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AFP: UN environment chief urges recycling of rare metals
29th September 2010

The UN's environment chief on Wednesday called for a global drive to recycle rare metals that have hit the headlines in a spat between Japan and China, warning that they are crucial for green technologies.

Achim Steiner, executive director of the UN Environment Programme, said that demand for "rare earth metals" such as lithium and neodymium -- used in batteries for hybrid cars or components in wind and solar power -- was accelerating fast.

Rare earths are available in only small quantities and mined in a few locations, raising fears that global supply for a clean, high-tech economy could be exhausted swiftly as well as hampered by geopolitical disputes.

"There is both a strategic as much as an environmental or an economic rationale to rapidly look at making these metals part of a recycling economy," Steiner told reporters, insisting on the need for an economically stable green tech industry.

There is "an immense increase in demand for rare (earth) metals that are central to the green and high tech economy future ... from the electronics industry, car industry and energy industry," he said.

Industry sources said Wednesday that China has moved towards resuming exports of rare earths to Japan that were disrupted by amid a bitter territorial dispute in recent weeks.

Beijing has repeatedly denied claims it blocked the shipments of rare earths, which Japan's crucial high tech electronics and manufacturing industry rely on.

A UNEP-hosted panel of experts highlighted the concerns about rare earth or speciality metals in May, estimating that only one percent was recycled at the end of a product's life while the rest was discarded.

By comparison, the International Panel for Sustainable Resource Management estimated that common metals such as steel, aluminium, copper and tin have 25 to 75 percent recycling rates, in some instances exceeding fresh raw material supplies from mining.

Steiner said that, based on current knowledge, some rare earths "may be exhausted, as with peak oil, on a time horizon of 30 to 40 years."

Officials said supplies of such rare metals were confined to a limited number of countries, including Australia, China, Venezuela, Bolivia and the United States, while extraction was complex and costly.

"What is the world doing to address the issue of recyling because these metals don't have to end up in ... in the waste dumps of the world," Steiner said.

Also appeared in: Silicon Republic (Ireland), France 24 (France), Expatica Switzerland, (Switzerland)
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

New York Times: Trying to Lace Together a Consensus on Biodiversity Across a Global Landscape

29th September 2010

Amid the howling motorcades, the scrums of burly security guards and the buzz of countless meetings around the United Nations in recent days, the Venerable Bun Saluth, a Cambodian Buddhist monk with a shaved head, stood out with his vivid saffron robes, his unassuming manner — and for taking what some might call tree hugging to an entirely different level.
Using the holy induction ceremony customarily reserved for Buddhist monks, Mr. Bun Saluth ordained individual trees and eventually huge swaths of woodland, lending a sacred aura to thousands of acres in northwest Cambodia. He inspired villagers and ultimately the government to protect them from rampant logging, thereby regenerating a depleted forest. 

In doing so, Mr. Bun Saluth accomplished something that has eluded dozens of world leaders who gather regularly at the United Nations, including the annual general debate that ended Wednesday. Despite about two decades of conferences, conventions and commitments, the earth’s biological diversity — or biodiversity for short — steadily erodes as ecosystems suffer and species die out. 

Consensus that something needs to happen has been relatively easy. But the fight over what to do — and who pays for it — has dragged on for years. 

As global issues go, biodiversity exists in the shadow of climate change, facing similar problems but attracting a fraction of the attention despite concerted efforts. (In case you had not noticed, the United Nations declared 2010 the Year of Biodiversity.) 

Almost every United Nations member state is party to the 1992 Convention on Biodiversity, the holdouts being the United States, Andorra and the Vatican, United Nations officials said. 

But like climate change, efforts to move forward have jammed along the well-worn fault line separating developed from developing nations. 

The three pillars of the convention are conservation, sustainable development and fair use of resources. But the argument over patenting and paying royalties for those resources, among other issues, has fueled a protracted fight. It will play out next in late October at a conference in Nagoya, Japan. 

The debate is so entrenched that a group of 17 nations, including heavyweights like Brazil, India and China, have formed an alliance with an unwieldy name, the Group of Like-Minded Megadiverse Countries, to combat what they call “biopiracy.” 

“Countries like Brazil and India are victims of biopiracy over many decades, and we have to protect our bioresources, we have to protect our traditional knowledge,” said Jairam Ramesh, India’s environment minister. 

Bringing much of the developing world along, the Megadiverse accuse richer nations and their corporations of colonial practices — pillaging natural resources and indigenous knowledge for medicine, cosmetics and the like without paying royalties. Rather than signing off on a universal protocol governing access and sharing the benefits, some Western nations have said agreements should be negotiated piecemeal. 

The problem, according to United Nations officials and scientists, is that in the absence of a global agreement, nations are gradually passing one restrictive national law after another, to the point that a plant or insect that might help combat a scourge on a different continent can no longer be obtained. When Kenya wanted to combat an Asian fruit fly in recent years, for example, Sri Lanka blocked the export of the natural predator, said Achim Steiner, the executive director of the United Nations Environment Program. 

Beyond that, scientists say, possibly lifesaving medicines or knowledge might disappear forever. Such losses are likely to worsen because the factors driving them — changing habitat, pollution, overexploitation, invasive alien species and climate change — are intensifying or at least not diminishing, scientists say. 

About 1.9 million species have been identified, out of what scientists estimate is a total of around 15 million species on earth. (Microbes account for the anonymous bulk.) There is a spectrum of opinion about the broad risks facing species. Under the natural order of things, some scientists argue, 15 species would go extinct annually. Instead, they are disappearing at a rate estimated at 100 to 1,000 times that. Scientists dub the current loss the Sixth Great Extinction Event. No. 5 was 65 million years ago, when the dinosaurs perished. 

But the loss often suffers from an out-of-sight, out-of-mind quality, so scientists try to draw attention to the possible fate of highly visible creatures like the polar bear.

Dr. Eric Chivian of Harvard Medical School points out that polar bears can sleep for months without losing bone mass or even urinating. Studying them might reveal secrets that help humans cope with osteoporosis or kidney failure. But if they die out because their once frozen environment melts, he says, all that could be lost. 

It is just one example of how biodiversity and climate change are intertwined, scientists say. 

“Every degree centigrade the planet warms will lead automatically to a 10 percent loss in known species,” said Ahmed Djoghlaf, the executive secretary of the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity. Even if the United Nations climate change agreement seeks to limit the temperature rise to two degrees, he said, “It is a death sentence for 20 percent of known species.” 

But as with climate change, officials and biodiversity advocates are losing faith in obtaining a “big bang” agreement that wraps all global efforts into one package. 

Instead they hope piecemeal efforts by individual countries will eventually reach a critical mass. The United Nations and its allies try to spur that trend in various ways — one is a series of studies assigning an economic value to efforts like forest preservation. 

But developing countries are demanding that richer nations underwrite their conservation efforts. “It seems that the standing forest and the wealth of Suriname’s biodiversity are being taken for granted by the global community as there are no structures in place to provide incentives to continue on the path of sustainability,” Desiré Delano Bouterse, the president of Suriname, warned the General Assembly last week. 

Poor people who depend on nature for sustenance are likely to suffer the most from the loss of biodiversity, officials say, so they are often the most invested in preserving it. Officials hope that by singling out local projects — Mr. Bun Saluth’s Monks Community Forest in Cambodia, a women’s cooperative in Senegal that has helped bring back species of shellfish and a Vietnamese village that is preserving bamboo were all recognized at an awards ceremony in New York last week — the grass roots will inspire politicians to act. 

“The people who best know how to shape and drive development are still the people listened to least,” said Mr. Steiner of the United Nations. “We are erasing the hard disk of life before we have even begun to understand the value it represents.”
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Khaleej Times (Dubai): Clean up the World drive from Oct 26
30th September 2010

The Clean up the World campaign, being organised by the Dubai Municipality, will run from October 26 to 29 under the theme ‘Communities Caring for Nature’ with strong focus on tackling the city’s waste issues.

“The main issue of the campaign is to reduce waste from the source where it is generated and the content is to educate new generation. It is not about how many (for example) cans we are collecting but the main issue is how much information can be transferred to the students for their betterment,” said Eng. Salah Abdulrahman Amiri, Assistant Director-General of the Environmental Public Health Services Sector. 

Around 25000 volunteers are expected to participate in the community-based campaign being held in Dubai for the 17th consecutive year.

“This is an international issue and people should be aware that we have an idea of the situation and this is the biggest volunteer campaign in the world done for the Clean up the World,” he said.  

Volunteers last year had removed around 5,199 tonnes of waste including debris and abandoned vehicles from various areas. Amiri said he hopes this year would see a high level of participation from the community. 

“We have plans to reduce waste and regenerate the collected waste. Minimise waste from the source rather than collecting it and thinking of how to decrease it is our main challenge right now. According to that we are going to set policies in the future,” he said in reference to future policies on waste management. 

Clean up the World is officially held in conjunction with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and brings together around 40 million individuals from over 120 countries to engage in various activities to improve the local environment.
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eTurbo News: Hotel Energy Solutions annual conference coming to Madrid
29th September 2010

While the hotel sector is one of the tourism industry’s largest drivers of employment and economic revenue, it is also one of the most energy-intensive parts of the industry and emits 21 percent of the total CO2 emissions from tourism. The EU Action Plan for Energy identifies the tertiary sector, including hotels, as having the potential to achieve a 30 percent savings on energy use by 2020 – higher than savings from households (27 percent), transport (26 percent), and the manufacturing industry (25 percent). 

Almost half of the world’s hotels are located in Europe, and 9 out of 10 of these are small- and medium-sized (SME) hotels. Currently, the SME hotel sector’s use of energy efficiency and renewable energy technologies is far below its real potential, and the majority of hotel’s are relying on older, less efficient equipment.

Hotel Energy Solutions (HES) is an European Commission co-funded initiative designed to foster energy efficiency and renewable energy in the accommodation sector. The objective of HES is to provide practical and cost-effective solutions to small- and medium-size enterprises (SMEs) that are part of 27 EU countries in order to improve their energy efficiency and their use of renewable energy sources. The initiative is being carried out by the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), International Hotel & Restaurant Associations (IH&RA), French Environment & Energy Management Agency (ADEME), and European Renewable Energy Council (EREC). 

HES will deliver an e-toolkit, an innovative software that is to assist hoteliers in the assessment of their energy needs alongside providing them with decision-making support (technology recommendations and ROI calculation) and a carbon footprint calculator. The project is currently in the pilot testing phase, with the beta-version of the HES e-toolkit being implemented in 4 chosen destinations: Bonn/Germany – urban, Strandja/Bulgaria – rural, Haute Savoie/France - mountain, and Palma de Mallorca/Spain – coastal. Within participating hotels, the Hotel Energy Solutions project aims to achieve a 20 percent increase in energy efficiency and a 10 percent increase in the usage of renewable energy technologies. 

The finalized HES e-toolkit will be presented at the 2nd HES Annual Conference to be held on January 20, 2011 at FITUR Madrid, Spain.
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Daily Commercial News (Canada): Press invitation - Fonds de solidarité FTQ to Unveil Annual Report and First Sustainable Development Report at Annual Meeting of Shareholders
29th September 2010

The Fonds de solidarité FTQ (the "Fonds") invites the media to attend its 26th Annual Meeting of Shareholders on October 2.  Management will present the year's financial results along with the organization's first sustainable development report, prepared in accordance with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guidelines and detailing its environmental and social and economic performance. 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is an international organization spearheaded by the Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies (CERES) in collaboration with the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP). 

Michel Arsenault, Chairman of the Fonds' Board of Directors and President of the FTQ, Yvon Bolduc, President and CEO of the Fonds de solidarité FTQ, René Roy, General Secretary of the FTQ and Secretary of Fonds de solidarité FTQ, and Michel Pontbriand, Executive Vice-President, Finance, of the Fonds de solidarité FTQ, will hold a press briefing after the Meeting. 

Annual Meeting of Shareholders of the Fonds de solidarité FTQ 

- Date:   

- Time:    

- Place:    

- Room:     
                           Saturday, October 2, 2010

                           2:00 p.m.

                           Fairmount Queen Elizabeth

                           900 René-Lévesque Blvd.

                           Montréal, Québec

                           Le Grand salon 

Press conference 

- Time:   

- Room:    
                       Immediately following the Annual Meeting, between 3:30 and 4:00 p.m.

                       Hochelaga 2 

Please confirm your presence to the undersigned 

For further information: 

Note: The telephone numbers provided below are for the exclusive use of journalists and other media representatives. 

Source:
Josée Lagacé

Senior Advisor, Press Relations and Communications

Fonds de solidarité FTQ

Telephone:  514 850-4835

Mobile :        514 707-5180

e.mail :         jlagace@fondsftq.com
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Le Figaro (France): Métaux rares : l'ONU pour le recyclage

29th September 2010

Le responsable du Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (Pnue) a appelé mercredi à développer le recyclage des métaux rares, indispensables pour le secteur des énergies vertes et qui ont provoqué récemment une crispation des relations entre la Chine et le Japon.

"Il existe des raisons stratégiques, environnementales ou économiques pour intégrer rapidement ces métaux dans les circuits de recyclage", a déclaré le directeur du Pnue, Achim Steiner, au cours d'une conférence de presse.

La demande de métaux rares comme le lithium et le neodymium, utilisés pour les batteries des voitures hybrides ou comme composants dans les éoliennes, s'accroît rapidement, a-t-il expliqué.

"Nous constatons la chose suivante: une très importante hausse de la demande de ces métaux rares qui sont essentiels pour l'avenir de l'industrie verte et les technologies de pointe", a-t-il poursuivi.

Or, seul 1% des métaux rares est recyclé à la fin de vie des produits qui les contiennent, tandis que la majeure partie est jetée. A l'opposé, le taux de recyclage atteint 25% à 75% pour des métaux courants comme l'acier, l'aluminium et le cuivre, selon le Pnue.

Ces métaux rares, très complexes et coûteux à extraire, se retrouvent uniquement dans quelques pays comme l'Australie, la Bolivie, la Chine, les Etats-Unis et le Venezuela.

Face à la demande croissante venant de l'industrie, les métaux rares pourraient être épuisées d'ici 30 à 40 ans, a estimé M. Steiner.
Also appears in: Romandie (France), Daily-Bourse (France)
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Espectador (Uruguay): América Latina contra la crisis climática mundial

29th September 2010

El próximo 10 de octubre, América Latina se sumará a las acciones de la Campaña 10/10/10: Día Internacional de Soluciones Climáticas, promovida por la organización internacional 350 y apoyada por el secretario general de las Naciones Unidas, Ban Ki Moon.
La Campaña 10/10/10 se celebrara en casi todos los países del planeta. Para el Día Internacional de Soluciones Climáticas se registran 4.376 eventos en 173 países, de los cuales 300 corresponden a la región de América Latina. Los mismos se desarrollarán en Argentina, Chile, Perú, Colombia, Venezuela, Uruguay, Bolivia, entre otros países. 

El objetivo de la campaña es darle voz a millones de ciudadanos que quedan marginados en las negociaciones internacionales sobre el clima, en un contexto en el cual la comunidad internacional reconoce que el cambio climático es un reto global de gran importancia, que tendrá impactos significativos y duraderos en el bienestar y el desarrollo humano pero que, al momento, no se han podido generar acuerdos contundentes para afrontar la crisis climática. 

En la región latinoamericana son diversos los fenómenos que indican el impacto que ha generado el calentamiento global. Entre ellos, están el incremento en la intensidad y frecuencia de huracanes en el Caribe, los cambios en los patrones de distribución e intensidad de precipitaciones, cambios en los niveles de temperaturas, aumento de sequías, subida del nivel del mar en los países con costa en el Atlántico Sur, reducción de los glaciares en la Patagonia y los Andes, y pérdidas en el manto de hielo de la Antártica oeste (extraído de PNUMA 2010 - GEO 3).

Estos escenarios ponen en evidencia la urgencia en acelerar acuerdos climáticos vinculantes y ambiciosos durante la próxima Conferencia de las Partes sobre Cambio Climático de Naciones Unidas (COP 16), a desarrollarse en Cancún a fines de noviembre, donde se buscará un acuerdo que sustituya al Protocolo de Kyoto, que expirará en 2012. 

En un contexto de bajas expectativas en cuanto a los resultados de esta cumbre y ante el desafío de los negociadores de mostrar al mundo que el sistema internacional puede funcionar y pueden trabajar juntos para enfrentar el cambio climático, los ciudadanos, a través de la Campaña 10/10/10 harán llegar su mensaje a los tomadores de decisiones: "Si nosotros somos capaces de poner manos la obra, ustedes también".

A continuación, algunas de las acciones que se están organizando.

En Uruguay, se realizará una actividad de concientización masiva en una concurrida feria local en donde se colocará cartelería que abordará la necesidad de implementar la eficiencia energética en los hogares. Al mismo tiempo, se enviaran mensajes de texto y correos masivos que informarán sobre las acciones globales de la Campaña 10.10.10.

En Chile se está organizando el Primer Festival de Medioambiente. El evento incluirá acciones tales como limpieza de costas, reuniones comunitarias para compartir información sobre energías renovables, instalación de paneles fotovoltaicos y turbinas eólicas, y recuperación de aceites vegetales. 

En Argentina se están previendo bicicleteadas para impulsar la utilización las mismas como transporte limpio, se realizarán talleres sobre eficiencia energética y energías renovables, se limpiaran espacios verdes, se forestará con especies nativas para la captura de dióxido de carbono (CO2), y en Ushuaia se limpiarán 13 Km. de costa durante ese día. 

En Bolivia, tendrá lugar un concierto solar (Low carbon Fest). Además, se esta trabajando en un programa denominado "Manzanas Verdes", que tiene como objetivo cambiar hábitos ambientales en todos los barrios, y se instalaran cocinas solares. 

En Colombia, se realizará intercambios de experiencias sobre hábitos sostenibles, se realizará una jornada de recuperación de espacio verde, talleres lúdicos, muestras de teatro enfocadas en la toma de conciencia sobre el cambio climático. 

En Perú, se fomentará el uso de transporte limpio en la capital y otras provincias y se elabora planes de urbanización para ciclistas para fomentar el uso del transporte en bicicleta. También se trabajará en una legislación de transporte que se presentará ante el Congreso peruano para tener mejores leyes que fomenten el transporte limpio como elemento primordial para el desarrollo sostenible. 

En Venezuela, se realizará una cadena humana para generar conciencia sobre la crisis climática, se repartirá información vinculada a eficiencia energética, se realizarán charlas con estudiantes, se presentaran ideas de acciones para colaborar en la búsqueda de soluciones climáticas, y una jornada de forestación.
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Other Environment News
AFP: Mexico floods show need for global climate pact: president
29th September 2010

Mexico's latest rash of storms and floods highlights the urgent need for a global accord on cutting greenhouse gases blamed for climate change, Mexican President Felipe Calderon said Wednesday.

Calderon told an energy forum that UN talks opening in November in Cancun, Mexico "will call for urgent attention" by all the participating countries.

Leaders need only "go see some families in Mexico who have lost everything, or parts of their homes" to flooding and storms, he added.

Since the rainy season began in May, storms have killed at least 96 people and displaced 810,000 more in Mexico. The latest deaths came in a mudslide that killed at least 16 people in Chiapas state this week.

"For us, it is absolutely clear that global warming exists," Calderon said.

"When we as developing nations say it is not for us to act but for the developed nations, we are giving the rich countries an excuse to do nothing."

Mexico is pressing for more concrete commitments on curbing emissions from countries than at the last United Nations conference in Copenhagen in 2009.

The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change meets November 29 to December 10 with an eye toward sealing an elusive climate treaty.

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

AP: China says climate talks to focus on differences
29th September 2010

China's top climate change official said Wednesday that countries have little expectation of reaching a binding climate treaty this year but instead will focus on narrowing their differences ahead of the year-end summit in Cancun.

Xie Zhenhua, vice chairman of the National Development and Reform Commission and China's lead climate official, said China aims to bring countries closer together when it hosts a weeklong U.N. climate meeting in the port city of Tianjin, the last formal negotiations ahead of the major meeting in Mexico at the end of November.

"We aim to reduce the divergence as much as possible and try to achieve positive progress so as to contribute to the progress of the Cancun conference," he said during a news conference about the Tianjin meeting, which runs Oct 4-9. "We hope all parties demonstrate an active and positive political will and, more importantly, translate political will into concrete actions."

Last year's U.N. climate summit in Copenhagen disappointed many environmentalists and political leaders when it 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 for this year have been downsized as it has become obvious that countries remain deadlocked on the same issues that scuttled last year's conference.

Given the limited time that remains, Xie said the realistic option is to work toward reaching agreement on as many areas as possible, but understand that the Mexico meeting won't produce a final document.

"It seems the Cancun conference is only part of the process of climate change negotiation. After the conference, we will continue to press ahead and try to reach a binding agreement at the South African conference next year," he said.

Xie said he hoped developed countries will "do more and do better in taking the lead in substantially reducing energy and pollutants while providing financial and technological transfer to help developing countries to increase their capacity to tackle climate change."

In turn, he said the developing nations, including major polluters like China "will do our best to increase the transparency of our measures in terms of tackling climate change and integrate our measures into global efforts."

Xie said it remains essential that China and the United States, as the world's leading carbon emitters, be fully engaged in the negotiating process. The two countries account for 40 percent of the world's total emission of greenhouse gases, which have been blamed for global warming.

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. It has also phased out hundreds of heavily polluting factories and is moving to restructure its economy.
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

AFP: 'River crisis' worsens threat of water scarcity – study
29th September 2010

The vast majority of the world's rivers are reeling from pollution, over-development and excessive extraction, and billions of dollars of investment by rich countries to avert water stress have damaged biodiversity, a study released on Wednesday said.

"Rivers around the world really are in a crisis state," said one of its authors, Peter McIntyre, a professor of Zoology at the University of Wisconsin at Madison.

The investigation, published by the journal Nature, looked at the health of the world's major rivers, assessing them for water security and the state of their wildlife.

Their probe covered 23 factors, including water extraction, types of agriculture and industry, pollution levels, habitat, wildlife, population growth and urban development.

The result makes for grim viewing.

"We find that nearly 80 percent of the world's population is exposed to high levels of threat to water security," the authors say.

Over 30 of the world's 47 largest rivers, which collectively account for half of the global runoff of freshwater, are under at least "moderate" threat, they say.

Eight of them are rated as being under very high threat in terms of water security for humans. Fourteen of them are rated as being under very high threat for biodiversity.

In contrast, the rivers of Scandinavia, Siberia, northern Canada and unsettled parts of the tropical zone in Amazonia and northern Australia have the lowest threat rating.

In rich countries, heavy investment in dams and reservoirs and diverting flows from wetlands has benefited 850 million people, reducing their exposure to extreme water scarcity by 95 percent.

But this has failed to address the cause of water stress itself and had the worst impact on wildlife, in some cases dramatically reducing habitat for aquatic species, says the paper.

"(This) underscores the necessity of limiting threats at their source instead of through costly remediation of symptoms," it says tartly.

In upper-middle income countries, investment has benefited 140 million people, reducing their risk of extreme water scarcity by 23 percent.

In developing countries, "minimal investment" in infrastructure has meant 3.4 billion people find themselves in the highest category of threat.

"Most of Africa, large areas in central Asia, and countries including China, India, Peru or Bolivia struggle with establishing basic water services like clean drinking water and sanitation," says the study.

"(They) emerge here as regions of greatest adjusted human water security threat."

Fuelling the gloom, the study says its estimates are most probably conservative. It was unable to take into account in pollution from mining or the effects on biodiversity from rising levels of pharmaceutical products in river water.

Looking into the future, it also points out that climate change is among the basket of "escalating trends" that will add to pressure on rivers and the species they nurture. 

"Without major policy and financial commitments, stark contrasts in human water security will continue to separate rich from poor," it warns.
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BBC: Water map shows billions at risk of 'water insecurity'

29th September 2010

About 80% of the world's population lives in areas where the fresh water supply is not secure, according to a new global analysis.

Researchers compiled a composite index of "water threats" that includes issues such as scarcity and pollution.

The most severe threat category encompasses 3.4 billion people.

Writing in the journal Nature, they say that in western countries, conserving water for people through reservoirs and dams works for people, but not nature.

They urge developing countries not to follow the same path.

Instead, they say governments should to invest in water management strategies that combine infrastructure with "natural" options such as safeguarding watersheds, wetlands and flood plains.

The analysis is a global snapshot, and the research team suggests more people are likely to encounter more severe stress on their water supply in the coming decades, as the climate changes and the human population continues to grow.

They have taken data on a variety of different threats, used models of threats where data is scarce, and used expert assessment to combine the various individual threats into a composite index.

The result is a map that plots the composite threat to human water security and to biodiversity in squares 50km by 50km (30 miles by 30 miles) across the world.

Changing pictures

"What we've done is to take a very dispassionate look at the facts on the ground - what is going on with respect to humanity's water security and what the infrastructure that's been thrown at this problem does to the natural world," said study leader Charles Vorosmarty from the City College of New York.

"What we're able to outline is a planet-wide pattern of threat, despite the trillions of dollars worth of engineering palliatives that have totally reconfigured the threat landscape."

Those "trillions of dollars" are represented by the dams, canals, aqueducts, and pipelines that have been used throughout the developed world to safeguard drinking water supplies.

Their impact on the global picture is striking.
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Guardian (UK): One in five plant species face extinction
29th September 2010

One in five of the world's plant species – the basis of all life on earth – are at risk of extinction, according to a landmark study published today.

At first glance, the 20% figure looks far better than the previous official estimate of almost three-quarters, but the announcement is being greeted with deep concern.

The previous estimate that 70% of plants were either critically endangered, endangered or vulnerable was based on what scientists universally acknowledged were studies heavily biased towards species already thought to be under threat.

Today the first ever comprehensive assessment of plants, from giant tropical rainforests to the rarest of delicate orchids, concludes the real figure is at least 22%. It could well be higher because hundreds of species being discovered by scientists each year are likely to be in the "at risk" category.

"We think this is a conservative estimate," said Eimear Nic Lughadha, one of the scientists at Kew Gardens in west London responsible for the project.

The plant study is also considered critical to understanding the level of threat to all the natural world's biodiversity, said Craig Hilton-Taylor of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), which runs the world's offical "red list" of threatened species. "Plants are the basis of life, and unless we know what's happening to plants it has many implications," said Hilton-Taylor.

The results will be presented to world leaders meeting at Nagoya in Japan in October to discuss the world's biodiversity crisis, along with new red lists for vertebrates and several groups of the planet's millions of invertebrate species.

"This is a base point," said Lughadha. "What we do from now is going to lead to the future of plants. We need to challenge the idea that plants are there to be exploited by us, we need to move to a system where we're nurturing plants much more carefully [and] actively taking steps to conserve them."

Politicians and conservation experts will also be told that by far the biggest threat to plants is human – rather than natural – causes, especially intensive agriculture, livestock grazing, logging and infrastructure development.

Caroline Spelman, the environment secretary, who will travel to Japan for the final talks, said the results were deeply troubling. She added: "Plant life is vital to our very existence, providing us with food, water, medicines, and the ability to mitigate and adapt to climate change."

Scientists randomly selected 7,000 species from across the major plant groups as a representative sample of the estimated 380,000-400,000 so far known to science. Of these, 3,000 were found to have too little information to begin making an proper assessment – a result that was expected and so built into the selection process.

The remaining 4,000 species were assessed and the level or risk based on a combination of the absolute number of plants estimated in the wild, the known decline, and the total area in which they are thought to live.

Of the 4,000, 63% were found to be of "least concern", 10% near threatened, 11% vulnerable, 7% endangered and 4% critically endangered. Another 5% were rated "data deficient".

The proportion of plant species deemed at-risk is similar to that of the IUCN's red list for mammals, worse than that for birds (less than 10% at-risk) and better than the number for amphibians (more than a quarter under threat).

Nearly two-thirds of threatened plant species are found in tropical rainforests, five times the proportion for the nearest other habitats – rocky areas, temperate forests and tropical dry forests. This is because of their huge density of biodiversity and the widespread risks of logging and clearance for other agriculture, said analysts.

Previously the red list for plants contained assessments for a greater number of plants – about 12,873 or 3% of known species – but was not considered representative because scientists had focused on at-risk species so that they could get attention and funding for conservation.

The assessment was done using experts and collections at the herbaria at Kew Gardens, the Natural History Museum in London and Missouri Botanical Garden in the US, plus specialist experts from the IUCN.
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Deutsche-Welle (Germany): Extinction threatens over one fifth of world's plants

29th September 2010

The world's plants are facing an extinction rate on a par with mammals. One in five plant species is at threat of dying out, says a new study released ahead of the UN's Biodiversity Summit in Japan in October.

Every fifth plant species is threatened with extinction, which means the world's plants are as much at risk of dying out as mammals, according to a study conducted by the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, together with London's Natural History Museum and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

The researchers created a portrait of the status of life on earth and how life is changing by measuring the extinction risk and biodiversity.

Called a "barometer of life," the Sampled Red List Index for Plants will serve as a baseline for the state of the world's estimated 380,000 plant species.

The study, which showed that tropical rain forests represent the most threatened habitat, was published as governments are to meet in Nagoya, Japan, in mid-October to set new targets at the United Nations Biodiversity Summit.

Risk assessment big challenge

Assessing the threat to the world's plants is a bigger challenge than that of rating threats to birds, mammals, or amphibians because there are significantly more plant species than there are birds (10,027 species), mammals (5,490 species) or amphibians (6,285 species).

In order to assess the extinction risk, the researchers took a representative sample of the world's plants in which 1,500 species were randomly selected from each of the five major groups of land plants. 

Insufficient knowledge about a third of the species in the sample left researchers unable to assess whether the plants were endangered.

While evolution and natural attrition account for some plant loss, 81 percent of the threats are manmade, including the transformation of natural habitat to agriculture, development and logging, according to Justin Moat, a researcher at the Royal Botanic Gardens Kew. 

"Plants are fundamental to life on earth, they are the base of the food chain, we depend on them for food, shelter, clean water, regulating the climate and lots more," he said, adding that a plant's extinction could have unexpected consequences.

"Think about removing or tinkering with the wrong nut in a car, it will soon end up ruined," he said.

Foundation of biodiversity

The Red List Index represents a crucial tool to monitor change in plant species, according to Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew's Director Stephen Hopper.

"Plants are the foundation of biodiversity," he said. "Their significance in uncertain climatic, economic and political times has been overlooked for far too long. In a time of increasing loss of biodiversity it is entirely appropriate to scale up our efforts."

This accelerated loss of plant species means a direct threat to mankind, UK's Environment Secretary Caroline Spelman warned.

"Plant life is vital to our very existence, providing us with food, water, medicines, and the ability to mitigate and adapt to climate change," she said.
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Independent (UK): GM maize 'has polluted rivers across the United States'
28th September 2010

An insecticide used in genetically modified (GM) crops grown extensively in the United States and other parts of the world has leached into the water of the surrounding environment.

The insecticide is the product of a bacterial gene inserted into GM maize and other cereal crops to protect them against insects such as the European corn borer beetle. Scientists have detected the insecticide in a significant number of streams draining the great corn belt of the American mid-West. 

The researchers detected the bacterial protein in the plant detritus that was washed off the corn fields into streams up to 500 metres away. They are not yet able to determine how significant this is in terms of the risk to either human health or the wider environment. 

"Our research adds to the growing body of evidence that corn crop byproducts can be dispersed throughout a stream network, and that the compounds associated with genetically modified crops, such as insecticidal proteins, can enter nearby water bodies," said Emma Rosi-Marshall of the Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies in Millbrook, New York. 

GM crops are widely cultivated except in Britain and other parts of Europe. In 2009, more than 85 per cent of American corn crops were genetically modified to either repel pests or to be tolerant to herbicides used to kill weeds in a cultivated field. 

The GM maize, or corn as it is called in the US, has a gene from the bacterium Bacillus thuriengensis (Bt) inserted into it to repel the corn borer beetle. The Bt gene produces a protein called Cry1Ab which has insectidical properties. 

The study, published in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Science, analysed 217 streams in Indiana. The scientists found 86 per cent of the sites contained corn leaves, husks, stalks or cereal cobs in their channels and 13 per cent contained detectable levels of the insectidical Cry1Ab proteins. 

"The tight linkage between corn fields and streams warrants further research into how corn byproducts, including Cry1Ab insecticidal proteins, potentially impact non-target ecosystems, such as streams and wetlands," Dr Rosi-Marshall said. 

All of the stream sites with detectable insecticidal proteins were located within 500 metres of a corn field. The ramifications are vast just in Iowa, Illinois, and Indiana, where about 90 per cent of the streams and rivers – some 159,000 miles of waterways – are also located within 500 metres of corn fields. 

After corn crops are harvested, a common agricultural practice is to leave discarded plant material on the fields. This "no-till" form of agriculture minimises soil erosion, but it then also sets the stage for corn byproducts to enter nearby stream channels.
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Guardian (UK): Back Biodiversity 100, save our wildlife

29th September 2010

The Convention on Biological Diversity is next week in Japan, and to press governments into action, not platitudes, about preserving wildlife, here is the list of 26 actions you helped compile. But there is still work to be done
In less than a month, unless we can rouse sufficient public indignation to avert it, a widespread suspicion that humanity is incapable of looking after this planet will be confirmed. The world's governments will meet at Nagoya in Japan to discuss the catastrophic decline of the world's wildlife. The outcome is expected to be as tragic and as stupid as the collapse of last year's climate talks in Copenhagen.

We cannot accept this. We cannot stand back and watch while the wonders of this world are sacrificed to stupidity and short-termism. So, a few weeks ago, the Guardian launched the Biodiversity 100 campaign to prod governments into action. We asked the public and some of the world's top ecologists to help us compile a list of 100 specific tasks that will show whether or not governments are serious about protecting biodiversity. Each task would be aimed at a government among the G20 nations, and they would be asked to sign up to it at Nagoya.

The threat hanging over these talks is not the same as in Copenhagen. We anticipate no high drama, no ultimata or walkouts. The danger is not that the governments discussing the Convention on Biological Diversity will fail to agree, but that they will agree all too easily: to a set of proposals so vague, so lacking in either content or ambition that they can do nothing to address the extinction crisis facing animals and plants all over the world.

Unless something changes, governments intend to decide that wild species and wild places will not be allowed to compete with special interest groups or industrial lobbyists, however narrow their interests or perverse their desires. Wildlife doesn't fund political parties, control newspapers or threaten to take its business elsewhere. As soon as money can be made from its destruction, it goes.

The government's complacency about biodiversity is matched, so far, by the public's. Perhaps it's issue fatigue, perhaps there's a sense - as the topic doesn't receive much coverage - that someone, somewhere must be taking care of it. Well they aren't. Last week Ban Ki-moon, the UN secretary-general, admitted that the 2010 deadline for reducing the rate of biodiversity loss has been missed. In fact, as a study in Science earlier this year suggested, the commitment governments made in 2002 appears to have had no significant impact at all.

Instead of learning from this failure, they seem intent on repeating it. At last week's UN General Assembly they discussed a set of unenforceable good intentions. In effect, the new plan shifts the 2010 targets to 2020, without proposing any better means of meeting them. The world's wildlife is being washed away on a tide of platitudes.

Our campaign aimed to be a catalyst for a more effective approach. The response was big and enthusiastic, but not always relevant. The first thing our campaign exposed was how difficult it is to identify the kinds of specific, practical solutions we were asking for. Many suggestions, such curbing human population, are relevant to biodiversity loss but too general for the CBD to tackle. The second was the weakness of the connection between science and policy. Those who document the decline of wildlife haven't given much thought to government action; while governments are often shockingly ignorant of what scientists are saying.

We set a high standard. We would not accept a proposal unless it was strongly supported by scientific evidence, made a powerful contribution to conservation and required real political commitment. We decided to prioritise quality over quantity, so we have so far chosen only 26 actions. We intend to complete the list over the coming months, so please keep sending in proposals.

We hope that reading this list has the same effect on you as it has had on us: simultaneously to boil with anger over the fact that destructive behaviour so stupid and avoidable has been allowed to continue, and to feel inspired to demand that governments act. Here are a few examples of the actions we want them to take.

• We're calling on the UK government and the three devolved administrations to create a series of new marine reserves, to reverse the shocking decline in sealife caused by industrial fishing. Despite repeated warnings, our government has failed to prevent the collapse of marine ecosystems, or to introduce more than three very small marine nature reserves where fishing is prohibited.

• We're asking the governments of India and Indonesia to ban the finning of sharks at sea. Huge numbers of sharks are being caught by their fleets or in their waters solely for their fins. These are often removed while the shark is alive: the mutilated animal is then thrown overboard. Finning – which is largely sold as gourmet meat in China – is having a devastating impact on shark populations.

• We want the Russian government to change the law that it passed last year that makes it almost impossible to prosecute poachers killing tigers. They cannot be charged unless the gun is loaded – even when they are caught with a gun and a dead tiger. It could scarcely be better designed to ensure the extinction of the world's largest remaining tiger population.

• We are asking the government of Brazil to block a proposed new law that would remove the obligation to restore illegally cleared forests, and which would reduce the areas which must be set aside for conservation. Brazil has been making good progress recently on reducing forest destruction. This law would reverse it.

• We want the Australian government to stop killing dingos. At the moment, farmers there are obliged by law to kill them, even though they are threatened with extinction. This has serious impacts for the conservation of other wildlife, as dingos eat large numbers of invasive cats and foxes that destroy native fauna. Sheep and cattle can be protected from dingos without the need to kill them.

• We're asking France to take seriously its obligations to protect the brown bear population in the Pyrenees. It has allowed numbers to drop below 20 individuals – an inviable size of population – because of complaints by a small number of sheep farmers. Unless more bears are introduced to the mountains, the species will soon become extinct there. Again, there are well-tested means of protecting sheep from the bears.

Our list is by no means a complete answer to the biodiversity crisis. We do not claim that it is the definitive tally of the world's most important or pressing conservation problems. For a start, we restricted ourselves to signatories of the CBD so there are no actions for the US, for example. But all the actions have scientific support and while significant in themselves, they are also an important symbolic test of governments' resolve.

Biodiversity conservation is, or should be, all about specific action. It cannot be achieved by vague commitments. As the celebrated British ecologist Prof Sir John Lawton says: "Politicians keep talking about the threat of the loss of biodiversity. But nothing happens. Those of us who care have got to put pressure on the world's governments to stop saying one thing and doing something completely different. This campaign will make a real contribution."

We hope he's right. And we see no reason why he shouldn't be, given the recent conservation successes – Macedonia's decision to postpone its dam-building programme; Russia's vast new national parks; Ecuador's determination not to allow new oil drilling in its rainforests. But to make this campaign work, you have to get behind it. That means pestering your MP, bothering your environment minister, demanding that your government stops hiding behind platitudes and starts talking about specifics. It means insisting that they treat the world's natural wonders not as a disposable asset but as a precious charge.
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Inter Press Service: Bonaire's Resilient Reefs Offer Hope for Dying Corals

29th September 2010

Scientists are closely examining the reefs of this island just north of Venezuela to determine why it has escaped the devastation that wiped out 85 percent of the Caribbean's corals since the 1970s.

Just in the past 30 years, coral cover in the Caribbean has gone from a healthy 65 percent to perhaps 20 percent. New diseases and algae invasions have wiped out much of the corals that stretch from the southeastern U.S. state of Florida, where the coral cover is tiny, to Bonaire, where a good portion of those last 20 percent is located. The Caribbean coast of Central America is equally damaged. 

Warmer, more acidic oceans predicted for the future because of climate change are expected to wreak even more devastation on the survivors. When the water gets too warm, the corals appear to beach and then usually die. 

Though the Persian Gulf suffered a similar fate, mostly because of oil pollution, the Caribbean is by far the largest region to have lost most of its corals, which are colonies of tiny, individual animals that, like farmers, live off equally tiny algae. 

"This means millions of people are losing an abundant supply of cheap, nutritious fish," explains Andrew Bruckner, chief scientist of the Washington-based Khaled bin Sultan Living Oceans Foundation. In addition, he and other scientist say, corals are used for building materials, protection from waves and to attract tourists. 

Bonaire, in contrast, enjoys exceptionally clear water, which has made it a diving Mecca since the 1970s. In a classic virtuous circle, the local government has successfully restricted fishing to keep the fish and coral reefs in good shape and the free-spending recreational divers coming. 

Still, diseases prevalent all over the Caribbean have almost wiped out the elkhorn and staghorn corals that once carpeted Bonaire's shallowest parts, just off the beach, and provided habitat for myriad edible fish and crustaceans. 

A little deeper, many of the massive star corals, key building blocks of reefs, have suffered the same fate, but quite a few are still alive. 

On a recent morning in Bonaire, Bruckner, a coral scientist, laden with a scuba tank, a clipboard and measuring devices, wades into the water off one of Bonaire's deserted, unspoiled beaches, known to divers as Taylor Made. 

He is leading a team of a dozen colleagues on a week-long expedition to count dead and healthy corals, along with fish populations. Under water, Bruckner points to some of the last staghorns. Then we reach some giant star corals, up to six metres high, that are between 500 and 1,000 years old and he raises his thumb: they are olive green and healthy. 

A little farther, other star corals are half olive green, half brown, separated by a whitish line. It's called white plague disease, one of a family of pathologies that have decimated Caribbean corals. Bruckner gives a thumbs-down. But on many of the dead corals, he points to little lumps of live coral on the dead parts: thumbs-up again. 

Back on the pebble beach, Bruckner takes off his mask and remarks, "What we're seeing here is a reef that's suffered from disease and bleaching, but the new corals tell us the reef is rebounding fast." 

That's because there are still enough algae-eating fish around to keep the surface of the dead corals clean. It helps that there's very little rain here and that hurricanes, which damage reefs, are rare. In the rest of the Caribbean, dead coral soon are covered with algae and the coral larvae have nowhere to settle, so after a hurricane, very little grows back. 

But in Bonaire, Bruckner says far that far less degradation had occurred since 2005, when he last surveyed the island's reef, than in the rest of the Caribbean in the same period. 

Fishermen and polluters are only the most tangible killers of corals. But as the Earth gets warmer, hot-water spells wipe out entire reefs. The first major temperature spike came in 1998, and most Caribbean reefs never recovered. This year promises to be the hottest since 1998 in the Caribbean, and some coral die-offs have already been observed. 

And if warmer water, a lack of algae-eaters and pollution were not enough, there's another enemy lurking in the future: ocean acidification. As the carbon dioxide in the atmosphere has increased by a third in the past two centuries, a third of that increase has been absorbed by the oceans. The result is that ocean water is now more acidic than it was, which makes it harder for corals to build their skeletons. 

The effects are already being felt. "In the Great Barrier Reef, the calcification rate has slowed 15 percent since 1990," says Ove Hoegh-Gulberg, a coral biologist at the University of Queensland, Australia. 

"Very few corals will survive this century and they will be in very bad shape," adds Ken Caldeira of the Carnegie Institution. 

But Bruckner is more optimistic. "The historical record shows corals are pretty adaptable," he says over dinner at the divers' hotel. "If we can restrict fishing and pollution and create more marine reserves, I think we can save some of the Caribbean's coral reefs. But even if we don't, in places like the remote Pacific islands, I think the more vulnerable coral species will die off and be replaced by tougher ones. I just don't see them dying off completely."
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Thursday, 30 September, 2010
UNEP or UN in the News


Nigeria: Green Economy Shift Can Hasten Development

This Day (Nigeria) - A new publication by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has stated that intensifying investments in clean energy can accelerate the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the eight globally-agreed targets to slash poverty by 2015. A "green economy" is one that "not only improves human well-being and lessens inequality but also reduces environmental risks and ecological scarcities," the brief says, underscoring its importance in realising the MDGs.

The new publication, entitled Brief for Policymakers on the Green Economy and the Millennium Development Goals, also emphasises the interconnected nature of the eight MDGs. The publication was launched on the same day as the start of a three-day gathering at the UN, drawing scores of world leaders, seeking to assess progress made so far in achieving the MDGs. http://allafrica.com/stories/201009280253.html
 General Environment News

Namibia: EU Injects N$14 Million into CBEND

New Era (Outjo) - Combating Bush Encroachment for Namibia's Development (CBEND), a bio-energy project aimed at reducing extreme rural poverty and environmental degradation in the country has received European Union (EU) funding. The EU recently gave CBEND, which is being implemented by the Desert Research Foundation of Namibia (DRFN), N$14 million. A 250-kilowatt gasification plant will convert invader bush - acknowledged as an environmental problem in Namibia - into electricity via a wood-gasification process.

The project has the ability to supply electricity to about 200 middle-income houses. Studies indicate that approximately 26 million hectares of agricultural land are infested. This prevents the growth of useful grass species, resulting in the compaction of soils in the bush encroached areas. http://allafrica.com/stories/201009290620.html
Liberia: FDA, Communities Sign First Forest Co- Management Deal

The Informer (Monrovia) - The first ever conservation co-management agreement in Liberia has been reached between the Forestry Development Authority (FDA) and the people of Seh-Gba and Zor Communities in Nimba County. The agreement was signed at a formal ceremony in Gbapa, Yarmein District on 18 September 2010 following the demarcation of the East Nimba Nature Reserve (ENNR) in August.

Under the ENNR deal, over thirteen thousand hectares of forest land in the area will be conserved and managed by the FDA and the communities for an initial five-year period renewable to the option of the parties. The FDA and its partners have begun building the capacities of the communities to maintain and manage the park. Communities have expressed the hope that through the agreement, they will be able to improve their living condition and the lives of their children's children. http://allafrica.com/stories/201009290790.html
Uganda: Mbarara to Plant Over 1,500 Trees in Kakiika

New Vision (Kampala) - A campaign to plant over 1,500 trees in Kakiika sub-county in Mbarara district was launched recently. The Kakiika LC3 chairman, Benon Mugume, said the campaign is aimed at beautifying the environment and planting fruit trees. Mugume observed that there are over 20 bare hills in Kakiika sub-county which need tree cover. He said the campaign will focus on encouraging schools in the area to plant trees. Mugume added that individuals will also be encouraged to plant trees in their homes.

Councillors contributed money to buy the 1,000 tree species. Each councilor on Friday planted a tree at the sub-county headquarters during the launch officiated at by Jeconius Musingwire, the National Environment Management Authority (NEMA) western region focal person. http://allafrica.com/stories/201009280973.html
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G-77 calls for greater South-South cooperation

Washington Post, September 28, 2010, BY Ali Akbar Dareini

UNITED NATIONS -- Representatives from developing nations railed at the world's rich nations for failing to fulfill their commitments to increase financial aid, reiterating that developed nations are responsible for challenges like global warming that the poorer nations are now grappling with. 

Members of the Group of 77 called Tuesday for better cooperation amongt the world's developing nations and joint action on global challenges such as climate change, food security and poverty to promote their own interests. 

Egyptian Foreign Minister Ahmed Aboul Gheit complained that developing countries aren't getting enough aid and don't have the economic clout they deserve. 

The "core of the problem," Gheit said, is the "lack of adequate funding as a result of the failure of many developed countries to fulfill their financial commitments." 

The Group of 77, which unites 132 mainly developing countries - most of them in the Southern Hemisphere - and China, held a daylong meeting at U.N. headquarters where the chairmanship was handed from Yemen to Argentina. 

Undersecretary-General Sha Zukang, who oversees economic and social affairs, pointed to the accelerating degradation of the environment and continuing lack of consensus in the international community on how to deal with climate change. 

"Against this backdrop of the multiple crises ... the leadership role of the Group of 77 has never become more important," he said. 

General Assembly President Joseph Deis said the G-77 represents almost two-thirds of the U.N. member states and is "increasingly being recognized as emerging economic powers." 

Deis called for global action to address the challenges and threats a more interdependent world is increasingly facing, including the financial crisis and climate change. 

Yemeni Foreign Minister Abubakr al-Qirbi, the outgoing G-77 president, said climate change was an urgent challenge for the group because it "threatens not only our societies' developmental prospects but also their very existence." 

Al-Qirbi said cooperation among developing countries has increased "in importance and scope," but compliments rather than substitutes cooperation with developed countries. 

Fifth of world’s plants endangered: global study

Reuters, September 29, 2010, BY Kate Kelland

(Reuters) - One in five of the world's 380,000 plant species is threatened with extinction and human activity is doing most of the damage, according to a global study published on Wednesday.

Scientists from Britain's Botanic Gardens at Kew, London's Natural History Museum and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), found that more than 22 percent of species were endangered, critically endangered or vulnerable.

"The single greatest threat is conversion of natural habitats to agricultural use, directly impacting 33 percent of threatened species," the report said.

The findings were released ahead of a United Nations summit scheduled for mid-October in Nagoya, Japan where governments are due to set new targets for trying to conserve more of the world's plants and animals.

"We cannot sit back and watch plant species disappear -- plants are the basis of all life on earth, providing clean air, water, food and fuel. All animal and bird life depends on them and so do we," said Stephen Hopper, Kew's director.

The scientists used data analyzed in a five-year study to draw up what they called a "Sampled Red List Index for Plants" which will be added to a series of IUCN "Red Lists" that are designed to help monitor the changing status of the world's major groups of plants, fungi and animals.

As this was the first time a global analysis of the threat to the world's plants had been undertaken, the scientists said it would serve as a baseline to measure conservation efforts.

The study found that agriculture, development, logging, and using land for livestock were among the main reasons plant species were being threatened.

The worst-hit areas were tropical forests such as rainforests in Brazil, it said.

"Present day human activities are pushing more plants toward extinction, but if the world's governments take the right steps ... we do have the potential to safeguard plant life and the creatures that depend on it," said Steve Bachman, a plant conservation analyst at Kew.

The study included about 7,000 plant species drawn from five major groups.

Both common and rare plants species were assessed to try to give an accurate picture of how plants were faring around the world, the scientists said at a briefing for reporters.

Researchers studied a random sample of about 1,500 species from each group, since assessing the threat to all the world's estimated 380,000 plant species would be too enormous a task, they said.

By comparison to the vast plant world, experts estimate there are about 10,00 species of birds, 5,500 species of mammals and 6,300 species of amphibians.

"The diversity of plants underpins all life on earth, so it is sobering that our own species is threatening the survival of many thousands of plant species," said Neil Brummitt, a botanical diversity researcher at the Natural History Museum.

"We've set the baseline. Now we need to all work together to safeguard not only the future of plants but the future of ourselves."

Scientists should be smarter about finding missing species: study

Globe and Mail, September29, 2010, BY David Fogarty

More than a third of mammal species considered extinct or missing have been rediscovered, a study says, and a lot of effort is wasted in trying to find species that have no chance of being found again. Species face an accelerated rate of extinction because of pollution, climate change, habitat loss and hunting and that this rate of loss is putting ecosystems and economies at ever greater risk, according to the United Nations.

Researchers at the University of Queensland in Australia said a greater understanding of patterns of extinction could channel more resources to finding and protecting species listed as missing before it’s too late.

“In the past people have been very happy to see individual species found again but they haven’t looked at the bigger picture and realized that it’s not random,” said university research fellow Diana Fisher, lead author of the study.

Ms. Fisher and her colleague Simon Blomberg studied data on rediscovery rates of missing mammals to see if extinction from different causes is equally detectable. They also wanted to see which factors affected the probability of rediscovery.

They found that species affected by habitat loss were much more likely to be misclassified as extinct or to remain missing than those affected by introduced predators and diseases.

“It is most likely that the highest rates of rediscovery will come from searching for species that have gone missing during the twentieth century and have relatively large ranges threatened by habitat loss,” they say in the report in the Proceedings of the Royal Society B journal.

The United Nations hosts a major meeting in Japan next month at which countries are expected to agree on a series of 2020 targets to combat the extinctions of plants and animals key to providing clean air and water, medicines and crops.

“Conservation resources are wasted searching for species that have no chance of rediscovery, while most missing species receive no attention,” the authors say, pointing to efforts to try to find the Tasmanian tiger.

The last known living Tasmanian tiger, marsupial hunter the size of a dog, died in 1936 in a zoo.

Ms. Fisher told Reuters efforts to find missing species have led to success stories of animals and plants being rediscovered and the creation of protection programs.

But the rediscoveries barely make a dent in the rate of species loss overall, Ms. Fisher said.

“The number of additions every year outweighs the number of that have been redisovered. There’s still an accelerating rate of extinctions every year of mammals.”

Scotiabank signs UN Global Compact, commits to United Nations Business Operations Standards

Yahoo News, September 29, 2010

ORONTO, Sept. 29 /CNW/ - Scotiabank today announced it has signed the UN Global Compact, a commitment to uphold and protect human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption standards through business practices. With its signing, Scotiabank becomes the first Canadian-based financial institution to adopt the UN standards in its international day-to-day operations, and organizational culture.

"Scotiabank is proud to collaborate with the United Nations to foster development across the globe," said Rick Waugh, President and CEO, Scotiabank. "The tenets of the UN Global Compact are strategies we currently employ throughout our global operations and we are pleased to join the many organizations who believe, as we do, that ethical business operation standards are the only way to encourage global development."

Under the four categories - human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption - the UN Global Compact details a set of ten principles to which organizations voluntarily adhere. Please see the attached appendix for a list of the ten principles.

"As a member of the Compact, Scotiabank will share and contribute to best practices on human rights, labor practices and environmental innovations," said Rob Pitfield, Group Head and Executive Vice President, International Banking, Scotiabank. "Scotiabank continues to develop its social and environmental responsibility programs, and our membership in the UN Global Compact will allow us to collaborate with like-minded organizations."

As a signatory, Scotiabank will complete an annual Communication on Progress (CoP) submission, demonstrating its progress in working towards the Compact's ten principles.

Scotiabank joins more than 55 Canadian companies in signing the UN Global Compact. For the Bank, this commitment complements its overall Corporate Social Responsibility platform. The Bank focuses on five key areas where it can make a difference: corporate governance, employees, customers, environment and communities.

Canada urged to contribute to Ecuador fund to prevent Amazon oil drilling

Canada.com, September 27, 2010, BY Steven Edwards

UNITED NATIONS — Ecuador won strong new United Nations backing Monday as the South American country pushed for rich countries to give it as much as $3.6 billion in exchange for not drilling for oil in the Amazon.

Canada is among countries the UN and Ecuador are targeting to contribute to a fund that the Ecuadorean government says it will spend on alleviating poverty and development of "renewable" energy sources, such as wind and solar power.

The UN says the cash would enable the preservation of the Yasuni National Park — a million-hectare tropical rainforest at the intersection of the Andes, the Amazon and the equator.

The region is home to various indigenous tribes who live in isolation and hundreds, if not thousands, of different species of trees and plants.

UNESCO, the UN's educational, scientific and cultural agency, declared the park a world biosphere reserve in 1989.

But Yasuni also sits on top of Ecuador's largest proven heavy crude reserves, estimated at 846 million barrels.

Addressing the UN General Assembly on Monday, Lenin Moreno Garces, Ecuador's vice-president, spoke of the "generosity" of the Ecuadorean people, saying the country could make twice as much money if it were to exploit the reserves.

He argued that handing over the cash would give the world a chance to "assess the value of lifestyle of the Amazon peoples" while saving the atmosphere from being filled with 407 million tonnes of temperature-raising carbon dioxide if the oil were burned.

"Ecuador has decided not to receive 50 per cent of the potential income that oil will generate just as long as the international community makes a similar effort to our own," said Moreno.

"I call on our fellow countries across the world — especially the industrialized countries — to support the Yasuni Initiative," which is focused on three oilfields on the park's eastern boundary.

At a news conference, Moreno signalled that the rich countries have the "greatest responsibility" for contributing to the fund — and warned that if Ecuador does not get the money, it would begin drilling.

"By the end of 2011, if we haven't received at least $100 million, we will have to go to Plan B and extract the oil," Moreno said.

He also raised the spectre of environmental damage should there be an accident, giving the example of the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico as evidence "you can never be certain there's not going to be contamination."

"The lower part of the Amazon forest is swampy ground and you could imagine (the) ecological disaster (that) would (result)."

But he vowed that Ecuador would "employ the very latest technology" to minimize any ecological damage.

An agreement Ecuador signed in August 2009 with the UN's Development Program says donors could have 13 years to pay the entire contribution.

"There is nothing around this wonderful decision taken by the people of Ecuador and the government that is not wonderful," gushed Rebeca Grynspan, UNDP associate administrator, who signed the agreement on behalf of the UN agency.

"We are totally convinced in UNDP that the sustainable development, environment and climate change are totally interlinked with the objectives of poverty eradication and human development," she added.

Grynspan insisted that Ecuador was contributing $3.6 billion to the fund — even though the amount was only on paper as "revenue that they are foregoing."

She also spoke of Ecuador's "guarantees" that a future Ecuadorean government would not exploit the oil after donors hand over the $3.6 billion — expressing UNDP's confidence in certificates Ecuador plans to issue that promise refunds in the event of drilling.

But not only do the certificates say that any money would be returned without interest, many donor countries may be wary of their worth given Ecuador defaulted on international bonds in 1999 and 2008.

Canada is contributing to other climate-change initiatives, and "isn't in a position" to give directly to the Yasuni fund, said Meredith McDonald, spokeswoman for Peter Kent, secretary of state for foreign affairs of the Americas.

But while some critics have charged the scheme is little more than an innovative way to effect a major cash transfer from the developed to developing world, environmental activists in many Western countries are lobbying for their respective governments to participate.

Moreno said Ecuador intends to "follow up on commitments" from Belgium, Spain, Italy, Turkey and China, while Chile had already made a "symbolic" contribution of $100,000.

But he said Germany, while initially enthusiastic, had presented Ecuador with a series of questions about the certificates of guarantee.

"We think it's an innovative approach," said a spokesman with the German mission to the UN. "There is no decision yet, but talks are going on."

 General Environment News

Tracking clouds to predict solar bounty

NY Times, September 29, 2010, BY John Collins Rudolf

Solar power is clean, renewable and increasingly competitive with traditional energy sources, particularly in hot, dry areas with long periods of uninterrupted sunshine.

But in areas with lots of sunshine but also plenty of clouds, like Hawaii or Florida, the amount of solar power available at any one time can be about as predictable as the arrival of an afternoon thunderstorm.

So as solar plants scale up in size and play an increasingly large role in utility-scale generation, solar researchers are testing ways to iron out some of these uncertainties.

To get a better sense of how a constantly shifting mix of clouds and sun affects power production, researchers from Sandia National Laboratories have developed a sensor system that attaches to photovoltaic panels, tracking cloud activity and transmitting data wirelessly at one-second intervals. The system is gathering data at the 1.2-megawatt La Ola solar farm on the Hawaiian island of Lanai. 

“Our goal is to get to the point where we can predict what’s going to happen at larger scale plants as they go toward hundreds of megawatts,” Scott Kuzmaul, a researcher with the project, said in a statement from Sandia Labs.

Another group of researchers, from the University of California at Merced, have embarked on a similar project with funds from the federal stimulus package. The grant, announced earlier this year, will be used to develop a network of sensors to collect data on solar irradiance and to track cloud cover, water vapor and carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, all of which can affect the amount of sunlight reaching solar cells.

Health advocates urge EPA regulation of greenhouse gases
The Hill, September 28, 2010, BY Mike Lillis

Labeling climate change "a serious public health issue," more than 100 leading health advocates called on Washington policymakers this week to allow the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to regulate greenhouse gas emissions. 

The advocates — including 18 national public health organizations, 66 state-based groups and dozens of individual medical experts — urged lawmakers to "recognize the threat to public health posed by climate change and to support measures that will reduce these risks."

"In order to prepare for changes already under way, it is essential to strengthen our public health system so it is able to protect our communities from the health effects of heat waves, wildfires, floods, droughts, infectious diseases, and other events," the advocates wrote Tuesday to House, Senate and White House policymakers. "But we must also address the root of the problem, which means reducing the emissions that contribute to climate change." 

Endorsing the letter were the American College of Preventive Medicine, the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Lung Association and the American Medical Association, among a long list of others.

The letter is part of a wider campaign to protect EPA’s authority, which has become a top priority for environmentalists now that broad climate change legislation has collapsed on Capitol Hill. 

Green groups and public health advocates are fighting Sen. Jay Rockefeller’s (D-W.Va.) bill that would delay looming emissions rules for power plants, refineries and other industrial facilities for two years. Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-Nev.) has signaled his intent to bring up Rockefeller’s bill this year. 

In a 2007 decision, the Supreme Court ruled that greenhouse gases qualify as pollutants under the Clean Air Act, empowering the EPA to regulate carbon emissions from vehicles, power plants and a host of other sources.

The Obama administration has signaled its intent to do just that, but the idea has run into a buzzsaw of criticism on Capitol Hill, where lawmakers of both parties say the move would hike energy costs and destroy jobs. Republicans and Democrats representing fossil-fuel-heavy regions have been particular opposed to the concept.

Ben Geman contributed.
Health groups lobby for EPA greenhouse gas rules

USA Today, September 28, 2010

Leading U.S. health groups urged Congress Tuesday to allow the Environmental Protection Agency to move ahead with its new rules for reducing greenhouse gas emissions, which industry groups are challenging.

"We urge you to fully support the EPA in fulfilling its responsibilities," they said in a joint letter, arguing its regulations are paramount to the health of "children, older adults, those with serious health conditions and the most economically disadvantaged."

The signers include 18 national public health organizations and 66 state-level health groups and experts in 36 states. Among them are the American Public Health Association, American Nurses Association, American Academy of Pediatrics, American Medical Association and American Lung Association.

Yet the EPA's rules, which would require cuts in emissions from factories, coal mines, power plants and other facilities beginning in January, have run into fierce opposition. Earlier this month, Texas asked a federal court to block the new regulations as did a separate court filing by an industry coalition led by the National Association of Manufacturers, which argued the rules would cost "hundreds of millions of dollars in administrative costs and delays."

Health groups are painting global warming as a dire public health threat. "The challenges we face as a result of global climate change are unprecedented in human history," said Nancy Hughes, director of the American Nurse Association's Center for Occupational and Environmental Health. She said health providers already see more "heat-related illnesses; accidents and injuries from extreme weather events...and a rise in environmentally linked illnesses such as West Nile and dengue fever."

Republicans blitz Obama over EPA’s “anti-industrial” regulations
NY Times, September 28, 2010, BY Robin Bravender & Gabriel Nelson (Greenwire)

With the November midterm election nearing, Republicans in Congress are focusing their fire on U.S. EPA, describing the agency's regulations on greenhouse gases and air pollution as the product of a "job-killing" Obama administration. 

Oklahoma Sen. James Inhofe, the top Republican on the Environment and Public Works Committee, has put together a laundry list of grievances about the agency's regulatory agenda. His report, which will be released this afternoon, is the latest in a series of screeds from Inhofe, who previously investigated the "Climategate" controversy and issued a report accusing the Obama administration of bungling its response to the Gulf of Mexico oil spill. 

"Unfortunately, the Obama EPA favors bureaucracy and heavy-handed intervention more than jobs and growth," says a draft of the new report that was reviewed by Greenwire. "In many cases, outmoded provisions of the [Clean Air Act] are no longer tools to achieve clean air, but blunt instruments for EPA to enact anti-industrial policies." 

The report tallies potential job losses and economic impacts from the agency's new greenhouse gas regulations, emissions standards for cement plants, proposed emissions rules for industrial boilers and the proposed tightening of the ozone standard. 

Inhofe struck a populist tone this morning while previewing the report in an interview with conservative talk show host Ed Morrissey. 

"All this silly stuff that they're doing over at the EPA costs money," Inhofe said, "and it disadvantages the poor more than anybody else." 

In at least one regard, the Obama EPA has been less bureaucratic than its predecessor, an agency spokesman said in a statement. 

During the first year of Obama's presidency, EPA proposed or finalized about 80 rules. That rate, which has continued in 2010, is lower than the average of 130 regulatory changes per year over the last four years of the George W. Bush administration. 

EPA has not yet received Inhofe's report, the spokesman said, "but the doomsday predictions we hear now are the same sort we have heard every time EPA has taken any step to implement the laws that Congress wrote to protect Americans from pollution in the air we breathe and the water we drink." 

Inhofe is not the only congressional Republican attacking the Obama administration's environmental policies in the run-up to the November election. 

Senate Democrats last night fended off efforts from retiring Sen. Kit Bond (R-Mo.) to bring up for a vote a bill from West Virginia Democrat Jay Rockefeller that would prevent EPA from regulating greenhouse gases from stationary sources for two years. Senate Majority Whip Dick Durbin (D-Ill.) objected to Bond's request for unanimous consent to begin debate on it (E&E Daily, Sept. 28). 

"It's disappointing that Democrats again blocked bipartisan action to protect the American people from the backdoor national energy tax coming in the form of new job-killing carbon regulations from EPA," Bond said in a statement. 

The Missouri Republican said he wanted the measure to be considered before the chamber is expected to recess later this week until after the November elections. He and other opponents of EPA climate rules have vowed to use all available legislative vehicles to block or delay EPA climate regulations, which are slated to kick in on Jan. 2, 2011. 

The co-chairs of the House Rural America Solutions Group are planning a forum tomorrow titled "The EPA's assault on rural America: How new regulations and proposed legislation are stifling job creation and economic growth." The panel discussion, led by the ranking members of the House Agriculture, Small Business and Natural Resources committees will discuss how a range of agency rules affect rural communities. 

EPA backers gird for battle 

Supporters of the Obama administration's climate rules, meanwhile, are preparing to defend EPA's authority to regulate heat-trapping emissions under the Clean Air Act. 

In a letter (pdf) sent today to White House officials and members of Congress, a coalition of national and state health groups urged lawmakers to oppose efforts to thwart EPA climate regulations. The letter was signed by groups including the American Medical Association, the American Lung Association, the American Public Health Association, and dozens of other groups and health professionals. 

"The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is responsible for protecting the public's health from climate change, and we urge you to fully support the EPA in fulfilling its responsibilities," the groups wrote. "We also urge opposition to any efforts to weaken, delay or block the EPA from protecting the public's health from these risks." 

Retired military leaders and veterans are also lobbying lawmakers this week to oppose efforts to stymie EPA climate rules, arguing that inaction on climate change poses a serious risk to national security. Veterans organized by Operation Free -- a coalition of veterans and national security organizations that advocate clean energy -- are urging senators from Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin and Minnesota to oppose congressional efforts to block EPA regulations. 

"Veterans like me are furious at the U.S. Senate's attempt to hamstring the Environmental Protection Agency and ignore the advice of our military and security leaders," said Jonathan Powers, an Iraq war veteran and former U.S. Army captain who is now chief operating officer of the Truman National Security Project. "This isn't a political issue; this is a question of American security." 

Obama promises to push climate change policies “in chunks” next year

ClimateWire, September 29, 2010, BY Evan lehmann & Christa Marshall

President Obama's newest pledge to resume an "urgent priority" on climate change next year could mark a new direction by Democrats that veers away from the politically hazardous effort to cut the bulk of national carbon emissions in one sprawling measure.

An umbrella carbon policy failed despite a two-year attempt by the Democratic majority. Bite-size bills on electric cars, natural gas trucks and utility carbon caps might be reflective of a new strategy by Obama as he approaches midterm elections that promise to add Republican muscle to Congress.

"One of my top priorities next year is to have an energy policy that begins to address all facets of our overreliance on fossil fuels," Obama said in a wide-ranging interview published online yesterday by Rolling Stone.

"We may end up having to do it in chunks, as opposed to some sort of comprehensive omnibus legislation," he added. "But we're going to stay on this because it is good for our economy, it's good for our national security, and, ultimately, it's good for our environment."

The adjustment would replace legislative efforts to design mega-climate bills packed with things like energy efficiency provisions, renewable power incentives, nuclear loan guarantees and complex cap-and-trade systems covering three economic sectors: utilities, manufacturers and transportation.

It became clear this summer that a contingent of Senate Democrats and most Republicans would bristle at the loaded measure, even though it reflected a successful approach in the House a year earlier, of which Obama said: "It wasn't perfect, but it was serious."

The Senate never got close to voting on the climate bill, introduced by Sens. John Kerry (D-Mass.) and Joe Lieberman (I-Conn.).

The president's new approach has similarities to the cap-and-trade backup plan that emerged from the frayed "economywide" effort. Representatives of the electric power industry, environmentalists and Senate aides scrambled this summer to find agreement on a narrower approach: capping just utility emissions.

"I think it's safe to say that time ran out on that issue," said Paul Bledsoe, a consultant with the Bipartisan Policy Center, which participated in some of the negotiations. "A utility-only cap was an idea that was never really tested in the Senate."

"There's an assumption, for some reason, that a more Republican Senate means it's less likely for climate legislation," he added. "I don't necessarily accept that. A more bipartisan Senate can lead to more organic legislation."

'I am committed'

Obama was not specific about the "chunks" of policies he would pursue. But there is no shortage of options. Bipartisan bills were introduced in the Senate seeking to ramp up electric cars, increase nuclear power and shut down the oldest coal-fired power plants.

Another element found in most comprehensive climate efforts that is gaining momentum -- a renewable electricity standard requiring utilities to provide 15 percent of their power from clean sources and efficiency -- has been introduced by Sens. Jeff Bingaman (D-N.M.) and Sam Brownback (R-Kan.).

Whatever policies the president chooses, he pledged to put the full weight of the White House behind them, something environmentalists accused him of not doing as Kerry and Lieberman scrambled to find support for their bill this year.

"Not only can I foresee it," Obama said when asked if he will put his shoulder to the legislative process, "but I am committed to making sure that we get an energy policy that makes sense for the country and that helps us grow at the same time as it deals with climate change in a serious way."

That effort will likely come with diminished Democratic numbers in both chambers, and probably with some newly elected tea party candidates in office. That could disrupt both parties' cohesiveness, making it difficult to form coalitions and pass legislation, said Eileen Claussen, president of the Pew Center on Global Climate Change.

"I don't know what kind of legislation, if any, you can get next year or even in 2012," she said. "I think the odds of getting serious stuff done legislatively are very small."

Claussen gave Obama credit for implementing landmark fuel standards in vehicles -- "That was a big deal," she said -- but she's skeptical of the president's claim, made in the interview, that the nation can achieve a 17 percent reduction in greenhouse gases by 2020 without a price on carbon.

"I'm dubious," Claussen said.

Did the recession kill climate legislation?

Fred Krupp, president of the Environmental Defense Fund, also approached the president's new pledge cautiously. He said legislative strategy won't be known until after the reshaped Congress is sworn in.

"It's very apparent that whatever is going to go forward in Congress, it will have to be done in a bipartisan basis," Krupp said. "It's too early to know what that might like look like yet without knowing who will be in Congress."

David Hawkins of the Natural Resources Defense Council is still leaning toward "one package" of climate legislation. "But legislation in chunks is better than inaction," he said in an e-mail. "Time will tell which we can get done."

Obama referenced his Energy secretary, Steven Chu, as saying the climate problem needs three solutions: energy efficiency, "some sort of pricing in carbon," and innovative technologies that don't yet exist.

The emphasis on technology -- and the public incentives that can spark the capital that's needed to drive it -- is an element generally liked by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, which can mount big opposition to, or support for, any legislative effort.

On the other hand, "Whether it's going to be a comprehensive approach or a piecemeal approach, we're going to be concerned with policies that increase cost," said Matt Letourneau, communications director of the chamber's Energy Institute.

He pointed to a renewable electricity standard as one example.

"Perhaps it's a recognition that the public wasn't ready to accept a big comprehensive cap-and-trade bill," he added of Obama's "chunks" strategy.

The president's comments sought to assuage concerns among his supporters that Democrats had not yet addressed every item on their agenda. It might also be intended to energize complacent Democratic voters at a time when low turnout on Election Day could perhaps propel Republicans to power in the House.

"During the past two years, we've not made as much progress as I wanted to make when I was sworn into office," Obama said. "It is very hard to make progress on these issues in the midst of a huge economic crisis. ... That diverted attention from what I consider to be an urgent priority [on climate change]."

But that's not the entire story.

"I think by putting other things first, meaning health care and financial regulations -- and I'm not saying they were the wrong priorities -- but by putting them first and because they were controversial and partisan, I think it made it impossible to really get to this," Claussen said of climate.

"I think we have to be honest about that."

Energy Dept. commits $1 billion to FutureGen

Washington Post, September 28, 2010, BY David Mercer
[image: image1.png]



CHAMPAIGN, Ill. -- The U.S. Department of Energy on Tuesday said it has formally committed $1 billion in federal stimulus money to the recently retooled FutureGen clean-coal project, beating a deadline to use the money or lose it and kicking off years of further work that could finally see the project completed. 

One of the companies involved, Ameren Corp., said the $1.2 billion project - which will include some private funding - still has a number of hurdles to clear. 

The Energy Department said in a news release that it has signed new deals with the FutureGen Alliance - coal companies and other business it worked with on the project for years - and with Ameren. The department has said the money needed to be committed by Sept. 30 or it would be lost. 

"Today's milestone will help ensure the U.S. remains competitive in a carbon constrained economy, creating jobs while reducing greenhouse gas pollution," Energy Secretary Steven Chu said in the release. 

But Ameren made clear that the project still has many hurdles to clear before it produces even a megawatt of power or, as it's intended to do, pumps any carbon dioxide underground for storage. 

In its news release, the company said it will spend the next nine months working with The Babcock & Wilcox Company (B&W) and Air Liquide Process & Construction Inc. on engineering and design work needed to refit Ameren's coal-fired power plant in Meredosia, Ill., with what's known as oxy-combustion technology, and on an economic analysis. 

If the project still appears to be technically and commercially sound, Ameren says it will then conduct environmental studies needed for federal environmental approval and seek changes in electric rates to recover its costs. If those steps go well, Ameren expects construction to start in 2012 and end in 2015. 

"We are excited to move forward with our partners - B&W and Air Liquide - on the next step toward building a near-zero emission facility - a generating plant that will serve as an invaluable testing ground for these critical new clean energy technologies," said Charles Naslund, president and CEO of Ameren Energy Resources Company, the holding company for Ameren. 

FutureGen Alliance CEO Ken Humphreys said he expected the project to "substantially advance the science of" capturing carbon dioxide, a greenhouse gas linked to climate change, and storing it underground rather than letting it escape into the atmosphere. 

Tuesday's announcement had been awaited since the Energy Department in August announced radical changes in the FutureGen project. Long-standing plans to build a futuristic coal plant using another technology in the eastern Illinois city of Mattoon and store carbon dioxide underground there were dropped. Instead, the agency plans to refit the Meredosia plant and store carbon dioxide at a site to be determined. 

The site is expected to be picked early next year, the Energy Department said Tuesday. 

U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin, the Illinois Democrat who has backed the project, said Tuesday's announcement - even with the remaining steps that must be taken - is a sure sign FutureGen will be built. 

"If there was any remaining question as to whether FutureGen is really coming to Illinois, today we have the answer," Durbin said. 

Obama’s climate push for 2011

Washington Post, September 28, 2010, BY Juliet Eilperin

President Obama hasn't given up on climate and energy legislation altogether, according to a new Rolling Stone interview. He's just going to try for base hits.

In an Oval Office interview with the magazine's editor, Jann Wenner, Obama said he would make passage of "an energy policy that begins to address all facets of our over-reliance on fossil fuels" one of his "top priorities" for 2011.

"We may end up having to do it in chunks, as opposed to some sort of comprehensive
omnibus legislation. But we're going to stay on this because it is good for our economy, it's good for our national security, and, ultimately, it's good for our environment," he said.

While Obama has identified reducing greenhouse gases and promoting renewable energy as among his top priorities in the past, the administration failed to make a major push in the Senate on legislation after the House passed a comprehensive bill authored by House Energy and Commerce Committee Chairman Henry Waxman (D-Calif.) and Rep. Edward J. Markey (D-Mass.), who chairs the panel's subcommittee on energy and the environment.

The House bill passed on a largely party-line vote, and its backers in the Senate failed to win over any GOP support for a cap on carbon after Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) walked away from negotiations with Sens. John F. Kerry (D-Mass.) and Joseph I. Lieberman (I-Conn.) this spring.

"During the past two years, we've not made as much progress as I wanted to make when I was sworn into office," the president said. "It is very hard to make progress on these issues in the midst of a huge economic crisis."

But when Wenner asked Obama if he would launch a lobbying campaign similar to the one on behalf of health care last year, the president replied: "Yes. Not only can I foresee it, but I am committed to making sure that we get an energy policy that makes sense for the country and that helps us grow at the same time as it deals with climate change in a serious way."

Whether Republicans will sign off on such a program if they make serious gains in November, even if it's done in small "chunks," remains to be seen.

A push to corral methane gas

NY times, September 29, 2010, BY Leslie Kaufman

On Friday, Lisa P. Jackson, the head of the Environmental Protection Agency, will be in Mexico City seeking to ramp up international efforts to reduce industrial and agricultural emissions of methane gas.

Methane is often overlooked as a greenhouse gas. Although there is significantly less methane in the atmosphere than carbon dioxide, it is thought to be more than 20 times more potent in trapping heat in the short run. The E.P.A. estimates that it may be responsible for up to one-third of human-induced climate change. Among the sources adding methane to the atmosphere are leaking gas pipelines, coal mines, cattle and sheep, and animal wastes.

The good news, however, is that methane can be much easier and less expensive to contain than carbon dioxide emissions. Since 2004, the United States has been part of something known as the Methane to Markets Partnership, a 38-country agreement to reduce methane emissions worldwide through cost-effective technologies. 

Now the United States and Mexico are trying to get all those countries to sign onto an expanded agreement called the Global Methane Management Initiative. The agreement would increase the number of economic sectors covered by reduction efforts and the amount of money and planning assistance that richer, more technically advanced nations provide to needier ones. 

The E.P.A. has pledged $50 million over five years toward the new goal. The question for Friday, when the nations meet in Mexico City to discuss the proposal, is what will other nations will promise to give.

“We could make real progress on this quickly,” said Rafe Pomerance, a senior fellow with Clean Air-Cool Planet, a a nonprofit group dedicated to finding and promoting solutions to global warming “This is the most hopeful global climate initiative since Copenhagen.”

For U.S. wildlife, a climate change blueprint

NY Times, September 27, 2010, BY Leslie Kaufman

New efforts to measure what warming temperatures are doing to forests, streams and animals at a regional level are at the core of a strategic plan by the Fish and Wildlife Service to respond to the effects of climate change.

The service said Monday that it had created a scientific team charged with identifying animals that are particularly vulnerable to climate change — not only obviously susceptible cold-weather species like polar bears and walruses, but also animals less visibly at risk like the wolverine, for example. 

The service said it would also be working with eight new climate stations run by the United States Geological Survey that will take detailed measurements of how local ecologies are changing as global temperatures rise. The new centers, three of which are already active, will measure things like changes in snow pack, soil moisture and stream temperatures — seemingly small details that can mean life and death to some creatures. 

In addition, the Fish and Wildlife Service said it was working with partners to establish the first generation of landscape conservation cooperatives, 21 in all. The idea behind the cooperatives, which are to include land managers for other federal and state agencies, is to prepare resource managers so they can be better equipped to deal with changing conditions on the landscape. 

For example, the units will be charged with identifying undeveloped land near that coast that could become coastal wetlands in the future as sea levels rise and with creating land corridors so that endangered wildlife can migrate northward unimpeded as temperatures inch up.

Some environmental advocates said that the agency’s report, while poetic and accurate in assessing the threats to the natural world, was short on enforcement. “It really lacks program specifics,” William Snape, a senior counsel with the Center for Biological Diversity, said of the report. “It has sobering analysis, but what they are actually going to do about habitat loss besides studying it is unclear.”

Defending the plan, David T. Eisenhauer, a spokesman for the agency, said, “In some cases where you have habitat that is already vanishing, knowing how the climate is changing, the service feels it can identify and conserve habitat that will be needed in the future.” 

“This is using a scientific foundation to plan for the future,” Mr. Eisenhauer said.

The 21st century gold rush: pursuit of renewable energy

Reuters, September 29, 2010, BY Shari Shapiro

The Wild West is alive and well, and in New Jersey. 

I have a client there who consults with farmers who own wide swaths of land and with renewable energy companies that are looking to develop solar farms on that land. He describes the phenomenon as a "land grab," where the renewable energy companies are trying to tie up the land available for large scale renewable projects, and landowners are trying to find the best deal. 

The land grab is fueled, in part, by the favorable incentives New Jersey provides for solar projects, and a renewable energy portfolio standard of 22.5 percent by compliance year 2020-2021.

California -- the site of the original Gold Rush -- is primed to see another one. On September 23, California regulators raised the state's renewable energy portfolio standard, the requirement that power companies obtain a certain percentage of their power from renewable sources, to 33 percent by 2020. California's renewable energy portfolio standard was already 20 percent. 

The fever for gold in them there hills (and valleys and rooftops) could soon spread nationwide.  Senators Jeff Bingaman (D-N.M.), Sam Brownback (R-Kan.), Byron Dorgan (D-N.D.), Susan Collins (R-Maine), Tom Udall (D-N.M.) and Mark Udall (D-Colo.) introduced the Renewable Electricity Promotion Act, also on September 23, which would: 

install a renewable portfolio standard (or renewable electricity standard, in D.C. parlance) requiring states to generate at least 15 percent of their electricity from renewable sources by 2021. . .

 DSIRE has a nice map with all the portfolio standards for states nationwide.

What does this mean? 

Where green buildings are concerned, higher renewable energy portfolio standards will mean that utilities are looking for additional sources of renewable energy, so it will pay for large scale projects like big box stores, hospitals and manufacturing facilities to incorporate solar into their designs.

Also, because the real estate market has been largely dead for big projects, open space that might have once been yet another shopping mall or housing development may be more likely to go to solar farms and other large-scale renewable energy projects. 

But, optioning land for renewable energy projects does not mean that all the renewable energy potential will be realized.  For example, Goldman Sachs, no stranger to the speculation business, has tied up land in Nevada for solar farming:

A Goldman Sachs & Co. subsidiary with no solar background has claims with the BLM on nearly half the land for which applications have been filed, but no firm plan for any of the sites.

For the policy makers, the key will be to incentivize projects coming to fruition, not to facilitate pyramid-type schemes of tying up land with the hopes of flipping it later to developers of power projects. The task is to spur the growth of the renewables market without creating a solar bubble in the process.


Shari Shapiro, J.D., LEED AP, is an associate with Obermayer Rebmann Maxwell & Hippel LLP in Philadelphia. Shari heads the company's green building initiative. She also writes about green building and the law on her blog a www.greenbuildinglawblog.com, where this post originally appeared.

NYC to curb water runoff with blue and green roofs

Planet Ark, September 29, 2010, BY Joan Gralla

New York City wants to catch and store rainwater temporarily in new roof systems to stop heavy storms sending sewage spilling into city waterways.

The catchment systems would consist of "blue" roofs that have a series of drainage pools and "green" or grass- or ivy-covered roofs, under a plan unveiled by Mayor Michael Bloomberg.

Bloomberg estimates the city could save $2.4 billion over 20 years if the state allows it to use this kind of green technology instead of relying on so-called grey infrastructure, such as storage tanks and tunnels.

"Our PlaNYC goal of making 90 percent of City waterways suitable for recreations requires us to do more, and that means reducing the combined sewer overflows that have plagued the City for decades," Bloomberg said in a statement.

During heavy storms, the city's 14 wastewater treatment plants turn into major polluters. That is because much of the city's water system was built 150 years ago when it was common practice to let rainwater drain into the sewage system.

To prevent treatment plants from flooding, bypasses kick in when there are major rainfalls, spewing sewage into harbors, canals and rivers.

New York City could capture an inch of rain in 10 percent of the older neighborhoods by using a variety of green methods, such as rain barrels and porous parking lots. Sidewalks could be planted with strips of greenery which also could absorb rainwater and release it slowly.

Bloomberg said his strategy could reduce sewer overflows into waterways by 40 percent by 2030. It also would curb increases in water bills paid by businesses and residents.

Now in his third term, Bloomberg has progressed from banning smoking in restaurants in his first terms to unveiling PlaNYC in his second term, which aims to cut the city's carbon emissions, and cleanse its air and water by 2030.

Should the state reject the city's new green water strategy, New York City will have to spend $6.8 billion to fix the decades-old problem of flooded treatment plants, he said.

(Editing by Andrew Hay)

TRANSPORTATION: Senate panel mulls need for innovative financing for green transport
E&E Daily, September 29, 2010, BY Jason Plautz

The country needs high-speed rail, livability programs and other sustainable forms of transportation, but those can only be achieved with innovative and increased government funding mechanisms, the Obama administration said yesterday at a Senate hearing.

Testifying before the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee, Roy Kienitz, undersecretary for policy at the Department of Transportation, said the government should continue to break out of the traditional funding model with schemes like an infrastructure bank, sustainability grants and credit forwarding. That, he said, was the only way to advance the department's aims of economic competitiveness, safety, good repair, livability and environmental sustainability.

"If we want to achieve these goals, we need to be able to direct our transportation funds toward whichever mode of transportation -- or combination of modes -- can most effectively achieve them," Kienitz said. "So we need to step away from the traditional stovepiped approach to transportation funding."

Committee members of both parties also expressed support for finding new ways to fund large transportation and infrastructure projects, particularly by expanding the Transportation Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act (TIFIA) loan program. Chairwoman Barbara Boxer (D-Calif.) said she has been looking at making changes to the program, which helps local and state governments leverage transportation resources through loans and loan guarantees.

"In these difficult economic times, it is more important than ever to look for tools that can stretch the resources we have," she said in her opening statement. "We need to get the maximum benefit from every transportation dollar."

Boxer, who said every dollar invested through TIFIA can mobilize up to $30 for transportation projects, cited a written statement by ranking member James Inhofe (R-Okla.) as a sign of the bipartisan support for the program. In his statement, Inhofe said the program should be "dramatically expanded." Inhofe did not attend the hearing.

Witnesses told the committee TIFIA loans have helped states and local governments embark on massive projects they would normally have trouble generating funds for, such as transit systems in cities. Florida Transportation Secretary Stephanie Kopelousos said the loans helped build the Miami Intermodal Center, a hub serving Tri-Rail, Amtrak, Greyhound and local bus systems. Overall, TIFIA has extended nearly $8 billion in assistance and leveraged $29 billion in investment.

David Seltzer, principal for consulting firm Mercator Advisors LLC, said the program should be boosted to $1.5 billion to $2 billion over five years, well up from the current $122 million per year.

The committee also heard testimony on a national infrastructure bank, which would leverage private, state and local dollars to fund large-scale projects. President Obama endorsed the idea in a Labor Day speech about infrastructure spending and the administration is working on details of such a bank. It is expected that the funds from the NIB could go toward rail and transit projects, which traditionally do not get as much play in larger surface transportation authorizations.

While supporters said the bank would add another valuable funding option, Inhofe said it would be redundant. In his statement, Inhofe said those projects could already get money through states and grant programs and that setting up a loan bank at a federal level would only move decisionmaking to Washington, D.C.

Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa testified, pushing his city's 30/10 plan. Under the plan, which has received rave reviews nationwide, the city's residents voted for a half-cent sales tax to fund a transit system. With that revenue and federal assistance, the city could condense the 30-year transit plan into a decade, taking advantage of low construction costs and reaping the benefits sooner.

The 30/10 initiative has been backed by Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood and Obama. Boxer said it was a model that could be replicated across the country.

Witnesses also said public-private partnerships and government credit programs could help finance long-term projects. Ultimately, Kienitz said, it was just important to find a system that works to get the best projects at the lowest prices.

"Encouraging broad public and private involvement in regional efforts to build tomorrow's transportation networks could be a big win for the country, especially if these networks provide new transportation choices for travelers; the key is ensuring that these networks are merit-based, providing innovative, multi-modal solutions for the movement of people and goods," he said.

ENERGY POLICY: New bill allows for public utilities to give unlimited bonds for renewable

E&E Daily, September 29, 2010, BY Katherine Ling

Sen. Bill Nelson (D-Neb.) and several Senate renewable energy stalwarts introduced a bill yesterday to allow public utilities to issue unlimited bonds to pay for renewable energy projects.

Nelson joined Sens. Maria Cantwell (D-Wash.), Patty Murray (D-Wash.) and Bernie Sanders (I-Vt.) on the bill, which would provide consumer-owned public utilities comparable federal tax incentives as "for-profit" utilities, according to the sponsors.

"Public power providers are key contributors to our nation's clean energy future, and their ratepayers should benefit from the same incentives as anyone else," Cantwell said.

"Public power utilities serve half the people in Washington state and one in four nationally, yet the federal incentive available to public power is only one-tenth of that available to investor-owned utilities. This bill will unleash billions of dollars in clean energy investment and result in lower costs for consumers and the creation of thousands of green jobs nationwide," she said.

In the 2005 energy bill, Congress empowered public utilities to sell bonds that pay investors tax credits instead of interest to help finance renewable energy projects. This type of funding helps bring down the price of the projects for the public utilities.

Congress has provided $2.4 billion for the program, including $1.6 billion in the 2009 stimulus bill. Public power providers, governmental bodies and electric cooperatives equally divide the allocations under the current system and they are distributed by the Internal Revenue Service.

The bill would remove that limit -- about $800 million per category -- an amount that could be used by just one applicant for one project "if given the opportunity," Cantwell's office said in a statement.

The bill also makes technical modifications to the program to be more in tune with other types of tax credit bonds, enables consumer-owned utilities to develop and own renewable resources directly and clarifies that American Indian tribe utilities can issue the bonds.

MINING: World’s ‘peak coal’ moment has arrived – study

Greenwire, September 29, 2010, BY Patrick Reis

Is the world about to begin running out of coal?

Two researchers say so. In a peer-reviewed article published in the journal Energy, they write that the world will hit "peak coal" production next year or shortly thereafter, and then mining would begin a long, steep decline.

Bottom line, say the paper's co-authors, Tadeusz Patzek, a University of Texas engineering professor, and Greg Croft, a St. Mary's College of California earth science professor, is that the 7 billion tons of coal the world is now mining and burning each year is about the best it can do.

"Our ability to produce this resource at 8 billion tons per year, in my mind, is a dream," Patzek said.

The pair's prediction is based on the "Hubbert Cycle," the resource-depletion theory that American geophysicist M. King Hubbert used in the 1950s to correctly forecast that U.S. oil production would peak two decades later.

Patzek predicts coal will peak not because supplies are running out but because the remaining deposits are increasingly difficult to mine. Alaska's North Slope, for example, has coal reserves that rival those of the continental United States, but turning that coal into energy would be practically impossible, Patzek argues.

"It would take 10 or 11 of the largest coal terminals on the Earth operating 24-7, 365 to load ships above the Arctic Circle during the polar night," he said.

Russia, China and other energy consumers face similar logistical difficulties with coal, Patzek said.

And while global supplies are set to trail off, the stage is set for demand to spike, Patzek said. U.S. consumers use slightly less than 1 billion tons of coal annually, the Chinese use an estimated 3.5 billion tons, and emerging energy giants like India and Indonesia are hungry for more.

"In the past, any time we demanded something, we got it. Well, this time around, it may be different," Patzek said. "The message of this paper is that we really have to be a little bit smarter and less energy-intensive."

Patzek and Croft's peak-coal prediction is being contradicted by government economists and industry groups.

The federal Energy Information Agency estimates the United States alone has about 260 billion tons of recoverable coal, enough to support current consumption levels for at least two centuries, said George Warholic, an EIA coal economist.

And the National Mining Association said the United States is sitting on enough recoverable coal to power the country for the next 440 years. U.S. coal production dipped last year, but that was not because of a shortage of available reserves, spokeswoman Carol Raulston said.

"We mine based on demand, and when the economy went down, coal production went down by about 9 percent as well," she said.

But as the economy reheats and demand rises, U.S. coal companies will still be sitting on plenty of viable reserves, Raulston said.

A foggy crystal ball?

So how can the two camps be so far apart?

For starters, they are making forecasts using different methodologies. The Hubbert cycle analysis looks at past production trends to predict future results. EIA and the mining trade group prefer to measure current consumption rates against estimated future reserves.

But much of the disparity comes because there are too many variables contributing to coal production to make precise predictions, said Jerry Taylor, a resource economist and senior fellow at the libertarian CATO Institute.

New mining technology could boost production by making previously untouchable reserves cheap to recover, Taylor said. Alternatively, coal production would drop if an influx of cheap oil and natural gas curbed demand, he said.

Taylor noted that three years ago there was a near consensus that natural gas prices were set to spike because recoverable U.S. pools were running low. Then hydraulic fracturing -- a technology that uses liquid injections to unleash gas -- became affordable, and gas prices have fallen by nearly a third since the start of 2010.

"History is fraught with forecasting failure. As a whole, its record is abysmal," Taylor said. "That doesn't mean we shouldn't forecast; you just have to realize these forecasts are extremely difficult to make."

While Patzek and Croft's plug for energy efficiency and rapid development of renewable energy sources please green groups, the environmental community may find some of his team's other conclusions more unsettling.

Namely, they are skeptical about emissions from burning fossil fuels causing catastrophic climate change.

The paper's authors accept the science connecting human greenhouse gas emissions to global warming, but the world's remaining coal "is not enough to really mess up our climate," Croft said.

The remaining accessible fossil fuel stores only contain enough carbon to raise global temperatures by about 0.8 degrees Celsius, said Croft, who funded the study through his University of California, Berkeley, graduate student fellowship.

Croft took aim at projections from the United Nations' Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change that assume much larger coal supplies. "That 2-degree rise won't happen," Croft said, making reference to a scenario that the U.N. panel said would be a global catastrophe.

Therefore, Croft said, a cap-and-trade law for carbon emissions is unnecessary, and investment in technology to capture carbon from coal-fired power plants is a waste of resources. Instead, policy should focus on incentives for renewable energy and possibly a carbon tax to promote efficiency, he said.

Enviro groups call for action

Environmentalists take issue with that point.

"On some level it's nice to think that maybe the worst-case scenario isn't as likely as some thought, but I would certainly never count on this to protect us from runaway climate change," said Barbara Freese, a senior coal policy analyst for the Union of Concerned Scientists. "We need to be aware of that risk and tackle it head on."

Freese said she could not judge whether the peak-coal prediction was accurate without more analysis but that the study should prompt policymakers to question some of their assumptions about the fossil fuel.

"We spend a lot of time talking about whether we can rely on renewables and efficiency and whether that's practical and affordable, but we've kind of given a pass to coal proponents," she said. "We need to see evidence that we have the economically recoverable reserves."

Cameron more nerd than crusader during oil sands visit
National Post, September 28, 2010 BY Kevin Libin

Perhaps it was all a misunderstanding. An out-of-context quote. But then, if it hadn’t been for media reports in April of James Cameron calling Alberta’s oil industry a “black eye” on the country where he was born, he may not have found himself on a helicopter on Tuesday morning “geeking out,” as he put it, delighting in the technical details of oil-sands extraction processes with all the scientific enthusiasm of the nerds on The Big Bang Theory.

Hollywood’s most powerful titan had come to northern Alberta at the invitation of First Nations activists in Fort Chipewyan. Since his sympathetic cinematic hymn to the indigenous aliens in Avatar, and their noble resistance to the cruel rapacity of space-travelling resource miners, he has found himself drawn into the world of earthly conflicts between aboriginals and industry. This spring, he wore warrior paint and spear-danced with aboriginal Amazonians to support their battle against a dam project. “This is how the civilized world slowly, slowly pushes into the forest and takes away the world that used to be,” he told them.

Natives in Fort Chipewyan, downstream from oil-sands operations, who claim that numerous public-health calamities have floated their way since this decade’s oil-sands boom — from aberrantly high cancer rates to sickened wildlife — persuaded Mr. Cameron to come witness their anti-oil sands battle, too. En route, he detoured, requesting a meeting with the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers. With CAPP, representatives of oil-sands behemoths Cenovus and Syncrude, and the provincial Environment Minister in tow, he was given the industry’s and government’s version of things before jetting off to meet with the Fort Chipewyans. 

“All of these sources have their own specific agenda,” he said. “I’m trying to get a balanced view.”

The industrial and government groups were ready to show off their best face: a former Syncrude oil sands mine, turned upside down decades ago by colossal drag lines, returned through reclamation to a timberland state, now roamed by bison. And, for the time being, by a throng of celebrity-hunting reporters, despite Mr. Cameron’s assertion that he had hoped to make a “low-key” visit. “My goal was to come here stealthily,” he said, perhaps revealing some rare naïveté about how his visit would so naturally be a magnet for the politics around the oil sands and those eager to exploit him.

Still, if anyone expected a vacuous Hollywood celebrity merely hip to spouting borrowed green-chic opinions, they would be surprised instead to find a man with a complex grasp of physics and chemistry, drinking up minute details of dilution processes, tailings pond management, and the mystifying scale of the entire oil-sands enterprise, from the mining itself to the intricacies and resources required to reassemble an entire ecosystem from the ground up. 

“I hadn’t contemplated complexity of having to recreate a habitat from nothing,” he said, before recalling a similar challenge he faced in making Avatar when he had to “grow forests using certain algorithms for the propagation, distribution of plants in such a way that they would compete with each other so that the forest would look natural.”

By the time he toured Cenovus’ Christina Lakes site, where engineers have developed ways of injecting steam underground to melt the oil from the sand and draw it out, while leaving the forest on top intact, the director’s technical bookishness was irrepressible. After trading his Prada loafers for steel-toed wellies, he drilled his hosts with questions about diluents, and hydrological effects, dewatering, flow rates, flocking agents and how the cement casing used around the pipelines reacted to temperature changes. 

“Usually what happens when I’m on a trip like this is I burn through all the time just asking questions,” he said. Science, he explained, had been his first passion — since majoring in physics awhile in college. He had immersed himself in aquatic sciences when building submersibles for Titanic. He reads Scientific American monthly. It takes his mind “away from the craziness of Hollywood.” 

His business mind churned too, as he wrestled with the issue of capital cost amortization for enormous projects (at one point Syncrude’s Cheryl Robb joked that a plant upgrade had cost “three times your net worth — $1.5-billion,” though Mr. Cameron assured her “those numbers are highly speculative”) and whether it was better to incentivize producers by taxing carbon or by rewarding innovation. 

He was thrilled whenever the producers raised an example of better environmental management — reducing water usage, or energy inputs — that had translated also to bumper cost savings. 

He imagined converting the oil sands feedstock inputs to nuclear or wind power, instead of carbon-reliant natural gas, and seemed just a bit frustrated when it was explained to him why the economies, or weather, for such things hadn’t materialized yet.

But these were, he said sounding like an industry spinster, the best ways to make the oil sands more palatable to the public, something he seemed keen to do. 

“You need to future-proof yourself,” he told the extractors. “You have a good story to tell.” There was a need to “reduce the angst” the public had about this project. He was impatient to see that happen. Shutting the oil sands down never seemed to cross his mind. Amidst all the questions, there came not one word of criticism.

Yes, he favoured higher carbon taxes, and was “firmly in the camp” that believes the world needs to wean itself off of a carbon-based economy, but admitted that this wouldn’t be possible for some time. The oil sands would likely have to be a “bridge” to that future. On this, his oil-industry hosts agreed, though there were some differences over how soon that idyllic future was coming (Mr. Cameron called it “short term”; they went for “medium”). Only Mr. Rennert, the minister of a government thoroughly dependent on oil revenues, didn’t seem quite so sure. 

By the end of it, that “black eye” comment began to look less like an insult and more like the concerns of someone aware of, and troubled by, the public opinion the oil sands was earning. 

“The perception is like this is some out of control process, and it clearly isn’t,” he said. “I don’t think anyone here is being reckless or foolish.” If only more people could see what he did today instead of “sound bites on TV.” The trip would, he said, “reframe the way I think about this.” 

After that, Mr. Cameron boarded a charter flight to spend the afternoon with the anti-oilsands groups of Fort Chipewyan. 



Plan to ship radioactive waste abroad assailed
Toronto Star, September 28, 2010 BY Andrew Chung

The head of Bruce Power shot back at the chorus of voices opposed to his company’s plan to send low-level radioactive waste through the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Seaway to Sweden for recycling, suggesting they are spreading misinformation.

“As soon as this became a public discourse that affected my reputation and the reputation of my company,” said Duncan Hawthorne, president and chief executive of Bruce Power, “it was entirely appropriate to be (here).”

Hawthorne made the comments during the first of two days of hearings at the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission on the company’s application to transport 16 decommissioned steam generators to a specialized recycler in Sweden. 

It would be the first time nuclear waste materials would be transported by road and waterway out of Canada. 

The Ottawa hearings were only put in place due to huge public outcry from municipalities, aboriginal groups and environmentalists concerned about allowing radioactive shipments through the waterways. 

Hawthorne countered that the public dialogue had become tainted with “misinformation and scare tactics.”

He, along with commission staff who reviewed the application, say the radioactive contamination is minuscule and poses no risk to human or environmental health.

Environmental groups and the mayors of more than 100 communities in the affected area say otherwise. They oppose the private nuclear power producer’s plans.

“Canada’s policy for nuclear waste is that the waste remains where it is until there is an ultimate solution for Canadian waste,” said John Bennett, executive director of Sierra Club Canada, in an interview. “What they’re trying to do here is establish that it’s okay to ship it halfway around the world and to do it from now on.”

“Do we really want the Great Lakes and the Saint Lawrence to become routine transportation routes for radioactive debris for decrepit nuclear reactors?” echoed Kevin Kamps, a researcher for Washington-based Beyond Nuclear, at a news conference Tuesday.

The 100-tonne steam generators come from units of the Bruce A generating station near Kincardine.

They were removed from service in the 1990s. 

They are to be sent to Studsvik, a Swedish company that can reprocess the generator metal and reduce the amount of waste that would need to be stored.

The route would take the generators along roads to Owen Sound, where they would be loaded by crane onto transport ships. They would then navigate the lakes and seaway before reaching the Atlantic Ocean. 

Commission staff said there was no assessment under the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act because it didn’t meet the criteria as a “project,” and the nuclear activity was far below the assessment threshold. 

The Sierra Club says Bruce Power is trying to pull an “end run” around an environmental assessment because the assessment done for Bruce A’s refurbishment didn’t include the idea of transporting the waste abroad. 

At the hearing, commission staff went through worst-case scenarios, including a sinking of the transport ship. 

They explained the radioactive contamination was found inside the generators and was considered “low level.” Based on the staff’s calculations, a release of the waste into drinking water would still be two-thirds less than the allowable public dose.

Environmentalists also view Studsvik’s recycling process as suspect. A Studsvik representative confirmed Tuesday the recycled metal still contains radioactivity. 

While Hawthorne characterized the plan as one good for the environment and unrelated to costs, Bennett called this “nonsense.”

“This is a way to reduce costs for Bruce Power,” Bennett said. “They won’t be paying in perpetuity for the storage of this waste.”

Clean-up of diesel spill underway in St. Lawrence River near Montreal East
Montreal Gazette, September 29, 2010 

As efforts to contain a major oil spill into the St. Lawrence River continued Wednesday, the stench of diesel permeated the air around the Suncor facility in Montreal East. 

One worker, his face covered, was using a vacuum-like apparatus to remove the fuel from the water as oil the colour of molasses coats about 500 metres of riverfront. 

The spill also was being contained with booms and Suncor officials said the leak at quais 109 and 110, near the corner of Marien Ave. and Notre Dame St. East has been stopped.

But Environment officials and Suncor are still trying to assess the extent and danger of what firefighters described Tuesday night as a “major” spill.

Suncor spokesperson Michael Southern told journalists the spilled material was a mix “of diesel fuel and water” that the company was notified about at about 10:30 Tuesday night.

“We don’t know how much leaked at this time, but we are in the process of containing it,” Southern said. 

He added the exact source and cause of the leak was still to be determined by an investigation by Suncor officials. 

The spill was reportedly extending half a kilometre wide in the river.

Montreal Fire Department chief of operations Benoit Fleury said there is no danger to the public. 

Suncor officials and Environment Quebec officials are now in charge of the cleanup, Fleury added.

Fire officials said they were called to the corner of Marien and Notre Dame Sts. on Tuesday night after residents complained of a strong smell.

Firefighters were deployed in boats to determine the size, nature and origin of the spill while waiting for officials from Environment Canada and Environment Quebec to arrive at the scene.

Montreal Fire Department operations chief Francis Ruest said the spill was located near port and oil refinery facilities in the area.

“Right now, we have personnel in boats out there trying to assess the size of the spill,” he said.


One-quarter of animal mistreatment penalties uncollected, documents show
Montreal Gazette , September 29, 2010 BY Sarah Schmidt
The federal government routinely opts against slapping fines on companies that violate animal health rules during the transport of animals destined for slaughter — and when penalties are issued, a quarter remain uncollected.

Between 2004-05 and 2009-10, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency issued 1,135 violations but only slapped a monetary penalty on 781 cases. After six years, one in four of these fines remain uncollected.

The others — representing 31 per cent of cases — were let off with a warning.

Many of these unpaid fines date back to 2004, the government admits in documentation introduced in the House of Commons in response to a question from Quebec Liberal MP Alexandra Mendes.

For example, of 189 financial penalties issued in 2004-05, 47 are still outstanding. Of 131 penalties issued the following year, 29 remain unpaid.

These penalties — considered by CFIA a "flexible and cost-effective response to violations that do not warrant costly and lengthy court prosecution procedures but are serious enough to pose a risk to our country" — usually range between $2,000 to $3,000, but can be as high as $6,000 per infraction.

The government has conceded already that the current regulations fail to take into account current scientific knowledge about animal transportation and food safety, and has vowed to bring in tougher rules.

For example, horses, pigs and poultry are allowed to be transported for up to 36 hours without being fed, watered or unloaded to the ground for a rest. For cattle, sheep and goats, the limit is 52 hours. But when unloaded for feed, water and rest, they must remain grounded for at least five hours, and longer if necessary for all of the animals to have access to feed and water.

And the industry must allow animals to stand in a natural position, provide adequate bedding and provide drainage and absorption of urine, according to current regulations.

Crowding animals to such an extent as to cause injury or undue suffering is not permitted. And transporting sick or injured animals where undue suffering will result is also disallowed.

Mendes said CFIA's weak record on enforcement actions goes hand in hand with Canada's weak regulations.

"They don't put as much enforcement to this as they should. If they are handing out penalties, they should make sure they are collecting so they work as a deterrent for repeat offences. If they aren't collecting them, I imagine a lot of companies are just saying, 'Well, to hell with it. It's not important,'" said Mendes.

The newly released data also show how rare it is for CFIA to pursue more serious enforcement action through criminal prosecutions when these rules are broken. And when charges are laid, the conviction rate is very low. Overall, in the past six years, 101 charges have been laid against individuals or companies, resulting in 13 guilty judgments.

There were no charges laid over a two-year period from April 2007 to March 2009. The following year, 74 charges were laid, none of which have resulted in guilty judgments. The documents do not state whether the charges were dropped or whether prosecutions were unsuccessful.

The Canadian branch of the World Society for the Protection of Animals, which released a report in June about widespread problems with animal transportation uncovered through CFIA inspection reports, says the newly released data show a weak system of deterrence.

"They're not issuing enough for a start and clearly this shows that for the ones that they do issue, they're not collecting. So what kind of a message is that sending to the industry? Ultimately, what we're concerned about is what does that mean for the animals," said Canadian spokeswoman Michelle Cliffe.

The revelation comes on the heels of another admission from Agriculture Minister Gerry Ritz, responsible for CFIA, indicating the agency does not know how many inspectors are stationed across the country to make sure animal health rules are followed during the transportation of animals. Ritz tabled this information last week in the Parliament in response to questions from Malcolm Allen, the NDP's food safety critic.

Bigger recycling bins are rolling across the city

Montreal Gazette, September 29, 2010 BY Monique Beaudin

We've come a long way. 

What began as a pilot project to test recycling in three Montreal neighbourhoods nearly 20 years ago has grown into a city-wide curbside collection program that amassed more than 153,000 tonnes of recyclable materials in 2008.

Recycling rates have climbed over the years, with more than 65 per cent of recyclable materials making it into the green bins in some neighbourhoods, such as the Plateau-Mont Royal and Rosemont-La Petite Patrie.

To encourage people to recycle even more, Montreal is in the midst of distributing larger recycling bins on wheels to 245,000 households in the city where space permits them to be used. The larger bins come with a cover that the city hopes will stop recyclable materials from blowing around on windy days. Seven boroughs -L'Île Bizard-Ste. Geneviève, Outremont, Pierrefonds-Roxboro, Rosemont-La Petite Patrie, Verdun, St. Laurent and Ville Marie -already have them. Four boroughs -Lachine, Mercier-Hochelaga-Maisonneuve, Ahuntsic-Cartierville, and Côte des Neiges-Notre Dame de Grâce -are to get the bins this month and next, with people in other boroughs getting them in 2011.

Despite the public acceptance and participation in the recycling program, two decades later the question "Is this recyclable?" still stymies many people when it comes to disposing of things they don't want or need anymore.

Today, we'll try to answer some recycling questions from Green Life readers.

First of all, you don't need to separate your recyclables before you put them out for pickup. Two years ago, the city switched to a single-stream recycling collection, which means you dump all your recyclables together into your bin. It gets separated when it arrives at the TIRU recycling centre at the Complexe environnementale St. Michel, in the city's east end, where employees sort through the recyclable materials collected in Montreal.

Most people know that paper, glass, cardboard and newspapers all go in the recycling bin, as well as plastics numbered 1 to 5 and 7. Plastic No. 6, though, is not recyclable in Montreal and neither is Styrofoam.

Once you get past paper, plastic, glass and metal, though, it can be tricky to know whether an item is recyclable or not. In Montreal, things like aluminum foil, cardboard boxes, plastic bags, juice boxes, envelopes and milk cartons are all recyclable. Montreal has a list of items that can be put out for curbside recycling on its website. 

Here at Green Life, readers have asked us how to dispose of:

Bicycles: The Montreal group Cyclo Nord-Sud takes old bikes and ships them to southern countries like Nicaragua, Ghana and Burkina Faso. Last month, it sent 371 bicycles to Haiti. It also accepts bike parts, tools and accessories. People are asked to make a $12 donation along with the bike, and Cyclo Nord-Sud gives a tax receipt for your donation. You can drop off bikes at the collection centre, 7235 St. Urbain St. near the Jean Talon Market, and the group is also holding bike drives across Quebec this fall. 

Bicycle helmets: If they can be reused, they can be dropped off at any of Montreal's eco-centres, where they will be given to the Big Brothers and Big Sisters of Montreal Foundation to be sold to second-hand stores. If the helmets cannot be reused or are damaged, they should be put in the garbage
CDs and videocassettes: Both can be taken to any of Montreal's ecocentres for recycling.

Fridges and freezers: Hydro-Québec has a fridge recycling program for appliances that are more than 10 years old and still work. Hydro employees pick up energy-hogging older fridges and freezers and take them to a recycling centre in Laval, where the glass, plastic, and metal, as well as any chemicals, are recycled. According to Hydro-Québec, 95 per cent of the components of the appliances are recycled. So far, more than 256,000 freezers and fridges have been recycled. The utility also gives the fridge and freezer owners a $60 rebate for recycling the appliance. 

Shoes: If you don't love them anymore, but someone else could use them, old shoes, as well as clothes, belts, purses and other accessories can be dropped off at Montreal's eco-centres. The city gives reusable clothes and accessories to Montreal's Big Brothers and Big Sisters Foundation, which sells them to secondhand stores. The eco-centres also accept old clothes that are too worn out to be reused. The city gives the textiles it collects at its eco-centres to the Big Brothers and Big Sisters Foundation, which sells worn-out clothes to companies that turn them into rags. If items like shoes, belts or purses are too worn to be reused, they have to go into the garbage because they can't be recycled.

Expired sunscreen: Empty the container; recycling centres won't accept containers with liquids or creams inside. Then check to see what kind of plastic its container is made from. If it is plastics 1-5 or 7, it can be recycled.

School supplies: Contact your local school board to see if it accepts used binders, duotangs, rulers and other school supplies.

Canada’s new energy plan: the old oil fields

Globe and Mail, September 28, 2010, BY Nathan Vandeklippe

The rapid deployment of new technology in Canada’s old oil fields has the energy industry poised to produce as many as 15 billion barrels it never expected to extract.

Only a fifth of Western Canada’s conventional crude – that is, everything that’s not 


 – has been pulled from the ground, leaving behind a vast resource of 77 billion barrels that had been largely written off as impossible to get, according to new research released Tuesday by CIBC World Markets Inc.
oil sands
But a spate of technological changes sweeping Alberta and Saskatchewan could allow energy companies to produce an additional five billion to 15 billion barrels – a significant jump in the world’s potential oil reserves. The number could be even higher, given that new technology is opening up areas never before produced. (In comparison, 


 has about 21 billion barrels of proved oil reserves.)
the United States
This has created a bonanza for junior and medium-sized oil companies that have in recent years taken over many of those old fields from larger players. They now find themselves sitting on one of Canada’s richest energy plays, where the cost to produce a barrel of oil can be as little as half that in the oil sands, creating the potential for substantial profits.

Where oil sands developments typically require crude prices of between $60 and $80 (U.S.) per barrel to turn a profit, the new fracturing technology allows companies to be profitable at $30 to $50, said Jeremy Kaliel, one of the lead authors of the CIBC report.

“It’s a total rebirth for the basin,” said Bill Andrew, chief executive officer of Calgary-based Penn West Energy Trust.

The change has been so profound that Penn West has sped up its conversion to a corporation by two years as it shifts into an unexpected growth mode. Several years ago, it had 500 drilling targets. Today, it has 5,000, as industry discovers an increasing number of plays it can tap by drilling horizontal wells deep into rock formations, then pumping in high-pressure sand and water to fracture the rock. That new technique allows previously inaccessible oil to flow to the surface.

The technology has been especially beneficial to Canada’s industry, which has long struggled with a substantial amount of “tight rock,” which doesn’t easily yield its crude. Before the recent advent of horizontal fracturing helped solve the tight-rock problem, production difficulties kept this country from recovering a substantial amount of crude. In the Western Canadian Sedimentary Basin, only 21 per cent of a 98 billion barrel resource has been brought to surface. In the United States, recovery rates from conventional oil wells are typically about 30 per cent.

“We’re missing all that oil because it hasn’t been economic to go and drill the wells,” Mr. Andrew said. “Now we can do that.”

Or, as Mr. Kaliel and Jeff Fetterly, the lead authors of the CIBC report, point out, “bad rock is now good.”

“This is something that’s taking off in Canada first,” Mr. Kaliel said in an interview. “They’re pursuing it in the U.S., but they don’t have our ironic advantage of having a lot of bad rock.”

The change promises to reverse a substantial production decline in Canada, where conventional crude output peaked in 1973, and has fallen 46 per cent since then. It’s down by a third in the past 12 years.

The new technology “is pretty significant in that it opens up those fields again to being developed,” said Scott Saxberg, chief executive officer of Crescent Point Energy Corp. of Calgary. “It’s going to attract a lot more capital.”

The technological leap could also create new industry giants. It has happened before: Both Husky Energy Inc. and Canadian Natural Resources Ltd. grew on the disposition of heavy-oil assets by larger companies. Similarly, the shale gas revolution in the U.S. has catapulted companies such as Chesapeake Energy Corp. and XTO Energy Inc. (the latter recently acquired by Exxon Mobil Corp. for $31-billion U.S.) – from small players into major corporations.

A single oil play helps illustrate why. The Pembina field, first discovered in 1953, contained roughly 10 billion barrels. Only about 1.5 billion have been produced. Until a few years ago, industry estimated it could access only 500 million barrels more.

Now, companies believe they can extract at least another 1.5 billion barrels from the Pembina play on land they already own. Equally promising are formations of oil-bearing rocks that surround Pembina but have long been considered uneconomic to produce. Those contain up to six billion barrels – and it’s now believed they can yield a further one billion barrels.

“It’s a new game out there,” Mr. Kaliel said. “It is really profound what this has done to the basin.”
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BP prepares to sell bonds for first time since spill

Washington Post, September 28, 2010, BY Steve Mufson

BP plans to sell bonds for the first time since the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico sent its stock price sinking, and some reports said the company might seek to raise as much as $3.5 billion. 

Despite the massive cost of the spill, BP does not need to borrow money to make payments to the $20 billion escrow fund it has agreed to create to meet economic and environmental claims. But now that the worst-case scenarios about the spill have failed to materialize, it is BP's best opportunity in months to raise new funds. 

"This is an extra cushion; it is not required by any means," said Alex Morris, an oil analyst at the investment firm of Raymond James. Morris said that BP has $22 billion in debt, relatively modest for a company that size and one with vast assets it can sell. 

BP also received good news on the legal front this month. 

The oil spill had prompted some plaintiffs to urge a federal court judge to revoke probation that had been placed on BP as a result of the 2005 Texas City refinery explosion. In August, BP paid a $50 million fine to the Occupational Safety and Health Administration for violations at the refinery. The probation expires in March 2012. 

But in early September, Daniel W. Dooher, senior trial lawyer in the Justice Department's environmental crimes section, wrote letters to Texas District Court Judge Lee H. Rosenthal saying that Justice was not seeking revocation or extension of BP's probation. 

Many denied spill claims will get a second look

Washington Post, September 28, 2010, BY Associated Press

OCEAN SPRINGS, Miss. -- The administrator of BP's $20 billion fund to compensate people harmed by the Gulf of Mexico oil spill says some whose claims were denied will get paid after all. 

Kenneth Feinberg says the Gulf Coast Claims Facility expects many of the roughly 2,000 denied or ineligible claims may actually warrant payment under more lenient procedures. 

Feinberg also says people who believe they have received far less than they deserve will get a review, and possibly another check. He says he wants to be generous and recognizes there have been some problems. 

Fishermen and business owners lost millions of dollars after the April 20 explosion of a BP PLC-leased rig that killed 11 workers and allowed 206 million gallons of oil to escape from the company's well. 

BP to create new safety division on wake of spill

NY Times, September 29, 2010, BY Julia Werdigier

LONDON — Robert Dudley shook up the structure of the British oil giant BP on Wednesday, just two days before he is scheduled to take over as chief executive. Mr. Dudley announced that BP would set up a new global safety division and make other changes to the way it operates as it seeks to absorb some lessons from the explosion of a oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico earlier this year. As part of the changes, Andy Inglis, the head of exploration and production who was in charge of sealing the blown-out well in the Gulf of Mexico, will leave the company. 

The moves, Mr. Dudley said, were “the first and most urgent steps in a program I am putting in place to rebuild trust in BP — the trust of our customers, of governments, of our employees and of the world at large.” 

“The changes are in areas where I believe we most clearly need to act,” he said, “with safety and risk management our most urgent priority.” 

In a message to BP staff around the world, Mr. Dudley said that “there are lessons for us relating to the way we operate, the way we organize our company and the way we manage risk.” 

BP said the new division would aim to improve risk management and safety, and also review how the company manages agreements with contractors. The plans were announced as Mr. Dudley prepares to take over as chief executive on Friday. He had pledged earlier this year after accepting the job that he would review not only BP’s safety procedures and its operations, but company culture as well. 

The new safety division, to be led by Mark Bly, would be “powerful” and “designed to strengthen safety and risk management across the BP group,” the company said in a statement. “It will be responsible for ensuring that all operations are carried out to common standards.” 

Earlier this year, Mr. Bly led the investigation into the explosion of the Deepwater Horizon that killed 11 peopled and spilled almost five million barrels of oil into the ocean. Though the 193-page report was in part a mea culpa on BP’s part, it also deflected attention from BP and onto its contractors, especially Transocean, which owned the rig, and Halliburton, which performed cement jobs on the well. 

Mr. Dudley said Wednesday that he planned to split the upstream division into three new units: exploration, development and production. They would be led by three different executives who would report directly to Mr. Dudley. 

As a result, Mr. Inglis will step down as head of upstream and leave the company at the end of the year. He will step down as director on Oct. 31. 

BP came under pressure to review its operations after the explosion in April on a rig in the Gulf that leaked millions of barrels of oil into the water before it was sealed this month. Critics charged that BP ignored some warnings signals and contributed to the disaster through cost cutting on equipment and its well design. The company has denied that it cut corners or rushed its work. 

BP’s shares rose 2.7 percent in early trading in London on Wednesday. The shares have dropped about 35 percent since the rig explosion. In the United States exchanges, BP shares were up just over 1 percent in early trading. 

Pavel Molchanov, an energy analyst with Raymond James & Associates, said that it would take time to determine whether the safety division is more than just “window-dressing.” 

“I certainly like the concept of having this type of internal safety oversight group,” Mr. Molchanov said, “but call me cynical, I have to wonder: how much real influence will it have?” 

There could be further changes, he added. 

BP’s departing chief executive, Tony Hayward, defended BP’s safety record in front of a Parliamentary committee in London this month, rejecting claims from some in the industry that the accident was partly due to BP’s efforts to trim expenses. 

Mr. Dudley, who was in charge of the gulf cleanup effort, said the new changes were intended to rebuild trust in BP. 

“That trust is vital to the restoration of shareholder value which has been so adversely affected by recent events,” he said. “The changes are in areas where I believe we most clearly need to act, with safety and risk management our most urgent priority.” 

Mr. Dudley said he also plans a review of how BP creates incentives for business performance, to find out how it can encourage staff to improve safety and risk management. 

The BP chairman, Carl-Henric Svanberg, said: “There are still difficult challenges ahead but we have assembled a strong and able new team and are developing a robust strategy to deal with them and to deliver our ultimate goal — the restoration of shareholder value.” 

BP has made similar pledges in the past to improve safety and its reputation. 

In July 2006, chastened by a string of safety, environmental and legal problems in their American operations, BP pledged to restore credibility by bringing in outside experts, being more transparent and investing more heavily in safety and maintenance. 

That moved followed three separate incidents. In 2005, the blast at its Texas City refinery killed 15 workers and injured more than 180. 

Then in March 2006, BP spilled thousands of barrels of crude oil over two acres of Alaska’s tundra and was criticized for its maintenance on the North Slope pipeline. And then a few month later, American regulators and prosecutors filed complaints about a propane price-fixing scheme. 

“This is not good stuff,” John Browne, then the chief executive of BP, said at the time. “We have to take firm action.” 

Oil spill penalties should go to Gulf Coast, advisors say

LA Times, September 29, 2010, BY Neela Banerjee

Congress should pass laws allowing the money to be used for economic and environmental restoration, an Obama-appointed panel says. The money would come from BP and others; it's unclear how much.

Reporting from Washington — 

Billions of dollars in penalties that the federal government is expected to collect from BP for its role in the Deepwater Horizon oil spill should be directed toward restoring the Gulf Coast economy and environment, an advisory group appointed by President Obama said Tuesday.

Under current law, penalties levied against BP and others for violating the Clean Water Act would go into the Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund, to be used in any future oil spills.

But Navy Secretary Ray Mabus, the former Mississippi governor appointed by Obama to lead the gulf restoration plan, urged Congress to pass new laws that would "dedicate a significant amount" of the penalties to the BP spill.

He called for putting the Deepwater Horizon penalties into a new fund to be administered by a Gulf Coast Restoration Council that includes state and federal authorities. The money would be used to renew the region's environment and economy and address the mental health needs of its residents, Mabus said.

The restoration planning team also recommended that affected states receive a smaller percentage of the penalties to jump-start their own restoration efforts.

A consortium of major environmental groups, including the Environmental Defense Fund and the National Wildlife Federation, praised the recommendations. BP did not respond to requests for comment.

But it remains to be seen if Congress will take up the panel's recommendations. The House has passed legislation to improve offshore drilling safety, but the Senate has yet to vote on the legislation. The House legislation does not specify how penalty money should be spent.

It is unclear whether the Senate will vote on the issue at all in the lame-duck session after the November election. If Congress or even one chamber changes hands, as many predict, it might stall the drive to tighten regulation of the oil and gas extraction industries and pursue large-scale environmental goals.

Much depends on how the Republican governors weigh in on the recommendations, said Mark Davis, director of the Tulane Institute on Water Resources Law and Policy.

Mabus said that as his team pulled together the report, he kept senators from the five gulf states and the House members representing coastal areas of those states apprised of the findings. Environmental Protection Agency Administrator Lisa P. Jackson, who participated with Mabus in a phone call with reporters, said that she would soon reach out to congressional leadership on the issue.

The penalties in the oil spill, the largest in American history, could be vast. According to the Clean Water Act, responsible parties in a spill could pay between $1,100 and $4,300 for every barrel of oil spilled. In the case of the Deepwater Horizon, which spewed 4.9 million barrels, the total could be from $5 billion to $21 billion.

The exact amount would depend upon whether BP is found grossly negligent, the environmental consortium said in its statement. 

GULF SPILL: Oil spill investigators push for subpoena power

E&E Daily, September 29, 2010, BY Allison Winter

Congress needs to give swift approval of subpoena authority for the presidential Oil Spill Commission in order for the panel to complete its investigation of the BP PLC oil spill, the leaders of the commission said yesterday.

The commission's co-chairmen, Bob Graham and William Reilly, are calling on the Senate to act this week so investigators can compel testimony from reticent companies involved in the spill and enable the panel to complete its report by the January deadline.

But lawmakers appear unlikely to move on the approval in the few days left before they head to their home states until after the November elections. Democratic and Republican Senate leadership aides indicated yesterday that speedy approval would be unlikely, each blaming the other party for the delay.

The commission's leaders say that without subpoena authority, they are getting the run-around from companies involved in aspects of the rig operation. BP owned the well, Transocean Ltd. owned the rig and drilling contractor Halliburton Co. performed services including sealing the well.

Investigators have "encountered resistance to full responses to their questions," Graham, a former Democratic senator from Florida, told reporters yesterday.

The White House-created commission is tasked with investigating the causes of the Deepwater Horizon disaster and reporting its findings and policy recommendations to President Obama by the second week of January.

Over the course of two days of public hearings in Washington this week, the oil spill commissioners have criticized the administration's response to the disaster.

Reilly blasted the Interior Department's moratorium on deepwater drilling, and he and Graham questioned whether the administration slowed its response to the spill initially based on a mistaken belief that less oil was spilling from the well. But yesterday's comments demonstrated a new level of frustration with lawmakers.

"It is unjustifiable for Congress not to give full authority for us to use all of the instruments of the investigative process to resolve this, for the one commission that is independent and has a national mandate," said Reilly, who led the U.S. EPA under President George H.W. Bush.

Graham said it was "stunning" that the commission lacks subpoena power.

The House gave overwhelming approval in a 420-1 vote in June to a bill granting subpoena powers. But the Senate has not yet acted.

Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-Nev.) would like to clear the measure but has been held up by the GOP, according to his spokesman.

"If we could have gotten it through the Senate, we would have -- Republicans are balking," Reid spokesman Jim Manley said yesterday.

But a spokesman for Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.) said he knew of no effort from Reid to call up the vote. Republicans supported efforts for a bipartisan commission with subpoena power in the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee and in a GOP oil spill bill, McConnell spokesman Don Stewart said.

Under those proposals, Congress would have set the membership for that commission, rather than the presidentially appointed panel that exists now. Some Republicans view Obama's commission as partisan.

As lawmakers duel over the issue, the commissioners say that precious time is being wasted.

"If we don't get subpoena power until the lame-duck session, which may be six, eight weeks from now, we will have lost an enormous amount of our ability to complete a full report within the time frame," Graham said.

OFFSHORE DRILLING: Whitehouse offers bill to ensure victims can sue all companies in spills

E&E Daily, September 29, 2010, BY Katie Howell

Sen. Sheldon Whitehouse (D-R.I.) yesterday floated a measure that would expand protections for victims of oil spills, ensuring they could seek damages from all the corporations involved.

"As we have seen from the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, there are frequently multiple parties responsible for these disasters," Whitehouse said in a statement. "Some of those parties are trying to evade responsibility by arguing that current law only allows BP to be held accountable for damages caused by the spill."

BP PLC is the primary company responsible for the damages associated with the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico this summer. But its junior partners and contractors could also be on the hook for some of the costs related to the spill.

Anadarko Petroleum Corp. and Mitsui & Co. have disputed with BP over whether they should pay a portion of the cleanup costs, saying they had left the day-to-day operations of the well to BP. The British oil giant says otherwise. And Transocean Ltd., the company that owned the Deepwater Horizon drilling rig, has denied it is responsible for the hundreds of millions of gallons of oil that leaked from the blown-out Macondo well.

"This legislation will make clear that, going forward, liability extends to all responsible parties," Whitehouse said. "It will also protect victims and allow for a more timely resolution for those touched by these types of disasters."

Specifically, Whitehouse's measure would modify a 1990 oil pollution law to make clear that the victims of a spill -- families of deceased workers, fishermen and hotel owners -- can recover their losses from any of the companies involved in the spill, not just the "responsible parties." It would also ensure that corporations being sued under state claims cannot automatically remove those cases to federal court.

BP shakes up management in wake of spill

CNN, September 29, 2010, BY Aaron Smith

NEW YORK (CNNMoney.com) -- BP announced a management shake-up Wednesday in the wake of the Gulf oil spill, including the creation of a new unit to manage safety and operational risk and the departure of an executive in its exploration and production unit. 

The company said the new safety and operational risk unit will have "sweeping powers to oversee and audit the company's operations around the world." 

The unit will be led by Mark Bly, who was already head of BP's safety and operational integrity division and ran the company's internal investigation into the Deepwater Horizon disaster. 

Bly will report directly to Bob Dudley, the American-born successor to the beleaguered Tony Hayward as BP's chief executive. Dudley officially takes over on Friday. 

BP also said that Andy Inglis will no longer run the oil company's upstream division, which focuses on exploration and production. Inglis will step down as the main board director on Oct. 31 and will leave BP at the end of the year.

0:00 /:59BP gets a boost[image: image4.png]



The upstream unit will be restructured into three units, led by vice presidents: Michael Daly in charge of exploration, Bernard Looney in charge of development and Bob Fryar in charge of production. They will work with Andy Hopwood, who is becoming executive vice president in charge of strategy and integration, and will report directly to Dudley.

The shake-up is part of the British oil giant's effort to reorganize after the Deepwater Horizon rig exploded and sank off Louisiana on April 20, killing 11 workers and fouling the coastline in nearby states.

The company would not reveal the fate of Doug Suttles, chief operating officer for exploration. 

"His position will be subject to a different announcement," said BP spokesman Robert Wine. "I would be surprised if it happened today." 

BP's (BP) stock rose more than 1% after the opening bell. 



Chevron drills first deepwater well since BP disaster

Financial Post, September 29, 2010 BY Christopher Helman

With no fanfare, no press release, and no incidents, Chevron has drilled the first deepwater well in North America since the Deepwater Horizon disaster. How did the oil giant get around the Obama administration’s deepwater drilling moratorium?

It drilled in Canada.


In the mile-deep waters off Newfoundland, 260 miles northeast of St. John’s, Chevron started the Lona O-55 well May 10 and finished it about a month ago. Chevron says this will set a record for the deepest water every drilled off Canada. The work was done by a drillship called Stena Carron, owned by Swedish company Stena.

In the wake of the Deepwater Horizon disaster, the government of Newfoundland and Labrador refused to give in to the drilling paranoia that wracked Washington, D.C. Premier Danny William dismissed a proposal that would have required oil drillers to keep a second backup rig on site to drill a relief well in the event of a blowout. Such a requirement would likely halt any new drilling in the region. A deepwater drillship costs some US$500,000 a day to rent.

Mr. Williams had other incentives to want drilling to proceed. The provincial government would get bountiful royalties from any eventual oil and gas development in its waters.

The well is in what’s called the Orphan Basin, which lies north of Hibernia (producing roughly 125,000 bpd), and Hebron, a field set to be developed with some 700 million barrels of recoverable heavy oil reserves.

A Chevron spokesperson explained that the company decided not to herald the drilling project because it didn’t want to attract attention to what’s a sensitive issue. Throughout the drilling Chevron took extra precautions to make sure all safety mechanisms (such as blowout preventers) were in reliable working order and that all pressures were carefully monitored. Still, it’s a good thing that drilling was completed before Hurricane Earl blasted the maritimes Sept. 1.

Chevron hasn’t revealed yet what it found at Lona O-55 or whether the well will be part of a future development. As is standard procedure, the drillship plugged and abandoned the well once drilling was complete. Chevron owns 50% of the prospect, with ExxonMobil holding 15%, Exxon affiliate Imperial Oil 15% and Shell 20%.
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