mars, Ursa and Na Kika fields in the Gulf of Mexico.

“The pledging of these assets underscores our commitments to the trust which we set up to pay all legitimate claims arising from the tragedy,” said Lamar McKay, chairman and president of BP America Inc. and BP's Gulf Coast Restoration Organization.

BP said it had paid $399-million to settle 127,000 claims up to Aug. 23, when the Gulf Coast Claims Facility took over the program. The GCCF has paid $806-million for 44,000 claims, BP said.

Friday's announcement coincided with the first day on the job for new Chief Executive Bob Dudley, who replaces Tony Hayward.

On Wednesday, Mr. Dudley announced a major shake-up in the company, including creation of a Safety & Operation Risk unit which will have the authority to intervene in all of BP's technical activities.

He also said the Upstream division, would be divided into three units responsible for exploration, development or production BP shares were up 2.8 per cent in morning trading on the London Stock Exchange to 439.75 pence, the highest level since May 28.

BP pledges U.S. assets to oil spill fund

National Post, October 1, 2010, BY AP

LONDON - BP named the Gulf of Mexico assets that it will use to help finance the US$20-billion fund for victims of its oil spill and said the cost of dealing with the disaster had risen to US$11.2-billion.

The oil major on Friday said that revenue from a number of its oil fields in the Gulf of Mexico, including Thunder Horse, Atlantis and Mad Dog, would be tied to its compensation payments to the fund.

A BP spokesman declined to comment on whether the deal means the U.S. government has told BP, or the company expects, it will not be banned from future drilling.

There have been some concerns that BP could be banned after lawmakers in July voted to pass an amendment to a bill that would prevent BP from acquiring drilling leases after the blow-out at its Macondo well in April led to the worst oil spill in U.S. history.

Shares in BP gained 2.8% to 439.7 pence at 0917 GMT (5:17 a.m. EDT) on Friday, their highest level since early June, outperforming Britain's blue-chip index, which was up 1.1%.

BP also said that the total bill for fighting the spill and compensating victims hit US$11.2-billion by September 29, rising from US$9.5-billion on September 18.

The pledging of the assets is in line with the terms of the fund set out in August, when BP agreed to give the fund first priority to some revenues to finance its $5 billion contribution this year and the US$1.25-billion every quarter from 2011 to 2013.
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Deforestation imperils biodiversity, but some trends encouraging – UN
High rates of deforestation and degradation of woodlands continue to threaten the world's forest biodiversity, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) said today, but pointed out that there is a positive trend towards the conservation of forests in many countries.
Globally, around 13 million hectares of forests were converted to other uses – including agriculture – or were lost through natural causes each year between 2000 and 2010, according to the findings of FAO’s Global Forest Resources Assessment 2010. The trend of forest loss has declined from around 16 million ha per year during the 1990s, the report said.

The report, the most comprehensive assessment of the state of the world’s forests ever undertaken, was released today at the start of the latest biennial meeting of the FAO’s Committee on Forestry and World Forest Week, in Rome.

More than one third of all forests are classified as primary – showing no visible signs of human intervention. Primary forests, in particular tropical moist forests, include some of the world's most species-rich and diverse ecosystems.
Primary forests account for 36 per cent (1.4 billion hectares) of the world’s forest area but their area has decreased by more than 40 million hectares – at a rate of 0.4 per cent annually – over the past 10 years. That figure does not necessarily mean that the primary forests have disappeared. In many cases, they were reclassified because selective logging or other human interventions were carried out during the reporting period, FAO said.
The agency emphasized that forests where humans have intervened can still hold important biodiversity values, contribute significantly to environmental protection, and sustain livelihoods, provided they are well managed. South America accounted for the largest proportion of the loss in primary forests, followed by Africa and Asia.
Other threats to forest biodiversity include unsustainable forest management, climate change, forest fires, insect pests and diseases, natural disasters and invasive species – all of which are causing severe damage in some countries.
At the same time, the forest area designated for the conservation of biological diversity has increased by more than 95 million hectares since 1990, according to the report. The largest portion (46 per cent) was designated between 2000 and 2005. Currently, 12 per cent of the world’s forests or more than 460 million hectares are designated primarily to conserve biological diversity.
Legally established protected areas, such as national parks, game reserves and wilderness areas, now cover more than 10 per cent of the total forest area in most countries and regions. The primary function of these forests may be the conservation of biological diversity, the protection of soil and water resources, or the conservation of cultural heritage.

“The world’s forests represent a vital source of forest biological diversity. This biodiversity is an important treasure, especially as forests will not just have to adapt to climate change but are also expected to help mitigate it,” said FAO Assistant Director-General, Eduardo Rojas. “Greater investments in sustainable forest management are urgently required to better conserve and manage forest biodiversity,” he added.

There is an accelerating trend among countries to integrate biodiversity conservation into forest management planning and practices, FAO noted in the report, adding that there is a clear need for action to improve the effective conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity in production forests, particularly in forest concessions.

The report also warns that commercial hunting driven by consumer demand in cities will probably drive many wildlife species to extinction in the near future unless effective measures are implemented soon, including law enforcement, community participation, provision of alternative protein and the establishment of simple and practical wildlife monitoring systems.
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USA:


Washington Post: US investigative panel meets for 5th time on spill


Washington Post: Judge asked to postpone trial for Gulf spill cases


NY Times: Claims to BP fund attract scrutiny


Reuters: Census shows exotic sea life; helps study BP oil spill


Planet Ark: BP unit to pay $15 million for pollution violations


LA Times: LA official known for criticizing BP and federal government over spill cruises to re-election


LA Times: High levels of cancer-causing chemicals recorded since BP spill





CANADA:


Globe and Mail: BP oil spill cost could rise to $11.2 billion


National Post: BP pledges U.S. assets to oil spill fund








Uganda: Forestry Authority Takes Tree Planting Campaign to Bududa


Namibia: Rent-A-Drum Recycling Campaign Huge Success


Sierra Leone: Zain, Tourist Board in Beach Cleaning


Angola: Biodiversity Conservation Considered Fundamental for Sustainable Development








USA:


NY Times: Getting past the politics of climate change


ClimateWire: NATIONS: Developing countries could sue for climate action – study


ClimateWire: NEGOTIATIONS: Japan warns about ‘walking away’ from Copenhagen Accord as new treaty talks begin


Greenwire: EMISSIONS: No deal emerges from int’l shipping talks


MailOnline: In the name of the planet, Patchy must go: Acclaimed Science writer Fred Pearce calls for head of bungling climate change boss


CANADA:


Vancouver Sun: Lobbyists for oil, industry had most access to Harper











USA:


Washington Post: Threat of global warming sparks U.S. interest in geoengineering


Washington Post: Obama promotes green energy; GOP hits Dem spending


Washington Post: Global Census of marine life reveals thousands of new species, other discoveries


NY Times: Polluted air and diabetes: A link


Planet Ark: Just-right planet that can support life detected


Planet Ark: New York can safely boost wind power sixfold by 2018: Grid


ClimateWire: TRANSPORTATION: Efficient automaker’s choice – more batteries or smaller cars


LA Times: Passive homes are way to go green


Greenwire: CAMPAIGN 2010: Obama trying to turn election tide with ‘clean energy’ emphasis�Greenwire: CLIMATE: Enviros retreat from violent advocacy video


USA Today: We’re not worthy? Try “we’re not ready,” when it comes to climate change


LA Times: Solar Power: Karl Wolfgang Boer and a lifetime of green discoveries


NY Times: Salazar warns of a co-opting of Science


Reuters: Global warming may be harming Pacific walrus, scientists say


ClimateCentral: What role might climate change have played in the recent East Coast deluge?


USA Today: Genetically altered plants could counter global warming





CANADA:


Globe and Mail: Marine census maps life in the world’s oceans


Globe and Mail: North Pacific’s ‘overcrowded’ with salmon as population soars


Globe and Mail: U.S., EU fight over Ontario’s green energy plan


Toronto Star: Taking aim at nuclear


Montreal Gazette: Green life: We’re winning the bike race


Montreal Gazette: Luxurious tree houses raises green living to a new level














