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Other Environment News
· Huffington Post (USA): An emerging new world order
· BBC (UK): Solar subsidy changes could deal 'fatal blow' to industry
· Guardian (UK): Environment news on your iPhone? There's an app for that
· Jerusalem Post (Israel): An emerging new world order
· Pakistan Observer (Pakistan): ‘Environment needed to support working women’
· Times of India (India): No binding pacts inked in Durban climate meet: Jayanthi Natarajan
· Star (Philippines): 1Green move for the environment
· Telegraph (UK): Don't take bath this Christmas as drought order is issued
· Nigerian Tribune (Nigeria): Oil-producing communities charged on environmental protection
· People’s Daily (China): Global warming bringing negative effects on China
· Star (Kenya): AU Needs to Change Tack On Trade Talks
· Daily Times (Malawi): Has Malawi gained from COP17?
· Vancouver Observer (Canada): Canada and the environment: key events from 2011
· Fiji Times (Fiji): Tourists protect the environment
· Today’s Zaman (Turkey): Saving the day by selling the future
· IPS: Green Tech Drives Search for Rare Earths in Argentina
· FIA Foundation (UK): Rio+20: safe and sustainable transport must be included, says UN coordinator
· Eco-Business: Take the green lead, Singapore
· Environmental Expert: A look back at U.S. climate policy in 2011
· Women News Network (USA): Rural women as decision makers viewed as pivotal to climate change solutions
· Latin America Press: Another fruitless climate change conference
· Christian Press: Climate talks offer no help to poor nations
· World Business Council for Sustainable Development: Rio+20: an opportunity to accelerate sustainable development 
· Mongabay.com: Top 10 Environmental Stories of 2011
Environmental News from the UNEP Regions
· RONA 

Other UN News
· Environment News from the UN Daily News of 23 December 2011(None)
· Environment News from the S.G.’s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing of 22 December 2011(None)
UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
Hindu (India): Plan to reduce carbon emissions
23 December 2011

Low carbon mobility plan (LCMP) will be developed for the city under the UN Environment Programme to reduce carbon emissions and improve urban mass transport.

Visakhapatnam is one of the cities selected for the programme to be carried out during 2010-13. The other cities include Rajkot and Ludhiana.

The programme is being implemented by the UNEP's Transport Unit and UNEP Riso centre in cooperation with Indian Institute of Management, Ahmedabad, IIT, Delhi, and CEPT University, Ahmedabad.

According to senior economist with UNEP Riso centre Subhash Dhar, who participated in an inception meeting with Greater Visakhapatnam Municipal Corporation officials on Thursday, the low carbon emissions will be achieved by two interventions - by action plan at national level and designing the LCMP for the cities selected.

“By the end of 2012 a strategy will be prepared for the city,” Mr. Dhar told The Hindu . The strategy will comprise both infrastructure-related and non-infrastructure interventions and develop framework for reducing emissions. Thereafter, in another four months two project ideas will be developed. Pre-feasibility studies will be taken up and completed for the two projects.

The financial institutions can be approached for funding with the pre-feasibility studies, Mr. Dhar said. However, the LCMP does not have any particular target for reducing emissions.

The cities selected under the UNEP get a grant of $ 75,000 for carrying out studies using the methodologies developed. The cities component is being carried out in coordination with the Ministry of Urban Development and the national plan with the MoEF and other relevant ministries.

The methodology was explained by associate professor in Transportation, IIT-New Delhi, K Ramachandra. He compared the LCMP with comprehensive mobility plan (CMP).

Public transport
Municipal Commissioner B. Ramanjaneyulu stressed the need for improving public transport share in the city from the present 20 per cent to 50 to 60 per cent. Mayor Pulusu Janardhana Rao and JNNURM Directorate member R. V. Rama Rao and several experts participated.
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China Daily (China): Sinochem targets 'green development' as future strategy
23 December 2011

Sinochem Group, the State-owned chemicals giant, has identified "green development" as a key strategic focus to achieve economic benefits and shoulder more social responsibility, according to Liu Deshu, the company's president.

The 60-year-old chemicals-to-energy conglomerate has formed a complete industrial chain covering the development, production, marketing and distribution of fluorite and hydrofluoric resources.

Its subsidiary, Sinochem Lantian Co Ltd, also serves as the sole national lab to support the research and development (R&D) of replacements for ozone-depleting substances (ODS).

The company has seen robust growth. Last year, sales hit 335.3 billion yuan ($53 billion), a rise of 38 percent year-on-year. Net profit reached 9.1 billion yuan, a rise of 48 percent compared with the previous year.

The company has designed and manufactured 10 ODS substitutes, with HFC-134a - a key compound in auto air-conditioning systems - netting a majority market share and profits of more than 1 billion yuan.

"The total volume of ODS replacements manufactured by Sinochem has reached 60,000 tons, around 30 percent of the national capacity. They have reduced ODS in China by at least 300,000 tons," said Ren Jiangang, chief engineer of Sinochem Lantian.

The R&D process spanned more than a decade, said Zhang Jianjun, vice-manager of the research center at Sinochem Lantian.

"The original purpose was to reduce China's reliance on overseas companies and ensure the supply of this critical material for the domestic market," Zhang said.

Sinochem's alternatives have also been gaining recognition and achieving international standards.

The company currently holds more than 40 national patents, has established two national standards and has won a number of awards, including one from the United Nations Environment Program.

Liu said the company took the initiative in technological innovation by embracing the "green" concept. "We are able to have industrial influence and good economic returns," he said.

For instance, one of the company's major chemical industrial parks in Taicang in Jiangsu province has recouped its initial capital outlay after just five years of operation.

As the largest plant producing HFC-134a, it is expected to post revenue of 1.39 billion yuan in 2011, three times that of 2008.

According to Ren, the research team developed a new catalyst that helped increase the company's annual production capacity of HFC-134a by 10 percent, making its production costs the lowest within the industry.

"Through continuous innovation and technological breakthroughs, we want to make our voices heard on the global level and expect a Chinese standard to be widely accepted," Zhang said.
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Alwatan Daily (Kuwait): Environment world review of the year: ''2011 rewrote the record books''
23 December 2011

The year 2011 was another ecologically tumultuous year with greenhouse gases rise to record levels, Arctic sea ice nearly equaling 2007's record melt, and temperatures the 11th highest ever recorded according to The Guardian.

It was marked on the ground by unparalleled extremes of heat and cold in the US, droughts and heatwaves in Europe and Africa and record numbers of weather-related natural disasters.
In addition, 2011 saw the world population reach 7 billion, the second worst nuclear disaster and record investments in renewable energy.

The 41 sea, land and air indicators used by the US government's National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) to measure sea and land temperatures showed unequivocally that the world continued to warm throughout 2011. In July, NOAA reported that the last 300 months had all been above average temperature and that the 13 warmest years had all occurred in the 15 years since 1997. 2011 was additionally remarkable, it said, because a "La Ni–a" event was taking place, a naturally occurring oceanic cooling phenomenon that would normally bring temperatures down.
Despite stagnation or economic recession in many industrialized countries, concentrations of CO2, measured at Mauna Loa in Hawaii, peaked at more than 394 parts per million in May and are now 39 percent above where they were at the start of the industrial era and approaching the point when some scientists say it will be nearly impossible to contain global warming.

In September, Germany's University of Bremen reported that Arctic sea ice had hit a record low, based on data from a Japanese sensor on Nasa's Aqua satellite. Days later, the US National Snow and Ice Data Centre, using a different satellite data set, reported that ice coverage in 2011 was marginally greater, making 2011 the second-lowest on record.
Christophe Kinnard, of the Centre for Advanced Studies in Arid Zones in La Serena, Chile reported in November that both the duration and magnitude of the current decline in sea ice "seem to be unprecedented for the past 1,450 years".

"Everything is trending up - surface temperature, the atmosphere, and it seems also that the ocean is warming and there is more warm and saline water that makes it into the Arctic. The sea ice is eroded from below and melting from the top," said Kinnard.

While eastern Europe, Russia, Pakistan and the Middle East suffered the most from weather extremes in 2010, it was the turn of North America in 2011. The continent experienced massive flooding along the Mississippi and Missouri rivers, record wildfires and a crippling drought in the south.
More than 2,941 monthly records for extreme heat and extreme cold were broken in all 50 US states in 2011, said the Natural Resources Defense Council.

The costs of weather-related disasters spiraled. The US experienced 14 separate disasters each costing over $1bn. In total, financial losses were estimated at over $50bn.

"In many ways, 2011 rewrote the record books. From crippling snowstorms to the second deadliest tornado year on record to epic floods, drought and heat, and the third busiest hurricane season on record, we've witnessed the extreme of nearly every weather category," said NOAA spokesman Christopher Vaccaro.

2011 was described by many commentators as the "year of the tornado". Between January and June, 43 major thunderstorms released nearly 1,600 tornadoes in the central, southern and eastern United States. Half happened in April, and 226 of them on April 27.

But 2011 was also the year of too much or too little water. It began with devastating floods in Australia which covered an area the size of France and Germany combined, and ended with tropical storm Washi killing nearly 1,000 people and making 300,000 homeless in the Philippines.
Thailand's worst floods in 50 years claimed 730 lives, northern China's drought that started in 2010 continued well into 2011 and was the worst drought to hit the country in 60 years.

Massive droughts affected some of the world's richest and poorest communities. The worst drought in 60 years gripped more than 10 million people and led to the death of thousands of people and millions of animals in Somalia and the Horn of Africa.

The year began and ended with drought and record temperatures in Europe. The average temperature for northern Norway in November was 5.3C (9.5F) above normal, the Danube was at its lowest levels in 60 years, and Germany and much of northern Europe had the driest end to a year since recordkeeping began in 1881.
2011 was also an extraordinary year for major earthquakes. In the seven weeks between Jan. 1 and Feb. 21, Argentina, Chile, Iran, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Tonga, Burma, the Solomon Islands, Tonga, Sulawesi, Fiji and New Zealand were all hit.

But by far the most damaging quake was the one that led to Japan's deadly tsunami on March 11. This killed 15,500 people, caused the meltdowns of three nuclear reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi power plant, and led to 160,000 people fleeing the area or being moved away. By the end of the year, it was estimated to have cost around $210bn in lost production and physical damage. Decommissioning the station is expected to cost a further $15bn.
Arguments still rage over the radioactivity levels, but while the industry, backed some western commentators, played down the consequences, levels of radioactive caesium were shown to have reached 50m times normal levels off the coast. As 2011 ended, it was still hard to accurately gauge the level of devastation, the amount of the meltdown and the exact radiation levels. Last week, the Japanese prime minister, Yoshihiko Noda, said its owners had at last brought the station into a state known as "cold shutdown".

One clear fallout of the Fukushima disaster has been European countries turning their backs on nuclear power. Most significantly, the German chancellor, Angela Merkel, said in May that she would bring forward the phase-out of Germany's nuclear power stations to 2022. Italians voted overwhelmingly against new nuclear reactors and the Swiss government moved to phase out its reactors.

Now for the good news

In July, the UN Environment Program announced that investments in renewable energy had grown 32 percent in 2010, reaching a record $211bn since 2004. For the first time, investment in faster-growing developing economies was greater than that in developed economies.
Bloomberg New Energy Finance said renewable energy investments were projected to double over the next eight years and reach $395bn per year by 2020. The bad news is that the International Energy Agency (IEA) says even this will not be enough to stabilize emissions and control climate change.
The IEA's sense of realism was underlined at the UN's annual climate conference in December. The talks in Durban, South Africa, avoided a major split between big emitters and others, with an agreement between 194 countries to work towards a legally binding deal to cut emissions in the future, leaving only voluntary pledges in the meantime.

Conservationists battling the worldwide loss of forests welcomed satellite data from Brazil showing deforestation in the Amazon region had fallen to the lowest level for 23 years. However, new laws were passed in December that, if enacted, will allow ranchers to fell more trees near rivers and on mountaintop watersheds.
Tigers and other charismatic mega-fauna appeared to do better in 2011. Cambodia, India, Indonesia, Laos, Burma and Nepal protected a further 2m hectares of land for tigers. India - which holds half of the world's tigers - estimated an increase in the population from 1,411 in 2007 to 1,706 today. However, the WWF announced that only 18-22 Siberian tigers remained in the wild in north-east China.

Unexpectedly, a significant increase was recorded in the Virunga mountains that are shared between Rwanda, The Democratic Republic of the Congo and Uganda. A WWF survey counted 480, an increase of 100 since the last count in 2003.

And in a small triumph for conservation, the UN Development program declared in December that more than $100m had been raised, mostly by Latin American countries, to temporarily leave in the ground the estimated 900m barrels of oil believed to be below the Yasuni national park in the Ecuadorian Amazon.
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Gulf News (UAE): Put poorer nations on the green path
22 December 2011

The focus of the Eye on Earth Summit held in Abu Dhabi on December 12-15, and the Summit Declaration, which will provide inputs to the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development to be held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in June 2012, was on information and providing access to it. 

The contents of the Declaration were negotiated and finalised by the major components of civil society (women, the scientific community, youth, farmers, trade unions, business and industry) and ministerial delegations from around the world, the Abu Dhabi Global Environmental Data Initiative (AGEDI) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), who attended the summit. 

The Declaration highlighted Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, which amongst others recognises that "each individual shall have appropriate access to information concerning the environment that is held by public authorities, and that states shall facilitate and encourage public awareness and participation by making information widely available". 

The discussions were aimed at reaching out to the people, policymakers, researchers and media across the world to highlight the importance of a sustainable environment. The summit focused on how to effectively manage environmental and social data, especially in developing countries, to improve quality of life. 

Better access 

In line with what is planned in Rio+20, the Eye on Earth summit was not just about technical systems, it was also about the right to information and how it can be accessed by those who need it to improve lives, combat climate change and biodiversity loss, and protect against disasters. 

The summit was not just about data, but also about the means to get the necessary information and knowledge to address global environmental challenges. Data is out there, but not everyone has access to it. 

In fact, one can say that the summit was an important initiative and event from Abu Dhabi on the road to Rio+20, to plan a path towards a low-carbon, resource-efficient global green economy that can generate growth and create green jobs, eradicate poverty, combat climate change, help solve the problem of energy and food security. 

The summit came at a very important time and was urgently needed because, according to UNEP, humanity has passed some of the "planetary boundaries", which were intended to define a "safe operating space". 

Challenges 

There has been climate change, biodiversity loss (terrestrial and marine) and interference with nitrogen and phosphorous. Add to this the various challenges related to stratospheric ozone depletion, ocean acidification, global freshwater use, change in land use, chemical pollution, and atmospheric aerosol loading. 

In order to solve these problems at all levels from individual to society and at the local, regional and global levels, there is a need to get correct data at the right time. Without reliable data wrong paths to development can be chosen. 

We no longer have the luxury of time to try to correct our actions. Remedial measures need to be taken now. Such measures depend mainly on accurate data. 

Abu Dhabi, by taking the initiative and organising the summit and signing the Eye on Earth Declaration to be considered by Rio+20 next year, has proved that the UAE is leading the way in the environmental sphere and is a key partner in the Rio+20 process. 
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See Nation: Bauxite Mining
During the preparation of a site for open-cast mining, the surface soil is removed to get access to the bauxite. In order to avoid soil erosion and to ensure that vegetation is returned to the land, many companies have water drainage practices during barite process crushing, separate removal of top soil (50 per cent reuse it directly after the mining operation) and over 60 per cent have their own nursery plant facilities. Rehabilitation plans are established prior to the start-up of operations and the investments required to implement these plans are built into mining costs.

Proof of the Aluminium Industry’s Commitment to the EnvironmentAlcoa won for example in 1990 the United Nations Environmental Programmes “Global 500 Roll of Honour for Environmental Achievement” award for exemplary reforestation and recultivation of its bauxite mines in Western Australia. A computer-based system that integrates mining with environmental management was developed: the Geographical Information System (GIS). It helps engineers and scientists to produce accurate crusher plant that consider biological diversity, land use value, and water quality.

The conservation of rain forests is a key concern often voiced with regard to vietnam bauxite mining. Only about 6 % of the world’s such as Jamaica bauxite mining is today conducted in rain forest regions, affecting a total area of around 1.5 km2 per year. The total area of the globe currently covered by rain forest is about 18 million km2.

The original flora and fauna of much of the land involved in bauxite mining process is restored once mining operations have ceased. For all forest areas used for bauxite mining, 80% is returned to native forests, the rest is replaced by agriculture, commercial forest, or recreational area, thereby making the area more productive for the local community. As far as rain forests in particular are concerned, however, the screening plants for sale in rain forests is almost totally reverted back to rain forest.

The Aluminium Industry and Land ReclamationA company such as Alcan has developed what is now one of the most successful land reclamation projects in Brazil thanks to employee education, surveys of flora and fauna, and the creation of on-site plant nursery and seed collection programmes. Over 450 of the 950 hectares of mined land are already completely restores to forest with 1.2 million transplants of at least 350 native species of vegetation.
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Nation (Nigeria): Environmentalists urge independent verification
23 December 2011

The Federal Government should order an independent verification of the volume of oil spill in Bonga field, the Environmental Rights Action/Friends of the Earth (ERA/FoEN) has demanded. 

In a statement issued in Lagos, ERA/FoEN described the incident as unfortunate, maintaining that the new spill which may be grossly undervalued, adds to the piling list of Shell’s environmental atrocities in the Niger Delta. 

“We are perplexed that even as we are yet to see the Federal Government and Shell commence the much-talked-about clean-up of Ogoniland as recommended in the recently - released United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)assessment of that part of the Niger Delta, the company is going ahead to pollute the coastal and other parts of the region with reckless impunity, “said ERA/FoEN Executive Director, Nnimmo Bassey. 

“Is it not ironical that the many oil fields including this floating station and field are named after fish and animal species probably as the only way to maintain memories of them as oil operations wipe them out? In this case, Bonga, a fish species is now threatened by Shell’s massive leak. We are not satisfied with NOSDRA’s claim that it is working hard with Shell to contain the spill. The people must know the true statistics which must then be followed through with a thorough cleanup of the environment. Being aware of the spill isn’t good enough. Is NOSDRA on the spot? What is the spread of the spill? What is the response?” 

He added: “It is disturbing that NOSDRA officials who should be on ground to verify the amounts of oil spewed into the environment may be actually relying on figures peddled by a company/industry that is not known to be truthful when it comes to revealing actual volumes of spills as well as taking responsibility for spills it caused.”
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Moment (Nigeria): Group urges FG to verify claim by Shell of leakages in N/Delta
23 December 2011

THE Federal Government has been advised to set up independent ways of verifying the amounts of spewed crude oil disclosed by the oil companies, as a duty to communities in the Niger Delta, the Environmental Rights Action/Friends of the Earth (ERA/FoEN) has demanded.

The call is coming on the heels of Shell's forced shut down of its 200,000 barrel a day Bonga field after an alleged leak during a tanker loading caused what may be Nigeria’s worst offshore spill in more than a decade.

 Media reports indicated that an export line from the Bonga floating production, storage and offloading vessel caused the leak, which Shell estimated at below 40,000 barrels of crude in a statement issued immediately after the incident.

 Director of the National Oil Spill Detection and Response Agency (NOSDRA), Dr. Idris Musa was quoted as saying the agency was aware of the incident and working hard with Shell to contain the spill.

But in a statement issued in Lagos, ERA/FoEN described the incident as unfortunate, maintaining that the new spill which may be grossly undervalued, adds to the piling list of Shell's environmental atrocities in the Niger Delta.

 ‘We are perplexed that even as we are yet to see the Federal Government and Shell commence the much talked-about clean-up of Ogoniland as recommended in the recently - released United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)assessment of that part of the Niger Delta, the company is going ahead to pollute the coastal and other parts of the region with reckless impunity,’  said ERA/FoEN Executive Director, Nnimmo Bassey.

 ‘Is it not ironical that the many oil fields including this floating station and field are named after fish and animal species probably as the only way to maintain memories of them as oil operations wipe them out? 

‘In this case, Bonga, a fish species is now threatened by Shell's massive leak. We are not satisfied with NOSDRA's claim that it is working hard with Shell to contain the spill. 

 ‘The people must know the true statistics which must then be followed through with a thorough cleanup of the environment. Being aware of the spill isn't good enough. Is NOSDRA on the spot? What is the spread of the spill? What is the response?, he asked.

 Bassey noted that Shell's claim that only 40,000 barrels of crude oil was spilled into the environment cannot be trusted because past incidents showed that the company under-reported the amounts and impact of its carelessness in the Niger Delta, even as he added that Shell's gradual selling of onshore fields and shifting offshore may be a ploy to avoid close monitoring and accountability for the 'ecocide' it continues to cause.
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Joy Online (Ghana): Ghanaian social entrepreneur picks UN award
23 December 2011

Ghanaian social entrepreneur, Kwaku Kyei has been selected as a winner of the 2011 UNEP SEED Initiative Award.

The Awards recognize inspiring social and environmental entrepreneurs whose businesses can help meet sustainable development challenges.

Kwaku has been using his holistic education from Valley View University and talents to contribute to Ghana’s green economy through his Recnowa Initiative www.recnowa.org which he co-founded with three young enterprising Ghanaians.

The project is contributing to the fight against the plastic waste menace in Ghana by up-cycling waste into high fashion goods while creating employment opportunities for street youth and unemployed artisans.

Kwaku competed with over 500 applicants from 76 countries worldwide with his innovative approach in solving local environmental problems while showing high potential to leave the start-up phase.

He will receive from SEED a package worth US$50,000 of individually-tailored support for his businesses, access to relevant expertise and technical assistance, and profiling at national and international level at conferences and through the SEED’s partners and associates.

Kwaku will be honoured at a high-level award ceremony in South Africa which will form part of the SEED Green Economy Symposium at the end of March 2012.

He recently received the US President's Volunteer Service Award by President Obama for his outstanding contribution in engaging the youth of the United States in mobilizing international development assistance from the US to Africa.

The annual international SEED Awards, which is part of the SEED Initiative, recognize inspiring social and environmental entrepreneurs whose grassroots businesses in developing countries can help to meet sustainable development challenges.

The SEED Initiative hosted at the UN Environment Programme’s World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC) is a global partnership for action on the Green Economy.

By helping entrepreneurs to scale-up their activities, the SEED Initiative aims to boost local economies, tackle poverty and improve livelihoods, while promoting the sustainable use of resources and ecosystems.
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Ecologist (UK): Act Now for Orangutans is a new campaign fronted by World Cup winner and Barcelona skipper Puyol aimed at the conservation of orangutans
22 December 2011

Act Now for Orangutans is a new campaign by International Animal Rescue (IAR) and the United Nations’ Great Apes Survival Partnership (GRASP) to raise awareness of orangutans and halt their untimely extinction in Indonesia. The campaign is fronted by World Cup winner, Barcelona captain and all round sporting hero, Carles Puyol. 

In the forests of Borneo and Sumatra more than half of the wild orangutans population have thought to have been lost since the 1950s due to deforestation, hunting and illegal trade. Needless to say, the Bornean species of orangutans is endangered and the Sumatran species is critically endangered.With less than 66,000 orangutans left in the wild, the great Asian ape faces a very real threat of extinction. At the current rate of decline orangutans could disappear from the wild within the 20 years.

‘The plight of the orangutan is an issue that touches me profoundly,’ Puyol said in a press release. ‘When I was asked if I would support the campaign, I didn’t hesitate. Time is running out fast for these magnificent great apes and I’m proud to be part of efforts to save them.’

GRASP is a project created under the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in 2001 to respond to the global conservation crisis of great apes and lift chimpanzees, gorillas, orangutans and bonobos from the threat of imminent extinction. 

IAR is a UK-based organisation whose work to aid and alleviate animals stretches around the globe. Animal Rescue run a rescue and rehabilitation programme for orangutans whose forest home has been destroyed in West Kalimantan, Borneo.  

Puyol is the centrepiece of poster campaign which states ‘I Care – Do You?’ and asks supporters to visit a dedicated website -Act Now For Orangutans- that provides information regarding orangutan conservation, re-forestation, and the palm oil crisis.
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Mother Nature Network: Brady and Bundchen's gargantuan 'green' manse nears completion
22 December 2011

Before your eyes roll completely out of your head with the news that accomplished underpants model Gisele Bundchen and her husband, lusted-after professional football playa Tom Brady, will soon be moving into their 22,000-square-foot “green” dream home in the chichi Brentwood section of Los Angeles (neighbors include fellow mega-rich supermodel Heidi Klum), I’ll say this much: at least she tried.
Brazil-born Bundchen, in addition to her modeling and occasional acting duties, has served as a goodwill ambassador for the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) since 2009, and frequently lends her face and name to various environmental causes (perhaps something she picked up during all those years dating Leonardo DiCaprio?). The 31-year-old beauty with a chronic case of foot-in-mouth disease was also recently named Best Green International Celebrity.

So of course, Bundchen felt the need (or the pressure, rather) to walk the talk when it came to reportedly outfitting her $20 million home castle with as many eco-friendly bells and whistles as possible: solar panels, energy-efficient appliances and lighting, rainwater recycling, sustainable building materials, and more. The home, which has been under construction for 18 months, also features eight bedrooms, a six-car garage, a nursery for Bundchen and Brady’s young son Benjamin, a wine cellar, an elevator, a training area for Brady, an indoor bridge connecting the two wings of the home, a lagoon-shaped pool, and enough water features to make Celine Dion drool at the mouth. And what? No breastfeeding suite?

The home, which looks more like a hotel than anything, appears to be a chateau-inspired monstrosity, of the kind favored by NFL players and Candy Spelling. And from what I’ve seen of the nearly completed home, I don’t think the Bundchen-Brady residence is that exciting or innovative looking … just a really, really big home for two really, really good-looking people who receive really, really big paychecks. I'd be curious to hear more about the supposed sustainable features once the couple is all moved in.

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

ABC (Australia): Top environment stories of 2011
22 December 2011
1) Fukushima

First there was an earthquake, then there was a tsunami. Then the nuclear power plant at Fukushima melted down after it was swamped by the sea. Thousands of people died in the earthquake and subsequent tsunami, but the focus remained for months on the power plant: watching, waiting, wondering whether more radiation, more silent cancer would be released, of whether it would be wrestled under control.

It was only last week that the Japanese government announced they had achieved "cold shutdown" of the plant, ushering in a new period of rehabilitation for the area.

2) A price on carbon

Australians started the year with a new Climate Commission to tell us that climate change was indeed ¬¬- still, in fact - happening and a Multiparty Climate Change Committee to come up with a policy solution. By mid-year the government announced we would have a tax on the big emitters of carbon, morphing into an emissions trading scheme after three or so years. By the year's end, both houses of parliament passed the relevant legislation meaning after more than a decade of debate and discussion, the government finally put a cost and therefore a disincentive on releasing carbon dioxide.

3) Durban

Also on the climate change front, the 17th meeting of the parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (COP17 of the UNFCCC) surprised everyone when they agreed to agree. After years of fraught negotiations and hopes dashed, 194 countries agreed to sign up to an agreement that would be drawn up four years hence. The result was simultaneously lauded and lamented by environmentalists who couldn't seem to work out whether it was a good thing that agreement had been achieved, or a bad thing that it was all so vague and far-off.

4) Water, water everywhere

Australia spent a lot of the year mopping up. Queensland copped it bad when immediately after massive, dramatic floods swallowed its most populous areas, it was knocked again by Cyclone Yasi, one of the biggest cyclones the nation has ever seen. And while attention tended to focus on Queensland, down in Victoria and Tasmania they got out the gumboots and the kayaks and cleaned up their own widespread, slow-moving floods.

5) Coal seam gas

Farmers this year discovered they only own the top couple of metres of their land when gas companies exercised their right to dig around under the surface looking for resources. Encouraged by a similar backlash in the USA, farmers "locked the gate" against the miners. The resource in question is gas, created by seams of coal running underground. Proponents of the exploration say gas burns cleaner than coal and therefore exploiting the riches is a climate friendlier way of creating wealth and jobs than simply mining the coal. Opponents say it poisons and depletes the underground water that nurtures a lucrative agricultural industry. One thing is for sure, this argument has a long way yet to run.

Another story that will beef up in 2012 is the Murray-Darling Basin. With the proposed Basin Plan released only recently for comments, next year is sure to see a lot more debate over this peculiarly Australian issue.

My favourites from ABC Environment

We've published hundreds of stories on ABC Environment this year. We've had some of the world's best writers on environment, such as Gro Harlem Brundtland, Yvo de Boer, Peter Singer, Achim Steiner, John Cook, Paul Gilding and even Malcolm Fraser. Here's my favourites of the many, many great ones.
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PR.com: Meritus Pelangi Beach Resort & Spa Organizes Cenang Beach Clean Up Day
22 December 2011

Meritus Pelangi Beach Resort & Spa in its continuous effort to build awareness on environmental initiatives organized it’s first Beach Clean Up Drive at Cenang Beach. With the aim to protect and preserve Cenang Beach, the resort’s management team gathered a cadre of staff and volunteers on 16th December 2011 from 10.00 am to 12.00 pm.

Mr. Christoph Voegeli, General Manager of Meritus Pelangi Beach Resort & Spa, Langkawi thanked each and every employee who volunteered to take part in the Cenang Beach Clean Up Day. He said, “This planned environmental campaign is a manifestation of Meritus Pelangi’s deep commitment to the community. Our goal for the Cenang Beach Clean Up is not only to pick up discarded plastic bags, cigarette buts or beverage cans hauled up from the beach but also to educate the public on the responsibility of keeping the surroundings clean by creating positive change for the environment.”

Meritus Pelangi’s Cenang Beach Clean Up Campaign seeks to promote and educate the general public of the importance of maintaining a clean environment, as well as to be responsible citizens when it comes to the disposal of wastes. Meritus Pelangi Beach Resort & Spa, Langkawi strongly believes in the importance of environmental initiatives that have direct impact on the community. The resort encourages companies and individuals to take part in this eco-friendly cause, helping to increase the level of awareness within the community.

Andrea Lynn Pereira, Marketing and Communications Manager enthused, “As members of the Clean Up The World Organization, Meritus Pelangi Beach Resort & Spa, Langkawi vows to make a difference by having community groups, schools, businesses and local government join us in carrying out community-based activities that addresses local environmental issues.”

Clean Up The World is a community based environmental campaign that inspires and empowers communities from every corner of the globe to clean up, fix up and conserve their environment. Now in it’s 19th year, Clean Up The World, held in conjunction with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), mobilises an estimated 35 million volunteers from 130 countries annually, making it one of the largest community-based environmental campaigns in the world. Clean Up The World is associated with the Department of Public Information of the United Nations and is supported by, and collaborates with, a range of partner organisations in various countries.
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Oil Price: How Oil Prices Affect the Price of Food
21 December 2011

The current global food system is highly fuel- and transport-dependent. Fuels will almost certainly become less affordable in the near and medium term, making the current, highly fuel-dependent agricultural production system less secure and food less affordable. It is therefore necessary to promote food self-sufficiency and reduce the need for fuel inputs to the food system at all levels.

The connection between food and oil is systemic, and the prices of both food and fuel have risen and fallen more or less in tandem in recent years (figure 1). Modern agriculture uses oil products to fuel farm machinery, to transport other inputs to the farm, and to transport farm output to the ultimate consumer. Oil is often also used as input in agricultural chemicals. Oil price increases therefore put pressure on all these aspects of commercial food systems.
Thus there is concern that high and volatile prices of crude oil may cause food prices to continue to increase (Bloomberg, 2011).

Moreover, as oil prices rise, so does demand for biofuels, which are the only non-fossil liquid fuels able to replace petroleum products in existing combustion engines and motor vehicles. But biofuels are often made from corn and other agricultural products. As demand for these alternative fuels increases, crop prices are forced upwards, making food even less affordable.

Export-led agricultural strategies also increase the world’s vulnerability to high oil prices. Most donor agencies have encouraged the less industrialized countries to focus on the production of cash crops at the expense of staples for local consumption. As a result, people in these countries are forced to rely increasingly on imports of often subsidized cereals or those funded by food aid programmes. However, rising transport costs contribute to rising prices of food imports, making them ever less affordable. Fuel costs represent as much as 50 to 60 per cent of total ship operating costs.[1] From early 2007 to mid-2008, as fuel prices soared, the cost of shipping food aid climbed by about $50 per ton – a nearly 30 per cent increase, according to the United States Agency for International Development (Garber, 2008). 

Meanwhile, many poor farmers who cannot afford machinery, fuels and commercial farm inputs find themselves at a disadvantage in the global food economy. Compounding this are agricultural policies in industrialized food-exporting countries that subsidize domestic producers and dump surpluses onto developing countries, thus adding to the economic disadvantages of the smallholder farmers in those countries. As a result, millions of those farmers are being driven out of business annually, those countries are giving increasing priority to production for export and they are witnessing a burgeoning landless poor urban class (whose immediate ancestors were subsistence farmers) that is chronically malnourished and hungry.
Soaring food and fuel prices have a disproportionate impact on developing countries and on poor people in developed countries. Americans, who, on average, spend less than one tenth of their income on food, are able to absorb the higher food prices more easily than the world’s poorest 2 billion people, who spend 50 to 70 per cent of their income on food.

Why are oil prices so high? Speculative investment in commodities plays a role, though there is a persuasive case to be made that oil prices would be rising even if oil futures speculation were entirely curtailed. The oil industry is changing, and rapidly.

As Jeremy Gilbert, former chief petroleum engineer for BP, has put it, “The current fields we are chasing we’ve known about for a long time in many cases, but they were too complex, too fractured, too difficult to chase. Now our technology and understanding [are] better, which is a good thing, because these difficult fields are all that we have left” (Gilbert, 2011).

The trends in the oil industry are clear and undisputed: exploration and production are becoming more costly, and are giving rise to greater environmental risks, while competition for access to new prospective regions is generating increasing geopolitical tensions. According to the International Energy Agency, the rate of world crude oil production reached its peak in 2006.[IEA 2010a) The IMF has joined a chorus of energy industry analysts in concluding that scarcity and high prices are here to stay.[IMF 2011a, 2011b]

A collapse in demand for oil resulting from sharply declining global economic activity could cause oil prices to fall, as happened in late 2008. Indeed, this is a fairly likely possibility. But while it would make oil cheaper, it would not make fuel more affordable to most people. It is theoretically possible for the world to curb oil demand through policies that limit consumption, and it is also conceivable that some unexpected technological breakthrough could rapidly result in a cheap, effective alternative to petroleum. However, these latter two developments are rather improbable. Thus there is no likely scenario in which the services provided by oil will become more affordable within the context of a stable global economy at any time in the foreseeable future.

While wealthy consumers are able to absorb incremental increases in food prices, a sudden interruption in the availability of fuel (due to geopolitical events) or a significant gradual curtailment of fossil fuel production (due to the continuing depletion of world hydrocarbon reserves) could lead to a breakdown of the food system at every level, from farmer to processor to distributor to retailer and finally to consumer.

To summarize, high oil prices contribute to soaring food prices. Our modern global food system is highly oil-dependent, but petroleum is becoming less and less affordable. Extreme weather events also contribute to high food prices, and, to the extent that such events result from anthropogenic global warming, they are also ultimately fuel-related. Thus there is no solution for the world’s worsening food crisis within current energy and agricultural systems.

What is needed is a major redesigning of both food and energy systems. The goal of managers of the global food system should be to reduce its dependence on fossil energy inputs while also reducing GHG emissions from land-use activities. Achieving this goal will require increasing local food self-sufficiency and promoting less fuel- and petrochemical-intensive methods of production.

Given the degree to which the modern food system has become dependent on fossil fuels, many proposals for delinking food and fossil fuels may seem radical. However, efforts to this end must be judged not by the degree to which they support the existing imperatives of the global food system, but by their ability to solve the fundamental challenge that faces us – the need to feed a global population of seven billion (and counting) with a diminishing supply of fuels available to fertilize, plough and irrigate fields, and to harvest and transport crops. Farmers need to reduce their dependence on fossil fuels in order to build resilience against future resource scarcity and price volatility.

In general, farmers can no longer assume that products derived from petroleum and natural gas (chiefly diesel, gasoline, synthetic fertilizers, and synthetic pesticides) will remain affordable in the future, and they should therefore change their business plans accordingly. While many approaches could be explored, which in any case would depend on specific geographic locations, the necessary outlines of a general transition strategy are already clear.

• Farmers should move towards regenerative fertility systems that build humus and sequester carbon in soils, thus contributing to solving climate change rather than exacerbating it.

• Farmers should reduce their use of pesticides in favour of integrated pest management systems that rely primarily on biological, cultural and physical controls.

• More of the renewable energy that will power farming activities can and must be generated on farms. Wind and biomass production, in particular, can provide farmers with added income while also powering farm operations.

• Countries and regions must undertake proactive steps to reduce the energy needed to transport food by reorganizing their food production systems. This will entail support for local producers and for local networks that bring producers and consumers closer together. More efficient modes of transportation, such as ships and trains, must replace less efficient modes, such as trucks and planes.

• The end of the fossil fuel era should also be reflected in changes in dietary and consumption patterns among the general population, with a preference for foods that are grown locally, that are in season, and that undergo less processing. Also, a shift away from energy- and meat-intensive, diets should be encouraged.

• With less fuel available to power agricultural machinery, the world will need many more farmers. But for farmers to succeed, current agricultural policies that favour larger-scale production and production for export will need to change in favour of support to small-scale subsistence farming, gardening and agricultural cooperatives. Such policies should be formulated and put in place both by international institutions, such as the FAO and the World Bank, and also by national and regional governments.

If such a transition is undertaken proactively and intelligently, there could be many additional benefits, with more employment in farming, more environmental protection, less soil erosion, a revitalization of rural culture and significant improvements in public health. Some of this transformation will inevitably be driven by market forces, led by the rising price of fossil fuels. However, without planning, the transition may prove destructive, since market forces acting alone could bankrupt farmers while leaving consumers with few, if any, options for securing food supplies. Removing fossil fuels from the food system too quickly, before alternative systems are in place, would be catastrophic. Thus the transition process requires careful consideration and planning.

There are reasons for hope. A recent report on African agriculture by UNCTAD and UNEP (2008) suggests that organic, small-scale farming can deliver the amount of increased yields thought to be possible only through industrial farming, and without the environmental and social damages caused by the latter. Recent research by Badgley et al. (2007) also concludes that organic and low-input methods can increase yields in developing countries while maintaining yields in industrialized countries.

Generally, smaller farms have greater biodiversity (Hole et al., 2005), place greater emphasis on soil-building (D’Souza and Ikerd, 1996) and display greater land-use efficiency than large farms (Rosset, 1999).

Nevertheless, despite these promising trends and findings, it is axiomatic that no food system tied to the earth’s finite soil and water resources can support an ever-expanding and ever more resource-demanding population. The prudent path towards reforming the global food system must therefore coordinate agricultural policy with appropriate population, education, economic, transport and energy policies. The transition to a post-petroleum food system will need to be comprehensive. In its scale and required speed it promises to be one of the greatest challenges in human history. But the challenge will only grow the longer it is postponed.
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Etn Global Travel Industry news (USA): President of IIPT becomes board member for The Region Initiative
22 December 2011

The world-acclaimed personality for peace through tourism, Mr. Louis D'Amore, has accepted the request of TRI to be on its board beginning January 1, 2012.

Mr. D'Amore pioneered the introduction of a social and environmental ethic within the travel and tourism industry in the 1970s as part of the world's first study on the future of tourism conducted for the government of Canada (UNEP).

He is the Founder and President of the International Institute for Peace through Tourism (IIPT), and he has been instrumental in promoting the travel and tourism industry as the world's first "Global Peace Industry" since the founding of IIPT in 1986.

IIPT's first Global Conference, “Tourism - A Vital Force for Peace,” held in Vancouver in 1988, was the first introduced concept of sustainable tourism. Following the U.N Conference on Environment and Development (Rio Summit), he developed the world's first Code of Ethics and Guidelines for Sustainable Tourism.

His consulting experience includes working with governments at all levels, as well as private sector organizations in a range of areas including: research, planning, community development, social impact assessment, public participation, cultural/heritage development, and conflict resolution.

ABOUT IIPT

The International Institute For Peace Through Tourism (IIPT) is a not-for-profit organization dedicated to fostering and facilitating tourism initiatives which contribute to international understanding and cooperation, an improved quality of environment, the preservation of heritage, and through these initiatives, helping to bring about a peaceful and sustainable world. It is based on a vision of the world's largest industry - travel and tourism - becoming the world's first global peace industry, along with the belief that every traveler is potentially an "Ambassador for Peace.” A primary goal of IIPT is to mobilize the travel and tourism industry as a leading force for poverty reduction. www.iipt.org
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AllAfrica.com: Africa: New Phase for UNEP's Climate Neutral Network
20 December 2011

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has announced the closure of the Climate Neutral Network (CN Net).

Members of the web-based platform, which allowed companies, organizations, cities and states to showcase their climate neutral strategies, and to share and access information and ideas with fellow participants, are being invited to approach other similar platforms to continue their climate neutral efforts.

Beginning with just 13 participants, the network today consists of 300 members, who have been aiming at different paces and scale to work towards low carbon growth.

Some 10 countries, 7 regions, 19 cities, 156 companies, 40 organizations and 11 universities joined CN-Net.

Highlights of the CN-Net campaign include "A Case for Climate Neutrality: Case Studies on Moving Towards a Low Carbon Economy" - a publication showcasing green business strategies from the network's members - and projects on eco-tourism in Kenya and Tanzania.

CN Net members have also been actively involved in World Environment Day activities.

One of the founding CN Net members was the city of Arendal in Norway, which has been a leading light among municipalities in efforts to achieve carbon neutrality.

The city is on track to meet the ambitious goal of reducing its greenhouse gas emissions by 90% between 2007 and 2017, primarily through the phasing out of oil-fired boilers and the greening of the city's car fleet with low emission vehicles.

Following Arendal's example, the Norwegian government is currently working on a pilot project on climate neutrality including 10 government institutions and agencies in Norway, employing more than 300,000 people.

The possible emissions reductions from this exercise are estimated at 600,000 tonnes of COâ‚‚ equivalent.

After overseeing CN Net for three years, UNEP is now inviting members to contact three organisations - Caring for Climate, Local Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI) and the Climate Group.

These organisations, who have signalled their enthusiasm to work with CN Net participants, offer similar platforms to foster commitment to climate neutrality in the private and public sectors, and support organisations in achieving their environmental goals.

"Many of the countries, cities, companies and other stakeholders have achieved a great deal during the life time of this campaign, and I would like to congratulate those who assisted in making CN Net a success in terms of outreach and in many cases in terms of real and tangible action", said Nick Nuttall, Acting Director of UNEP's Division of Communications and Public Information and UNEP Spokesperson.

"On behalf of UNEP, I would like to thank the participants of CN Net for their involvement and wish everyone all the best in their endeavours for the future towards accelerating and scaling up a pathway to a Green Economy".

The closure of CN Net follows discussion with participants on the most rationale way forward..

In October 2011, UNEP in collaboration with the city of Arendal, convened a 'webinar' to discuss options for the future.

Following feedback from members, it was decided to close the platform and present the offer of handing over the campaign to the three platforms in order to better focus international and local efforts in this field.
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New Internationalist (UK): The Arctic will burn
21 December 2011

When it comes to climate change, there are many things of which we can be certain. Though until recently the popular emphasis – both in mainstream media and in politics – stressed what we don’t know, we now know enough to be very, very certain of a number of things.

Climate change is real, and it is happening right now: temperatures are rising, glaciers shrinking, and this year summer Arctic sea ice reached a new low. The examples are endless.

The UN process isn’t working. The insipidness of the treaty signed at Durban was predictable. And as evidenced by Canada’s official departure from the Kyoto treaty, signatories cannot be counted on to keep their word anyway. Even faithful adherence would amount to little: the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) reports that by 2020, even with perfect implementation of current pledges under the UNFCCC (UN Framework Convention on Climate Change), there will be a six gigatonne gap between what is required to limit global temperature rise to 2°C and actual emissions.

So, we can expect a 2°C rise in global temperatures – maybe even 4°C. But what – exactly – is going to happen? This seems to be the only question left worth asking.

Put another way: just how worried should we be? Predicting the future is never an exact science, and there will always be a certain degree of uncertainty. Some places may change little, such as desert interiors. Others will become unrecognizable – or vanish entirely, such as Alpine glaciers and small islands in the Pacific.

One region we may regard as a barometer for change is the Arctic, because it will warm more than regions at lower latitudes – the planet as a whole may warm up by 4°C, but the Poles could warm up by 12°C. The changes will obviously be more extreme.

What will this look like?

While most of us probably picture moist, foggy, tepid bogs, research indicates that large portions of the region may dry – and burn. As counterintuitive as it may seem, fires may become an important feature of the Arctic landscape.

Already there are signs that this is happening. From what we can glean from the geologic record, the Arctic tundra rarely experienced fires 100,000 years ago. But for the past century fires have sparked with increasing regularity and severity. The Anaktuvuk River fire in 2007 burned more than 1,000 square kilometres of tundra, in one flush doubling the amount of Alaskan tundra that has burned since 1950.

This could be just a prelude to things to come, says Dr Philip Higuera, Assistant Professor in the College of Natural Resources at the University of Idaho, who published new research this month in the journal Ecological Applications.‘Our work illustrates that some tundra regions can burn frequently, implying that future warming could certainly result in more frequent tundra burning,’ he explains.

Of crucial importance: fires could lead to more fires, and the Arctic itself may become a driver of climate change. In other words, an actual contributor to global warming, rather than a cooling refrigerant sitting atop the planet.

Burning on the tundra exacerbates climate change in several ways: fires release carbon that has been stored in the soil and vegetation to the atmosphere; the protective insulation above the permafrost is lost, leading to melting and drying; exposed, blackened earth absorbs more heat, leading to more warming and drying.

In a continuing cycle of positive feedback, fires could beget more fires, accelerating climate change the planet over, onwards and upwards.

But this is just one scenario – it is also possible that higher levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere (the raw material of photosynthesis, after all) could fertilize the growth of more trees in the region, which would soak up carbon from the atmosphere and act as a brake on climate change.

To better understand how the landscape might respond to burning, Dr Higerua and his team looked at how various parts of the Alaskan landscape reacted to fires over the past 2,000 years.

‘The bottom line in our new paper is that tundra fire regimes are more diverse than we previously understood, varying with subtle gradients in climate and vegetation, and likewise their ecological and physical consequences will likely vary widely as well,’ says Dr Higuera. ‘Tundra fire regimes are more varied than some media (and science) coverage suggests. But ultimately it’s the classic scientist line of “we need more research”.’

The picture is complicated, and nobody really knows what will happen. Dire predictions for the future, and phrases like ‘catastrophic climate change’, can seem so alarmist that they almost render us complacent – surely the truth can’t be so extreme that the Arctic itself would blaze.

But the very fact that it is a distinct possibility shows just how much our world is bound to change – in ways that few of us have ever thought possible.
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European Voice: A first-class way to cut emissions
21 December 2011

The two weeks of tortuous negotiations at the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change in Durban produced only provisional results, including a tentative agreement to extend the commitment period for the Kyoto protocol (“A climate deal against the odds”, 15-20 December). 

Some progress was made on the Green Climate Fund, but there again, promises were made last year in Cancún – and no real results followed. Overall, Durban was yet another disappointment, with lots of intentions but no binding commitments. Too little, too late – once again.

Negotiators could do well to take a leaf out of the global postal sector's book. The postal industry is demonstrating not only good long-term business sense in investing in cutting emissions, but also how a concerted effort across a global industry can bridge the perceived developmental divide between the developing and developed world.

The Postal Sector Sustainability Report, produced by the International Post Corporation (IPC) and published at an international roundtable in Durban on 8 December, sets out the compelling business case for emissions reduction.

In just two years, carbon-reduction initiatives by postal operators in IPC's environmental measurement and monitoring system (EMMS) have cut costs by $400 million (€307m) and reduced emissions by more than 900,000 tonnes.

That the UN summit took place in South Africa underscores the importance of the developing and developed world engaging with one another. The postal sector believes strongly in the importance of bridging the developmental divide, so the IPC was very glad this year to welcome the South African Post Office as a full member of its EMMS programme.

Moreover, the IPC has in recent years worked with postal operators in ten developing nations in Africa, Asia and the Middle East, and is collaborating closely with two UN agencies – Universal Postal Union and the United Nations Environment Programme – in ensuring that operators in developing and developed nations collaborate to tackle a global problem. Our co-operation should be an example to other industries.
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Prensa Latina: Cuban Lawmakers Propose Sustainable Land Management Strategies
21 December 2011

The Commission on Energy and Environment of the Cuban People''s Power National Assembly discussed initiatives to design sustainable land management strategies.

  Nery Urquiza, coordinator of the National Group against Drought and Land Desertification, told Prensa Latina that the group's goal is to developing environmentally-friendly crops with support from the UN Development and Environment Program.

Cuba has more than 1,000 hectares under sustainable use, where the benefits of using local natural resources have been proved. Our goal is to develop exchanges with the farmers, introduce them to efficient, quality and proficient work styles, and protect the soil and the aquifer.

Among other, they proposed designing and studying the landâ. Ös health to list a plan of measures to guarantee the recovery and optimum use of the land.

Urquiza noted that as part of the program to fight desertification and drought, they have presented five projects to be implemented in ten years to improve the national capacities of sustainable agriculture.

The plans include organizing and building awareness about land management, coordinating and monitoring actions, search for financing mechanisms and validation of the models.

All 12 permanent commissions from the People's Power National Assembly concluded the two-day sessions to review the work in 2011 and and to make plans for 2012 in all sectors in Cuba.
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Nexotur: La OMT y los turoperadores de la iniciativa Toi renuevan su compromiso de impulso al Turismo sostenible
23/12/2011

La Organización Mundial del Turismo (OMT) y los turoperadores de la Iniciativa por el Desarrollo de un Turismo Sostenible (Toi) han renovado su compromiso de trabajar juntos en la promoción de prácticas de Turismo sostenible. Lo han ratificado en el último encuentro en Madrid en la sede de la organización.

"La Toi proporciona una sólida voz de las compañías de viajes que creen en el rol del Turismo como motor del crecimiento económico, alivio de la pobreza y protección del patrimonio y el medio ambiente", ha destacado el vicepresidente de Transat, Michel Lemay, quien ha sido elegido vicepresidente del consejo directivo de la organización. "Con el respaldo de la OMT, el programa medioambiental de la ONU UNEP y la Unesco, las compañías miembro de Toi trabajarán juntas en la promoción de las mejores prácticas en sostenibilidad y responsabilidad corporativa", ha señalado.

Por su parte, el secretario general de la OMT, Taleb Rifai, ha destacado la relevancia del Toi en prácticamente todas las iniciativas de desarrollo sostenible que promueve la organización. "El Turismo es un sector creciente a pesar de las dificultades económicas del escenario internacional, y este es el momento correcto para promover y catalizar esfuerzos con el objeto de lograr desarrollo del Turismo sostenible entre los diferentes actores del Sector", ha recalcado.

Fundada en el año 2000, Toi es una organización voluntaria sin ánimo de lucro para turoperadores y compañías de viajes alrededor de todo el mundo independientemente de su tamaño y localización geográfica que representa a más de 50 millones de viajeros. A través de esta iniciativa, los turoperadores se mueven hacia el Turismo sostenible comprometiéndose a incorporar sus conceptos al corazón de su actividad de negocios y a trabajar conjuntamente para promover y diseminar métodos y prácticas con el desarrollo sostenible.
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Ecoticias: La OMT y los touroperadores renuevan su compromiso de impulso al turismo sostenible
22/12/2011

Fundada en el año 2000, TOI es una organización voluntaria sin ánimo de lucro para touroperadores y compañías de viajes alrededor de todo el mundo independientemente de su tamaño y localización geográfica que representa a más de 50 millones de viajeros,

A través de esta iniciativa los touroperadores se mueven hacia el turismo sostenible comprometiéndose a incorporar sus conceptos al corazón de su actividad de negocios y a trabajar conjuntamente para promover y diseminar métodos y prácticas con el desarrollo sostenible.

Los miembros de TOI eligieron en el encuentro un nuevo consejo directivo que será presidido por el vicepresidente de Transat, Michel Lemay. Otros miembros del consejo incluyen al vicepresidente de Rewe Touristik, a Matthias Leisinger de Kuoni, Antero Kaleva (Aurinkomatkat) y Othman Cherif Alami (Atlas Voyages).

"La TOI proporciona una sólida voz de las compañías de viajes que creen en el rol del turismo como motor del crecimiento económico, alivio de la pobreza y protección del patrimonio y el medio ambiente", destacó Lemay.

"Con el respaldo de la OMT, el programa medioambiental de la ONU UNEP y la Unesco, las compañías miembro de TOI trabajarán juntas en la promoción de las mejores prácticas en sostenibilidad y responsabilidad corporativa", añadió.

El secretario general de la OMT, Taleb Rifai, destacó por su parte la relevancia del TOI en prácticamente todas las iniciativas de desarrollo sostenible que promueve la organización.

"El turismo es un sector creciente a pesar de las dificultades económicas del escenario internacional, y este es el momento correcto para promover y catalizar esfuerzos con el objeto de lograr desarrollo del turismo sostenible entre los diferentes actores de la industria", recalcó.

TOI ha implementado actividades y proyectos con la implicación clave de accionistas locales para ayudar a los destinos a seguir siendo atracciones turísticas y asegurar que los beneficios socioeconómicos generados por el turismo son repartidos de manera equitativa por las comunidades que lo alojan, como por ejemplo en Turquía, México y Marruecos.
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Other Environment News
Huffington Post (USA): An emerging new world order
21 December 2011

The international climate negotiations have wrapped up in Durban, South Africa. I'm curious as to what percent of Americans even knew that these negotiations were happening. There was zero build-up to the talks in the media and pretty sparse coverage of the event even while it was going on or once it was completed.

Sadly, it's an issue that's just not on Americans' radar right now. But sometimes, things happen because, not despite, being off the radar. Is Durban a case in point? Shh... Don't tell, but the U.S. did in fact sign... Just what, exactly? Let's look.

For many climate activists, scientists and delegates from small island nations that are dealing with climate change right now, the deal struck at Durban was woefully insufficient compared to the reality of climate change. But the "Durban Platform," as it's called, is at least something real -- a very small step towards bridging the gap between the what scientists say needs to be done to avoid dangerous climate change and our current reality.

Like any group project for school, this international group of negotiators dutifully procrastinated in its work until the last minute. But in this case, there was no teacher demanding their homework got turned in, so they allowed themselves to linger for almost 2 days after the talks were scheduled to end, finally negotiating a deal in the wee hours of Sunday morning.

Here's where it gets interesting. Typically, the negotiations room looks like pretty boring -- hundreds of negotiators sitting in rows facing a stage, each with a headset in to listen to the negotiations in their own language.

But by 4 a.m. on Sunday, the talks had condensed into what all present describe as a "huddle" with all the major players (U.S., EU, China, India) at the center, hammering out the language that finally made for a deal. See great pic here. (What language were they speaking? English? I'm so curious. Todd Stern, can you tell me?)

And it worked. For the first time ever, all countries signed on to a (here's the important part) legally binding agreement to reduce their CO2 emissions. Props go to European Union negotiators for pushing for the legally binding language and to the developing nations of China, India and Brazil for, for the first time, being willing to submit themselves to legally-binding (there's that term again -- hopefully we'll be hearing a lot more of it in the next few years) emissions reductions.

However, none of the legally binding talk applies to the CO2 we're emitting today. Nor will it apply for another, oh, 8 years. With global CO2 emissions increasing almost 6% in 2010, that's a lot more CO2 that's gonna go up in the atmosphere between now and then. The best they could do was to pledge to figure out all the details (how much CO2 to reduce, by whom and by when) over the next 4 years. Once that's decided by 2015, countries still have five years in which to comply.

It's the tiniest of tiny baby steps. One blogger likened it to asking a fire truck to come in 10 years when your house is on fire now. But creating an international agreement like this that the whole world agrees to, that can't happen overnight. Even 4 years will be tough. It's a step that has never before been taken and, for the first time, puts all the big guys under the same agreement. I call that a good thing.

Meanwhile, back home in California, yesterday Governor Jerry Brown convened his own climate change conference not to reduce the state's CO2 emissions (California already has one of the only laws in the country on mandatory reductions in emissions, called AB32), but to promote adaptation to climate change that's already occurring in California. Climate adaptation, largely in the form of wealthy nations funding developing nations' efforts to deal with climate impacts, is just one of the many issues yet to be tackled in the international negotiations over the next four years. We've got a long road ahead.
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BBC (UK): Solar subsidy changes could deal 'fatal blow' to industry
22 December 2011

Planned government changes to subsidies on solar power may deal the industry a "fatal blow", two parliamentary committees are warning.

The Environmental Audit Committee and Energy and Climate Change Committee say ministers are right to make changes, but are doing so "clumsily".

Government plans include restricting access to solar subsidies to houses meeting energy efficiency standards.

Thousands of solar industry jobs could be at risk, the committees warn.

On Thursday, a group of companies and environmental groups won a legal judgement against one of the changes.

Central to their campaign was the Department of Energy and Climate Change's (Decc) plan to halve abruptly the level of feed-in tariff (FiT) that small-scale solar installations attract, from 43p per kilowatt-hour (kWh) to 21p.

The FiTs are paid by energy companies to householders and communities to subsidise solar electricity generation.

Continue reading the main story

“Start Quote

    This will have a devastating effect on hundreds of solar companies and small building firms installing these panels across the country”

Joan Walley MP Eccom

It had been expected that the new tariff would come into effect from 1 April; but in October, the government said it would apply to anyone installing their solar panels after 12 December.

The High Court ruled that changing the tariffs before the end of an official consultation period was "legally flawed".

The two committees said ministers were right to cut the tariffs - but not in the way they did.

"There is no question that solar subsidies needed to be urgently reduced, but the government has handled this clumsily," said Tim Yeo, chairman of the Environmental Audit Committee.

"Ministers should have spotted the solar 'gold rush' much earlier. That way subsidy levels could have been reduced in a more orderly way without delivering such a shock to the industry."

The MPs described the quick tariff change as "panicky", and said it "smacks of retrospective regulation, which undermines confidence in the government's management of other energy policies".

The root cause is solar panels have proved far more popular than the government suspected when it introduced the FiT in April last year.

The cost of installing them has fallen faster than anticipated, by 30% since the scheme began. And with wholesale gas prices pushing up the cost of electricity from the grid, demand for solar panels rocketed

As a result, about 90% of the funds that the government wanted to be spent during the four-year FiT programme has already been allocated.

Industry concerns

Among the government's other proposals are changing the criteria for eligibiligy for FiTs.

The consultation suggests that houses should have to meet insulation standards before they qualify - for example, insisting that it should have an Energy Performance Certificate C rating at least.

Demo Campaigners warned the changes risked thousands of jobs - and MPs agreed

Government data suggest this would require 86% of homes to get an upgrade before becoming eligible. In most cases this would cost about £5,600, but could be much more expensive.

For a semi-detatched house with solid walls, the bill could be up to £14,000 - and with solar panel installation coming in at an average of £9,000, the committees fear a huge impact on uptake, potentially dealing the industry a "fatal blow".

"The government is right to encourage people to focus on saving energy before fitting solar panels, but these proposals will require most households to spend thousands of pounds on extra insulation before they even purchase the panels," said Joan Walley, who chairs the Energy and Climate Change Committee.

"This will stop nine out of 10 installations from going ahead, which will have a devastating effect on hundreds of solar companies and small building firms installing these panels across the country."

The Solar Trade Association, which represents more than 450 companies in the field, has surveyed industry chiefs and estimates that a third of companies could close as a result of the proposed changes.

Its chairman, Howard Johns, welcomed the committees' report.

"We are particularly pleased the committees have urged Decc to abandon the more extreme energy efficiency eligibility proposals, which could stamp out the UK solar market next year," he said.

"What is missing, however, is recognition that solar can deliver nothing less than an energy revolution at a cost to households lower than, for example, the levy imposed by wind energy."

A Decc spokesman said the report would be considered fully, but believed the changes were needed.

"We appreciate the uncertainty faced because of the changes we have proposed to the FiT scheme, but we believe solar projects will still be an attractive investment," he told BBC News.

But shadow energy and climate change secretary Caroline Flint described the report as a "damning indictment" of a government that was "out of touch".

"The government's chaotic mismanagement has put thousands of jobs and businesses in the solar industry in jeopardy, undermined confidence and investment in the whole energy sector and gives lie to the government's promise to be the 'greenest government ever'," she said.

The government sees solar playing a small role in the coming decade, certainly much smaller than wind.

But in a recent YouGov opinion survey, it emerged as the most popular energy technology, with 74% of respondents wanting the government to use more than it does at present.

The figure for wind was 56%. Only 16% wanted the use of coal to increase, while 43% preferred a reduction.
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Guardian (UK): Environment news on your iPhone? There's an app for that
21 December 2011

We know you like our news, comment and galleries - and thanks very much for that - so we have worked with app developer Taptu to create a new way for you to enjoy our journalism: a free environment news app for iPad and iPhone.

The app is built by Taptu and powered by the Guardian's content, through our Open Platform. What you get is a choice of story streams, such as climate change or wildlife, which you can tailor to your own tastes. You can also enjoy our incredibly popular picture galleries.

Navigating is easy using the touch interface and you can share stories on Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter with a tap of the finger, or save them for later with Instapaper, Read it Later or Taptu's bookmark stream.

We have also included streams from some of our partners in the Guardian Environment Network, including Business Green, Yale Environment 360, Mother Jones's green channel and the IPS Inter Press Service, as well as others such as Reuters environment news. That means you can get all the latest green news in one place.

I hope you'll download it now and give it go. I think it's fantastic and we are already thinking of new features to add to later versions. So, if you like it, do let us know and, if you don't, let us know why.
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Jerusalem Post (Israel): An emerging new world order

21 December 2011

The outcome of the latest round of climate change negotiations in Durban was as good as any dared hope for. A second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol, together with agreement from all countries to begin negotiations on a new legally binding instrument, or an agreement with “legal force,” is a major step forward. However, Durban will be remembered for much more than that; as the place where the tectonic plates of international relations fundamentally shifted.

The group of countries that drove the outcome in South Africa was a new coalition involving the EU and the BASIC countries – Brazil, China, India, Mexico and South Africa.

The emergence of this alliance of countries is significant for two reasons. First, these countries share a vision about the future and are committed to a path of low carbon, sustainable development. They recognize that this is the only pro-growth, pro-development strategy.

Second, this grouping signals a dissolving of the traditional divide between rich and poor countries. For too long international negotiations have been hampered by an overriding solidarity between developing countries and a culture of blame. Durban saw a new maturity with the major developing countries partnering with progressive, developed countries and beginning to take responsibility for the future direction of the global economy.

This shift of the tectonic plates is based on enlightened self-interest. On the one hand, there is no long-term scenario under which a fossil fuels-based economy is either sustainable or desirable for the human race as a whole. Reliance on fossil fuels, with supply risks in terms of political stability in oil producing regions, dwindling supplies and volatile prices together with an unstable climate caused by increasing emissions of greenhouse gases, present serious risks to a growing economy.

On the other hand, the economic opportunities presented by the low-carbon economy represent a major source of sustainable growth over the next few decades, while protecting the climate from dangerous human interference. With the existing regulatory and legislative frameworks, investment in clean energy is already rising fast and these countries were at the forefront.

IN 2010, the clean energy sector increased in value by 30 percent and was worth $243 billion. The EU – with a long-term and credible legislative framework to tackle climate change – claimed the largest share with $94.4 billion. Asia, led by China, was second with $82.8 billion. And the Americas, where the US has no legislative framework to price carbon or tackle climate change, fell into third place with $65.8 billion, reflecting the regulatory risk for investors of policy uncertainty.

The new coalition of countries that surfaced in Durban is building on this foundation by developing the regulatory and legislative frameworks to strengthen progress. As the 2nd Global Legislators Organization (GLOBE) Climate Legislation Study – launched last week in Durban – shows: • Brazil recently passed legislation to introduce a system of payments for ecosystem services to properly value natural resources and has updated the forest code to reduce the rate of deforestation – its major source of emissions.

• China’s 12th Five Year Plan sets carbon intensity targets for the first time, alongside energy intensity targets, and it is developing climate change legislation, expected to create further incentives for clean energy.

• India has adopted a “Solar Mission,” setting ambitious goals for the development of solar power generation.

• Mexico passed a comprehensive climate change law in the Senate last week, and the measure is expected to pass the lower house within days.

• South Africa has a comprehensive White Paper on climate change that sets out its vision for moving to a low-carbon economy and adapting the inevitable impacts of climate change that are happening now.

These are all investments in the future, a future that will belong to the major developing countries. After all, the projected population of the Earth in 2050 is 9 billion, 8 billion of whom will be living in what we currently call developing countries. It will be their world and they are beginning to prepare their economies to provide sustainable prosperity for their people.

As president of GLOBE International, the group of international legislators from the G20 economies, I am working hard to help facilitate the move to a low-carbon economy.

Through the annual GLOBE Climate Legislation Study, we are promoting best practice and supporting lawmakers as they develop practical national legislative frameworks to drive forward progress. And, in the new year, I will be convening legislators from this new coalition of countries to see how we can accelerate the transition to a low-carbon economy by identifying and dismantling regulatory barriers and standardizing regulation to allow the private sector to maximize commercial opportunities.

The EU and the major developing countries share a vision for the future, a future that is resource-efficient and powered by domestic sources of clean energy. And they are developing the legislative and regulatory frameworks to turn that vision into reality. Welcome to a brave new world.
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Pakistan Observer (Pakistan): ‘Environment needed to support working women’
22 December 2011

All conscientious citizens of the country are needed to create an enabling environment and effective legal systems to protect working women against discrimination, said activists here on Wednesday.

Appreciative of the fact that Prime Minister Syed Yousf Raza Gillani had designated December 22 as National Working Women Day, they said parliamentarians, government ministries and department as well as private sector are equally needed to contribute towards the cause.

Malka Khan, Program Manager of Aurat Foundation said passage of law protection of women against harassment at the workplace was a meaningful development that has favored working women in the country.

“We now expect that office of ombudsperson is constituted in every province of the country to facilitate women exposed to discrimination or harassment at their workplace,” she said.

This, the activist said has to be complimented by an internal code of conduct to combat harassment at each and every public and private organization including factories. “Many of the government organizations and most of the private ones are urgently needed to develop a complaints and appeals mechanism that would help establish a safe working environment for women,” said Malka Khan.

Advocate Rubina Brohi said that there was urgency to allocate resources, financial as well as trained human resources, to implement laws which have been recently promulgated.

“Government-appointed ombudspersons have to be available in all the provinces, to document cases and arbitrate as needed, she said.

Nasreen Hannan, a consultant and researcher said there is a need to create an environment where procedures are seen to be effective and binding.

“Unfortunately there is still a significant number of people who consider that the rightful place of women is the home, not the workplace,” she said. The activists said that it had taken many years of struggle by women organizations to bring this issue to the notice of law makers.
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Times of India (India): No binding pacts inked in Durban climate meet: Jayanthi Natarajan
22 December 2011

India has not undertaken legally binding commitments to take absolute greenhouse gas emission reduction targets at Durban, Union environment and forests minister Jayanthi Natarajan informed Rajya Sabha on Wednesday in a statement tabled in the house on the recently concluded UN climate negotiations in South Africa.

"It (the Durban pact) does not imply that India has to take binding commitments to reduce its emissions in absolute terms in 2020," Union environment minister Jayanthi Natarajan said in a statement tabled in Rajya Sabha on the Durban decision to have a new global climate regime starting 2020.

Her statement comes after the hard-fought battle at Durban UN climate meet, which had to be extended into extra time to address India's concerns and also ensure a second phase of Kyoto Protocol with targets for developed countries.

Members of the house are expected to seek clarifications from the minister on Monday next week.

Natarajan said that EU had pressed for a form of agreement that would be legally binding on all parties but india had resisted the pressure and ensure a third option (besides one of having a protocol or a legal instrument post 2020) was also inserted in the 'Durban Platform' decision of the world attaining 'an agreed outcome with legal force'.

She explained that the third option left the door open to negotiate for regular UN decisions also besides instead of a new legal instrument (like the Kyoto protocol) as part of the new regime.

"India ensured that the new arrangements in 2020 are established under the Convention. This will ensure that the principles and provisions of the convention continue to apply in the new regime as well," her statement read. She also pointed out that the three Indian agenda issues - equity, intellectual property rights and unilateral trade measures had also found anchor in the future negotiations.

This was to clarify that the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities (CBDR) and equity as found in the current convention would also apply to the new regime. A tug of war between the EU, US and India had ensued at Durban on this with the developed countries attempting to keep the new regime out of the canvas of existing UN Framework Convention on Climate Change.

EU had demanded a new single legally binding agreement instead while the US had demanded that the exact phrases 'equity' and 'CBDR' not be put in to the final decision.

A last minute compromise by US and EU under pressure from India had ensured that the final Durban Platform decision explicitly mentioned that the new arrangement would be made under the existing UN climate convention instead of being a parallel or alternative compact.
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Star (Philippines): 1Green move for the environment
22 December 2011

A concerted effort by individuals, government and private sector is needed for the country to protect the environment and to reduce carbon dioxide emission by 40% before 2020, MCA president Datuk Seri Dr Chua Soi Lek said.

He said one of the initiatives the Government should implement was a reward and punishment system.

“To provide impetus for increased involvement in green tech, MCA has proposed that firms or industries that play their part for the environment or development of green technology be rewarded.

“If they do not fulfil certain green initiatives, they should be punished.

“But if they meet the criteria, they should be given incentives,” he said in his speech at the “All I Want Is An EcoGreen Christmas Forum” at the National Science Centre yesterday.

Dr Chua said that by going green, some companies could also make profits, citing an example of a factory in China that installed solar panels in its building and stored the solar power in a battery for winter.

He said large companies and factories should allocate a certain amount under their Corporate Social Responsibility budget for green activities.

“The private sector should adopt a green corporate culture such as planting trees, installing solar panels and reusing paper,” he said.

He said people must also be more proactive by adopting an environment-friendly lifestyle.

Dr Chua felt the Government should also come up with a green procurement policy of favouring eco-friendly products, adding that green activities should be taught in schools.

Dr Chua urged youths to be committed and enthusiastic in saving the environment.

He relayed his own experience in the difficulties faced in finding funds for the Endau-Rompin National Park Nature Education and Research Centre when he was the State Environment and Consumer Affairs Committee chairman in Johor for nine years.

Tourism Minister Datuk Seri Dr Ng Yen Yen, who closed the event, said she hoped that youths be action-orientated by practising “individual social responsibility” such as volunteering their time for green activities.

“Change must come from the young people because you will inherit Malaysia and the world,” she said. 
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Telegraph (UK): Don't take bath this Christmas as drought order is issued
22 December 2011

South East Water has sent letters to 65,000 homes in Sussex asking householders to take short showers instead of baths and not to wash the car with a hosepipe over Christmas.

The company, which also serves Kent, Surrey, Hampshire and Berkshire, was granted a drought order by Caroline Spelman, the Environment Secretary. She allowed it to pump more water from the River Ouse to refill a reservoir.

The only time the emergency measure has been issued in the winter before was in December 2003, in the North–West.

Drought orders ultimately allow water companies to bring in hosepipe bans and other restrictions. South East Water insists this will not be necessary yet, although demand must be reduced.

The company is asking its customers to use less water over the festive period by putting on the washing machine or dishwasher only when there is a full load.

People are asked to turn off the tap when brushing their teeth and to put a water displacement device or "hippo" in the lavatory cistern to save water on the flush.

Usually such measures are required in the spring or summer but action was needed after the driest 12 months on record in England and Wales. Anglian Water has also been allowed to bring in two "drought permits", which allows the company to pump water from rivers and bring in certain restrictions.

The Midlands are also very dry and water companies are asking households to cut down on usage.

Unless there is more rain in the next few months, much of the country faces the prospect of hosepipe bans over the summer as groundwater and river levels are extremely low.

South East Water admitted the situation had been made worse by faulty measurements at Ardingly Reservoir, which feeds the River Ouse in West Sussex.

Mary Creagh, Labour's shadow environment secretary, said 65,000 homes would have been left with no water within five weeks if the drought order had not been brought in on time.

"The news that South East Water got their reservoir measurements wrong and put 65,000 Sussex homes at risk of standpipes or cuts is barely believable," she said.

The Environment Agency is investigating South East Water over the error.

A spokesman said: "We support the Secretary of State's decision to grant a drought order which will help to safeguard the water supplies for South East Water's customers. We will now be conducting a full review into why a drought order has been required."

In December 2003, United Utilities was allowed to pump water from Windermere and Ullswater to combat the threat of drought in the North West.
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Nigerian Tribune (Nigeria): Oil-producing communities charged on environmental protection
22 December 2011

The Niger Delta Development Commission (NDDC) has raised the alarm over the ecological degradation in the oil-producing areas of the country, urging the people of such communities and other stakeholders to shun unhealthy environmental practices and habits.

The Managing Director of the intervention agency, Dr Chris Oboh, who expressed his readiness to tackle the myriads of ecological problems facing the oil producing areas frontally during his tenure, spoke at a workshop organised by the NDDC on environmental awareness in Akure, Ondo State recently.

Speaking through the commission’s director in the Directorate of Environmental Protection and Control, Mr Ayadi Yalla, the NDDC boss said the issue of environmental protection was a matter of global concern as “the entire world is at present facing a lot of challenges as far as the environment is concerned.”|

Stressing that some of the problems were already threatening the very existence of man on earth, the NDDC boss said “our Niger Delta region has peculiar and unique environmental challenges which include, but not limited to, indiscriminate waste disposal, oil spills, air pollution, gas flaring, unhealthy occupational practices, flood, sea incursion, among others.”

He, however, noted that “while some of these environmental problems are natural in phenomenon, quite a good number of them are man-made. Even the ones we classify as natural can also be managed by man if he is aware of what to do. This sod invariably put the entire focus of our environment sustainability on man.

“The environment is our heritage. We live in it and use its resources like air, land and water to meet our needs. While meeting the ever-growing needs of the people, we also put pressure on the environment to repair and replenish itself.”

In his contribution, the Ondo State Commissioner for Environment, Sola Ebiseeni, lamented the peculiar problems of the 80-kilometre stretch of the state’s shoreline, describing it as the worst in the country’s coastline.

He challenged the NDDC to rise up to the challenge of providing potable water for the people of the oil communities in the state, saying that “the agency should look at alternative way of sourcing water since sinking of boreholes has failed.

“Why must we continue to sink boreholes while we can see water face to face? We should explore ways of converting this water to be potable. We are not living as human beings because we drink from the same water we defecate in, this is just too bad.”

The workshop drew participants from the two coastal councils of Ilaje and Ese-Odo and a communiqué.
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People’s Daily (China): Global warming bringing negative effects on China
21 December 2011

The Global Climate Conference held in Durban of South Africa not long ago has made the world pay high attention to the climate change once again.

According to data offered by the China Meteorological Administration (CMA), China's average temperature rise was higher than that of the world in the past 100 years. According to global surface temperature data, the global temperature rose by 0.47 degrees Celsius from 1906 to 2005. The temperature rising speed of the Northern Hemisphere was between 0.234 degrees Celsius and 0.245 degrees Celsius per decade in the period between 1979 and 2005, higher than that (between 0.092 degrees Celsius and 0.096 degrees Celsius) of the Southern Hemisphere.

The abnormal climate change of China is reflected in not only the rise of the annual mean temperature but also the direct and indirect effects brought by it. The vice director general of the Technology and Climate Change Department under the CMA Chao Qingchen said that, compared to 1880, China's precipitation has not changed much, but a decade-long fluctuation occurred in a period between 20 and 30 years. The solar radiation on the land surface has decreased. Compared to 1960s, both the winter and summer monsoons of the East Asia have weakened. In the 1990s, 82 percent of glaciers were shrinking and the shrinking speed has been accelerating since then. Since 1950s, China's sea level is rising 2.5mm per year.
The minister of the CMA Zheng Guogang believes that the global climate change featuring global warming has turned into a fact and people should not ignore the effects brought by it. If no effective measures are taken, the future climate change may exceed the extreme limits of the natural ecological, economic and social systems and suddenly lead to severe irreversible results.

Dealing with the climate change is an important practical subject that connects with the harmony between the human and nature and the sustainable development. “It is a complicated and difficult problem for the entire human race, as it involves in many areas including economy, society, ecology, environment and technology.”

Currently, China's capacity of dealing with extreme climatic incidents is still weak. Facing the severe climate change situation and the heavy mission of adapting to it, China should insist on both alleviating and adapting to the climate change, reduce its negative effects, make use of its positive effects and strengthen the capacity of dealing with it.
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Star (Kenya): AU Needs to Change Tack On Trade Talks
20 December 2011

If there is one lesson for the Africa Union (AU) from recent incidents in North Africa and the just concluded Climate Change talks in Durban, then it must be that the continental body needs to re-examine its engagement strategy in international affairs.

At the peak of the Arab uprising, AU's insistence on an 'African Solution', a phrase often used to justify non-intervention, was clearly ignored by NATO and the Arab League leading to toppling of the Kaddafi regime.

This followed by Canada's recent withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol commitments on carbon emissions reductions despite what looked like a 'balanced' deal in Durban confirms that reliance on 'traditional' diplomacy may as well not deliver much on Africa's urgent developmental needs.

Yet the just concluded 8th World Trade Organization (WTO) Ministerial in Geneva has once again adopted a predictable theme of 'commitments to further negotiations' on disciplines that are at the core of trade and development priorities of Africa. This at a time that many artificial barriers to trade continue to be erected by major industrialised economies on areas of priority to Africa's trade notably agriculture, horticulture and fisheries is certainly unwelcome.

And with Doha Development Agenda now stalled for more than a decade thereby causing prolonged economic injustice as more African households remain consigned to poverty, it's perhaps time to do things differently. But as the text of the 7th AU Trade Ministers Session presented at the Geneva Ministerial illustrates, traditional 'blame-game' toward developed countries and passivity by AU is far from being abandoned.

In an ideal sense of free trade, Africa's 'comparative advantage' in areas like agriculture would be expected to be engine for spurring growth. However, in reality the there is nothing like free trade amongst unequal partners as developed countries continue to exercise protectionism in those very sectors.

Just last year alone, Europe Union (EU)'s subsidies to its agricultural sector exceeded US $ 250 billion. This is more than 3 times Kenya's GDP and in a sense makes the whole idea of fair trade competition somewhat impossible. From historical trends, it is quite unlikely that developed countries will stop protecting their economies easily. This is not only because of entrenched sectoral interests that no Western politician has so far gathered temerity to challenge at home but also the very 'sensitive' nature of sectors like agriculture to national security concerns. Indeed, no government worth its name will readily entrust something like food security to the 'unpredictable' dictates of international trade.

Therefore, one would expect AU to adopt a more proactive but unified strategy in pursuing productive alternatives to its diplomatic engagements. Fairness in trade means fair conditions of exchange. This is a cornerstone of the economic justice and of trade in particular. Kenya as the present coordinator of Africa Group has a rare opportunity to lead this. One readily available yet under-utilised alternative would be to exploit existing mechanisms within the WTO dispute settlement framework.

Present patterns indicate that despite being most disadvantaged by unfair trade practices, African countries have exhibited least enthusiasm in filing disputes before the WTO's Dispute Settlement Body since its establishment. Within the same period, other developing economies like Argentina, Brazil, India, Mexico and Thailand have each filed between 12 and 25 disputes against developed economies with generally positive results.

Understandably, most African countries have vulnerable and small economies that can ill afford the expensive and perhaps technical nature of these disputes. However, it is also a fact that most African economies are similar and therefore the nature of potential disputes is the same. They would easily surmount such a challenge by acting together. In fact, this alone ought to be a strong incentive for a unified action within the context of the African Union.

Possible flipside to filing disputes would be risk of non-compliance by the developed economies with final awards. Of course, this is not new neither is it entirely supported by emerging trends which show increased efforts to comply. Moreover, the advantage of having a successful dispute against developed nations serves to both highlight the problem at an entirely different level whilst creating leeway for effective options like adopting retaliatory measures. Besides, as the Cotton Initiative by West and Central African countries demonstrates such disputes have potential of triggering domestic pressure in affected developed economies while attracting unparalleled international support.

Finally, as disputes/trials in other comparatively new international tribunals like ICC and ICTR show, the question of lack of capacity to lodge these disputes within AU member states is often exaggerated. Moreover, it also ignores the level of technical support AU countries can readily access from within and without the continent if only it approached trade issues with half the unity and enthusiasm we see when it is defending 'sovereignty' of its members.
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Daily Times (Malawi): Has Malawi gained from COP17?
21 December 2011

They came in their large numbers to Durban. These were great minds who met to explore the future in the thick of a climate change scare. The talks raised hopes to the poor and peasant farmers of possible ways to reduce the effects, which are negatively changing people's lives.

For two weeks they locked themselves in meetings both closed and open, spending hours and hours negotiating and opposing and yet the result lacks a lot to be desired.

Now they are back or heading to their respective countries. These are big brains from over 190 countries who gathered to ponder on the positive ways to address climate change.

To a poor Malawian the United Nations climate change talks might mean nothing because no matter how long policy makers meet, on behalf of the voiceless, people continue to experience climate change effects.

But the Malawi delegates who went to the talks either as an observer or negotiator, to them the talks have got a different meaning all together.

For youthful Heather Maseko, a Chancellor College student, who went to Durban under National Youth Network on Climate Change (NYNCC), she came to Durban to learn how negotiations are made.

"As a youth this is a platform to gain experience on the process of negotiations for the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) as a future leader," she said adding that though the talks have not met her expectations, she hopes there is always a next time.

The faith community was also part of the talks as observers. National Coordinator for Act Alliance, Dingiswayo Jere, feels the talks need to be taken more seriously as it is happening now.

He cited the absence of President Bingu wa Mutharika and his ministers and other influential leaders like United States President Barack Obama, Robert Mugabe at the talks as discouraging and degrading to the impact of such talks.

"We needed as a country to have our President here because some of these issues they need a political voice which in this case can better come from him (President)" he said adding that the absence of other key leaders has also negatively affected the outcome of the talks.

Small-holder farmer Eunice Chipengule who was among African women farmers who presented a petition to the COP president hoping that before COP17 ends they will have their concerns addressed, should be among frustrated people because as African farmers among others they were advocating for the Kyoto Protocol extension.

But Leader of delegation Evans Njewa, who is the Environmental Officer for Policy and Planning, Climate Change and Global Environment Facility, took courage to say that even if it might seem that the Durban summit failed to bear fruits, talks on climate change continue outside the Conference of Parties (COP).

"We might have failed to come up with something positive, but we are hoping that talks will continue until we reach an agreement on the second Kyoto Protocol," he said.

Njewa said the talks have been beneficial for Malawi as they provided a forum for the country to present its position in as far as climate change is concerned.

Mainly Malawi stressed on the need for donor support towards adaptation activities. Another delegate who did not want to be identified said he feels the talks are a waste of time and money because they are there to blindfold people as decisions are made prior.

"I can assure you that the talks will not yield anything positive, rich countries do not want to endorse the second commitment," he said.

Principal Secretary in the Ministry of Natural Resources, Energy and Environment Anthony Livuza said: "We came with a lot of hope but that hope is being tampered with. We are facing difficulties in negotiating because countries like the US are unwilling to clearly put the cards on table so that we move forward."

But he disagreed the meetings are a waste of time but bemoaned their slow pace.

"We want progress so that we have the Green climate fund operational and we put in place the second Kyoto protocol. These two issues are key for Malawi because we face lots of constraints in terms of funds and capacity that would allow us to trade with complex issues like afforestation," he said.

Different organisations have come up with statements criticising developed countries' efforts to undermine the climate convention principles and legally binding agreements. For Malawians this means tougher times ahead.
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Vancouver Observer (Canada): Canada and the environment: key events from 2011
21 December 2011

The past two months have seen a whirlwind of activity in Canadian environmental policy. To get a sense of where we stand – and where we’re headed in 2012 – the Vancouver Observer has put together a year-end wrap-up of some of the most significant environmental issues and events of 2011.

The “Ethical Oil” argument

In 2010, author Ezra Levant coined the term “ethical oil” with his book in support of Canada’s tar sands industry. And though the book was released last year, the argument – over whether Canadian oil sands are more “ethical” than alternatives from conflicted countries like Venezuela or Saudi Arabia – continued throughout 2011.

According to Levant, Canada’s record on human rights, equality and environmental responsibility should be considered against the abuses of governments in other oil-producing nations in the Middle East or South America. He says instead of the typical conservative approach in support of big oil, he makes the case for the tar sands “from a liberal point of view”.

In March 2011, the Ethical Oil Institute was launched as a registered nonprofit corporation with the province of Alberta. Soon after, the organization produced a television ad that ran on the Oprah Winfrey Network and SUN TV and sparked heated remarks from the Saudi embassy.

As expected, the “ethical oil” argument has been tossed around and critiqued by many in the environmental community. Even the oil industry was said to be wary of the slogan.

Greenpeace climate and energy co-director Tzeporah Berman said she was “paralyzed with shock” at the campaign and advertisement, urging oil sands supporters to stop “polluting our children’s minds”.

Now, the Ethical Oil team is promoting an ongoing Chiquita boycott, after the banana producer encouraged suppliers to find cleaner alternatives to tar sands fuel. The message: You boycott us? We'll boycott you back.

    If Oprah Winfrey is willing to plug “Ethical Oil”, why stop with the tar sands?

    “Ethical oil” parody of Canadian oil TV ad: video

    Vancouver Sun’s ethical oil orgy

European fuel directive against Canadian tar sands

For months, the European Union has been deliberating over an initiative to classify different types of fuel by related greenhouse gas emissions. Under EU climate change commissioner, Connie Hedegaard, the European commission put their stamp on the European Fuel Quality Directive, which sets minimum environmental standards for oil companies and industries like the tar sands.

Media reports on the fuel directive soon turned to Canadian tar sands products, which could be restricted or even banned in the EU due to their high carbon footprint. Such a ban may not seem overly serious given that the EU’s oil imports from Canada are already minimal, but Europe’s prominence in the international community means a decision like this could have an impact on other markets.

Industry lobbyists, politicians and even oil sands supporters from the UK have been aggressive in their response, speaking out against the directive in an attempt to prevent the tar sands from being officially classified as a high-carbon, “dirty” fuel.

Green Party’s first elected seat in Parliament

In this year’s federal election, Elizabeth May made history by winning the first elected seat for the Green Party of Canada.

May overcame the odds and won in the polls as an MP representing her home riding of Saanich-Gulf Islands, despite being refused a spot in the televised leaders’ debate.  Acknowledging the challenge of making headway as a “lone warrior” in a majority Conservative government, the Green leader inspired supporters across Canada by winning a seat and pledging to make the environment a bigger priority in Ottawa.

Together we will make history and change Canadian politics,” said May in a statement after the election.

“The Green Party will continue to grow, addressing the critical issues the other parties ignore.”

A groundbreaking analysis submitted to the government in September by the National Roundtable on the Environment and the Economy (NRTEE) reported that climate change could cost Canada up to $43 billion a year by 2050.

Entitled “Paying the price”, the study outlined a number of frightening effects that global warming could have on the economy, if Canadian officials don’t get their act together soon. Analysts said Canada’s GDP stands to suffer as increasing temperatures would kill off forests, create devastating flooding in low-lying areas, and cause more illness.  

In its recommendations, the NRTEE panel said Canada would benefit from a global treaty extending Kyoto Protocol commitments beyond 2012 – and now, just months later, Canada has backed out of the international agreement altogether.
Canada and the environment: key events from 2011

From Greens in Parliament to tar sands opposition and the Kyoto Protocol, here's a summary of some of the year's most important environmental issues and events.

Pipeline opposition: Keystone XL and Northern Gateway

Environmental advocates across North America took oil and gas opposition to a new level this year, with dedicated campaigns to fight two major tar sands pipelines.

TransCanada’s Keystone XL pipeline expansion project from Alberta to the US Gulf Coast faced an uphill battle at the White House last month, with thousands of protesters uniting to express their outrage. After President Barack Obama delayed its approval pending an environmental assessment, Republican senators touting the project’s job creation potential are still pushing him to make a decision.

North of the border, Enbridge’s controversial Northern Gateway pipeline has brought together activists from a variety of environmental and First Nations groups, all fiercely opposed to the proposed pipeline from northern Alberta to the coastal port at Kitimat, BC. Polls have shown up to 80 per cent of British Columbians are against the project, citing the potentially devastating effects of a spill that many say is inevitable.

The Save the Fraser Declaration, signed by 130 different First Nations from across the province, relays a promise from Aboriginal leaders to defend their land from dangerous oil and gas development. Hearings in a government review on the project begin in January 2012, with thousands of concerned residents signed up to give testimony.

Canada’s Kyoto withdrawal

The environmental policy event most likely to be remembered by the global community this year was the federal government’s decision to pull Canada out of the Kyoto Protocol. After weeks of criticism over Canada’s poor policy from world leaders and climate experts at the UN Climate Summit in Durban, Environment Minister Peter Kent sealed the deal by announcing the country’s official withdrawal from the international agreement.

Although most people already knew we weren’t going to reach our emissions targets for 2012, news of the withdrawal still came as a blow to Canadian advocates and environmental groups. The government’s continuing support for Alberta’s tar sands industry is seen as a slap in the face to other nations signed onto Kyoto, who say emissions from Canadian oil and gas industries will have devastating impacts on the countries most vulnerable to climate change.

“For a vulnerable country like Tuvalu, it’s an act of sabotage on our future,” said Ian Fry, lead negotiator for the small island nation in the South Pacific. Like many other islands around the world, Tuvalu is particularly at risk of rising sea levels.

China and Japan were among the other international critics, calling the decision “regrettable” and saying it “flies in the face of the efforts of the international community.”

Online and in the news, the response to Kent’s announcement revealed widespread shame and disappointment. An article in the Globe and Mail said the country’s Kyoto pull-out “shames us all”, laying out a series of events and decisions that led to this point.

One headline from environmental news site Grist put it bluntly, “Why is Canada withdrawing from Kyoto? Two words: Tar sands”.
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Fiji Times (Fiji): Tourists protect the environment
22 December 2011

NOT satisfied with just immersing themselves in Fiji's tranquil and turquoise waters, visitors to our shores are increasingly becoming involved in conservation efforts around the country.

Tourists at Mana Island Resort and Spa were visibly delighted to be part of a monthly environmental tradition organised by the Mamanuca Environment Society (MES) after they replanted about 20 corals at a reef near the resort on Tuesday.

Established in 2007, countless number of tourists frequenting the Mamanuca Group involve themselves in environmental program which include coral replanting, plant restoration and beach clean-up campaigns.

MES project manager Betani Salusalu said the project was introduced with the main aim of educating tourists of the susceptibility of coral reefs in the Mamanuca frequented by visits from tourists all-year round.

"Coral planting is very important in the Mamanuca and in Mana Island because of the vulnerability of the reefs that surround the islands. Right now there are a lot of tourists that come out to the Mamanuca every day and this increases the reef's vulnerability because it can break in a couple of minutes from vessels and ships that travel around these waters," he said.

Mr Salusalu emphasised that it was important to get visitors involved in conservation activities because of their direct influence on the deterioration of reefs through transfers and sighseeing trips.

"Guests like to take part in this, because they find it very satisfying knowing at the end of the day they have contributed to keeping our environment intact and preserved for future generations of visitors. It is amazing to see them understand why it's important for them to be part of the program," Mr Salusalu said.

He also added that at the end of each program tourists left the Mamanuca with a sense of accomplishment and a feel-good attitude about their contribution to the sustainability of marine life in the region.

"Before they only saw themselves as tourists and guests in the Mamanuca but now after the introduction of this program they see themselves as environmentalists who can contribute to the environment and that's something they are very proud of," he said.

Mr Saulsalu says since the introduction of the program, he has seen a lot of improvement to the environment and the attitudes of locals and visitors alike.

"Since the program's initiation in 2007, I have seen a huge improvement to the environment and the interest from local people and tourists themselves who take part in these initiatives.

"They also encourage other guests to be a part of the programme and it has changed their perception of the environment and the reefs," he added.
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Today’s Zaman (Turkey): Saving the day by selling the future
21 December 2011

The most recent meeting of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was held in Durban, South Africa, with the participation of delegations from 194 states from Nov. 28-Dec. 9. It was yet another fiasco. Politicians who represented the states agreed that they could not agree on anything and went back to their daily political agendas.

This has been the case since the first meeting held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The transnational civil society organizations that participated in the Durban meeting were kicked out of the hall. It is possible that they will be denied entry at future meetings. The international community, through the hands of its representatives, is jeopardizing its future. They do not care about the initial signs of pauperization and progressive annihilation as a result of humankind’s obsession with growth and wealth. They are concerned only about exploiting nature and saving the day through selling the future.

They still pretend to overcome the ever mounting damage and pressure put on living creatures posed by natural imbalances. Excessive trust in technology, a solid rock faith in the endlessness of natural resources, an arrogance that fails to realize the existence of other creatures, a lack of remorse that considers the wealthy will figure out how to survive but fails to take into account the right of the poor to life. All these are the constituent parts of the universal lack of environmental awareness.

Policy or rather lack of policy is derived from such stubbornness. Roughly speaking, there are two types of lack of policy: The wealthy countries, which are the primary causes of environmental degradation, refuse to make any concession from their lifestyles and economic systems. In a final analysis, despite solid proof of viable alternatives, this approach puts strong emphasis on economic utility, refers to the cost of environmental protection, abuses public opinions with future unemployment and spends a lot of money on propaganda that claims there is no such thing as climate change. A vicious mentality that insists on the infinite nature of capitalism or economy but fails to appreciate that nature is not infinite; this is the gist of the cynical environmental policies that the politicians of the wealthy countries have drafted.

The attitude of politicians from the developing countries is no different. In short, they basically say: “The developed countries have polluted the world environment and they are still doing so. We are entitled to pollute in the same way to develop, grow and become wealthy. A state of mind that reduces the whole discussion to an imperialist conspiracy, whereby the affluent would refuse the poor’s right to develop. As if the world that the developed countries polluted is different than the world they are polluting now.

Where is Turkey?

Turkey was represented in Durban by the minister of development! This alone, shows the government’s priority. However, experts without exception are pointing at the advancing desertification in this region of the world because of climate change and solar movements. They are also adding that the strong emphasis on growth, consumption and energy will further contribute to the desertification trend.

A public poll entitled “Environment in Turkey-2010” by professors Ali Çarkoğlu and Ersin Kalaycıoğlu from the İstanbul Policy Center is the only comprehensive study that deals with environmental awareness that I know of. The findings may support the government’s agenda to justify its preferences and choices: The majority of the polled are not aware of an environmental danger above and beyond their daily struggle for subsistence; 70 percent of the respondents hold that economic growth is not a threat to the environment and 48 percent believe that there are more important things than the environment. This is not surprising in a country where public goods are considered with the least care.

Environmental awareness is never very high in developing countries. However, politicians and intellectuals are there to fill this gap. But unlike other developing countries, it seems that the opinion leaders in Turkey do not hold such concerns. Figures revealed in the Durban meeting rank Turkey with Iran and Saudi Arabia in the standing of environmental awareness.

Recently, Fatma Şahin, minister of family affairs and social policies, said that the Turkish population is aging, adding that the “at least three kids” policy represented a scientific approach rather than a conservative view. How meaningful is it to give birth to a child if there is no world to breathe in?
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IPS: Green Tech Drives Search for Rare Earths in Argentina
21 December 2011

Argentina could meet part of the rising world demand for "rare earth" metals, required for a variety of green technologies, advanced electronic devices and medical diagnostic equipment. The challenge lies in mining them in a sustainable fashion.

Considerable expectations have been created in the South American country around this group of 17 metals, called "rare" because they are found in relatively low proportions in rock and sediment and rarely exist in pure form.

Rare earth elements (REEs) like dysprosium, lanthanum and neodymium are key components in the manufacture of widely used devices such as mobile phones, laptop and tablet computers, MP3 players and digital cameras, as well as green tech innovations including wind turbines and hybrid cars.

The world’s biggest producer of rare earths is China, which accounts for 97 percent of the global supply of these metals. But the Chinese government’s decision to restrict production and exports to favor domestic manufacturers has driven up prices and fueled a search for alternative sources.

Rare earths are sometimes found in proportions of just a few parts per million in rock and sediments, and scarce concentrations like these make their extraction economically unviable, explained geologist Diana Mutti, director of the department of mining geology at the School of Exact and Natural Sciences of the University of Buenos Aires.

The highest concentrations of these metals are found in certain regions of China, the United States, Canada and Russia, Mutti told Tierramérica. But there are also significant deposits in some provinces of Argentina.

"There is potential for rare earths in the mountains of Córdoba, San Luis (in central Argentina), Salta and Catamarca (northwest). They may be found in the rock there in larger proportions, but not necessarily enough to constitute a mining reserve," she noted.

For the moment, the province of San Luis is where the country’s largest concentrations of rare earths have been found.

Early this year, Canadian mining company Wealth Minerals acquired 6,000 hectares in the Rodeo de los Molles region of San Luis province, based on promising test results for rare earth exploration potential.

"Following China's recently announced REE export quota cutback, the second cut in concurrent years, we are extremely pleased to have secured a large, unexplored land package in a region that is known to host very significant rare earth element concentrations," said Wealth Minerals' president and CEO, Henk Van Alphen, when the land purchase was announced.

According to Mutti, in the northern Argentine province of Santiago del Estero "there are similarities with the rock in the mountains of Córdoba, but the threshold for concluding that there is potential has yet to be crossed."

"There are indications, but not a manifestation," she specified.

Mutti was alluding to the expectations raised over activities in the mountains of Sumampa in Santiago del Estero undertaken by subsidiaries of another Canadian company, U308 Corp., which were confirmed by an industry association.

Julio Ríos Gómez, president of the Exploratory Mining Companies Group of Argentina, declared that international companies have placed the country "among the richest areas in the world in terms of the availability of this resource."

Ríos Gómez reported that requests for authorisation of rare earths exploration have been submitted by companies from Australia and Canada, largely as a result of China’s cuts in export quotas since 2010.

In the Sumampa region in southern Santiago del Estero, he told a press conference, "there are companies exploring for rare earths, and there is a plan to reactivate the entire mining industry in the province, where there are no laws that limit extraction."

Neither Ríos Gómez nor the Foundation for the Development of Mining in Argentina - which claimed to have "little information" about rare earths - responded to requests for an interview with Tierramérica.

But not everyone welcomes exploration for these rare metals.

According to residents of Jasimampa, a community near the mountains of Sumampa, individuals who said they work for Gaia Energy Argentina SA tried to convince them of the benefits of mining activity in the region.

Gaia Energy is fully owned by U308 Corp. of Canada, which specialises in uranium mining.

"The company forced its way onto lands that are collectively used by the whole community, with the assistance of the police, and the community resisted. There were even arrests," reported Adolfo Farías, a leader of the Campesino (Peasant Farmer) Movement of Santiago del Estero (MOCASE).

"Gaia went in trying to confuse people, talking about the progress that mining brings and the employment it creates, they claim, but they were met with mobilisation and resistance, and the project was halted," Farías told Tierramérica.

And the indigenous peoples and small farmers in the area "will continue their resistance," said Farías. "Our goal is food sovereignty and the protection of our natural resources from plundering," he stressed.

"We know that there are rare earths in Sumampa, and that the company has a strategy to exploit them, but we are opposed, because we know it will contaminate the water and it won’t create jobs like they say it will," he added.

Another subsidiary of U308 Corp., South American Rare Earth Corp., has also acquired property in Jasimampa for rare earth exploration.

Mutti explained that the method used to extract the metals depends on the rock containing them. If it is exposed, they are usually extracted through strip or open-pit mining. But since the rock formations in question are no larger than 50 by 10 metres, they would entail small-scale operations.

Underground mining is also a possibility, but given the bigger investment required, the operation would have to be highly profitable, she noted.

In her opinion, rare earth mining "is fairly sustainable in general, but we know that any activity has an impact on the environment."

"In this case they would not use cyanide and there would be no production of acid water. But there would be some impact on the landscape, on the flora and fauna of the area, and on soil movement," she said. There could also be explosions, landslides and collapses, she added.

Mutti recommended evaluating how these impacts would be mitigated, and whether the extraction of these resources generates more sustainable alternatives and cleaner development in the production chain.

*The writer is an IPS correspondent. This story was originally published by Latin American newspapers that are part of the Tierramérica network. Tierramérica is a specialised news service produced by IPS with the backing of the United Nations Development Programme, United Nations Environment Programme and the World Bank.
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FIA Foundation (UK): Rio+20: safe and sustainable transport must be included, says UN coordinator
21 December 2011

Policies for safe and sustainable transport must be included in new Sustainable Development Goals at the 2012 Rio+20 Conference, according to the Executive Coordinator of the 2012 UN Conference.

In an interview with the Make Roads Safe Campaign, Brice Lalonde, Executive Coordinator of Rio+20, made the case for including road safety and sustainable transport within the framework of new sustainable development goals to be agreed at the Rio de Janeiro summit, goals that could eventually be merged with the Millennium Development Goals.

Brice Lalonde, Executive Coordinator of Rio+20, said:

“Transportation is very important and is part of all discussions on climate change, safety, sustainable cities, inter-city transportation. And so suddenly this concern about road safety is becoming something important which is going to be probably addressed in a much better way than it was before, because it was more marginalised before”.

“I think the UN Decade for Road Safety and the Make Roads Safe campaign are both very powerful initiatives and it is going to make a difference. If we could try to address road safety at the same time as we address the environment, the design, the architecture, the land used for the planning of cities, if we can do that in  a holistic way it is exactly sustainable development. So I think it is going to make a difference this time, I think it is going to be more central, as much as we can put it in the agenda of Rio+20”. 

The Make Roads Safe campaign’s interview with Mr Lalonde took place as governments and NGOs met to discuss an inputs document for the Rio+20 conference. Safe, sustainable transportation was cited throughout the Second Intersessional Meeting of the Rio+20 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, which took place  at UN Headquarters in New York City to prepare for the Conference in June 2012. Transport was highlighted as a priority in the opening briefing by the UN Global Sustainability Panel and in several key side events, as well as in country floor statements.  In the “Sustainable & Just Cities: New Priorities for the Rio+20 Conference” side event, hosted by the Ford Foundation and featuring Mayor Michael Bloomberg, the current Chair of the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group (C40), Natural Resources Defense Council President Frances Beinecke spoke at length about the need to integrate transportation into sustainability efforts through efforts such as low carbon transport. Mayor Bloomberg cited new bicycle lanes and public transport as examples of how New York City is promoting sustainable transport solutions.

The International Union of Railways (UIC) and  SLoCat (the Partnership on Sustainable Low Carbon Transport) held an event entitled “Why Transport Sustainability is Fundamental to Sustainable Development: A Rio+20 Action Agenda” with diverse participation from UN Country Missions, universities, industry, and others.   In addition, corporate partners in the “Technologies for Sustainable Development” session, such as IBM, pointed to transportation as a prime example of area where technology can help achieve Rio +20 sustainability goals.  Delegates from the NGO community stressed the need for “practical, people-centred” solutions and how safe, sustainable mobility could help achieve this.

Dr. Bella Dinh-Zarr, US Director of the Make Roads Safe Campaign, who attended the UN meeting in New York, said: “As Brice Lalonde’s comments show, there is clearly a groundswell to ensure safe and sustainable transport is part of the Rio+20 framework. Transportation was mentioned over 1000 times by nearly 250 organizations and governments in the Rio +20 preparatory documents, including in submissions from the Commission for Global Road Safety and the FIA Foundation.  This, along with the robust discussions at this meeting, demonstrates that participants see safe, sustainable transportation as a priority issue for Rio +20. But this is a cross-cutting issue that does not fall neatly into one category.  So often in the past transport has been side-lined and neglected at international sustainability meetings. Now it is up to all of us to ensure that transportation is recognised and included as part of the practical solutions for sustainable development highlighted in Rio next June”.
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Eco-Business: Take the green lead, Singapore
22 December 2011

The United Nations climate talks in Durban, South Africa, earlier this month resulted in what some have called ‘a plan to make a plan’: an agreement for all countries to negotiate a new regime of greenhouse gas emissions cuts by 2015 and have it take effect by 2020.

The current Kyoto Protocol was extended for another five-year commitment period, but it covers only developed nations.

What’s a developing country to do in this interim grey area? They could get some pointers from Singapore, perhaps.

Though the island state aligns itself with the Alliance of Small Island States and the developing world Group of 77 (G-77), which want the developed world to bear responsibility for the emissions it put into the atmosphere, it bears characteristics of both developed and developing countries.

Hence, the Republic serves as a model of how a relatively advanced economy could navigate the tricky shoals of climate change.

Singapore has close relationships with both Eastern and Western nations, and Asian countries in particular look to it on many counts. For example, it has collaborated with China on projects like the Suzhou industrial park and a planned eco-city in Tianjin.

But the implication is that serving as a role model means Singapore must shoulder some responsibilities, and tackling climate change is one of those responsibilities it must bear.

Singapore’s stance is: It is keen on a binding agreement that all countries adhere to, according to their respective responsibilities and capabilities.

Singapore Environment Council executive director Jose Raymond commented: ‘As a small island state, Singapore certainly has a vested interest in a legally binding deal being reached as soon as possible.

‘The longer it takes, the greater our vulnerability to climate change, and the greater our investment in mitigation and adaptation measures will be,’ he said.

But torn between its twin interests as a small vulnerable island state and an economy that relies on energy-intensive industries such as petroleum refining, it can be a little split personality.

Arguably, it is not absolutely necessary for Singapore to go any greener.

Compare cutting emissions with the case of electricity. Electricity is not subsidised here, to encourage people to use less. But for many residents middle-class and up, electricity is a small proportion of overall costs, compared with the overall benefit they derive from running the air-conditioner and the computer 24/7.

Likewise, Singapore now has such a high gross domestic product – US$43,867 (S$56,800) per capita – that adapting to the impact of climate change would be a small proportion of overall costs, compared with the potential short-term benefit of continuing to produce carbon emissions by encouraging consumption and industrial growth.

At the same time, Singapore is not sitting around waiting for a real deal, so to speak, before it starts cleaning house. In 2009, it announced it would cut emissions by 7 per cent to 11 per cent by 2020 if no global, binding deal was reached, and by 16 per cent if one was.

Already, other emerging economies that have grown very fast in the past few decades – such as South Korea and China – are adopting similar voluntary targets.

Singapore’s targets are down from the ‘business as usual’ case – in other words, if it continued on the growth trajectory it was on. If no changes were made, Singapore was predicted to have reached some 72 million tonnes of emissions by 2020.

It is aware it will have to pay for adaptation measures anyway, and has already raised minimum levels for land reclamation and new building platforms.

But the crux of the matter is that Singapore’s current energy demand outstrips its current alternative energy supply.

With constant cloud cover and intermittent wind, Singapore is not able to take full advantage of alternative energy sources like solar and wind power.

So it must rely on energy efficiency to achieve those cuts, and has put a new Energy Conservation Act up for discussion, meant to rein in large energy users. (In fact, this is an important symbolic shift, signifying a willingness to use the law instead of simply offering energy users monetary incentives to improve.)

But energy efficiency goes only so far.

That’s why Singapore is genuinely concerned about meeting more stringent binding targets, if in future, all countries must limit their emissions.

Speaking to The Straits Times after the UN talks, Environment and Water Resources Minister Vivian Balakrishnan acknowledged that Singapore might have to purchase carbon offsets one day, depending on how future negotiations go.

Still, Singapore could do more to go green systematically – for example, taxing cars by emissions instead of fuel type, truly supporting the use of public transport and cycling, or offering tax incentives to cleaner and more energy-efficient firms.

That suggests one way to be a role model. The Republic is an emerging economy, which has grown very fast in a few short decades, and countries like China and Thailand are on a similar trajectory (and so are their carbon emissions). While the island state taking the plunge will not transform the world’s climate, it can, by its own action yet, nudge such emerging economies towards deeper, binding targets.

This is not to single Singapore out.

Many countries at the negotiations were also loath to commit to internationally binding, absolute targets, even though they had passed domestic legislation to trim emissions.

With its energy performance requirements and green building legislation, Singapore is already on something approaching the right track.

But now it needs to take the lead and make the difficult decision on how much further to go.
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Environmental Expert: A look back at U.S. climate policy in 2011
21 December 2011

As the year winds down, it’s a good time to take stock of climate policy in the United States. Here’s a quick round up of what happened – or didn’t happen – in 2011.

The year began with big questions about what the Obama Administration and states would do to address climate change and clean energy, absent a comprehensive federal climate policy. This year’s record was decidedly mixed. Not as much happened as some would have liked, but it was in total better than many feared as the year began.

The clearest objective benchmark is how well the U.S. is doing against the administration’s target of reducing emissions 17 percent below 2005 levels by 2020. Our assessment is that the administration is making progress to keep the 17 percent target within sight, but it will require a sustained effort in 2012 and beyond to reach the goal. WRI has been tracking the actions by U.S. federal agencies – click on the pie chart below to explore the interactive tool.

Following is our “Top 6” list of climate actions for 2011:

1. Congress Didn’t Act

Coming into 2011, a big question was how far Congress would go (and how far the administration would go along) in slowing or stopping action by the EPA and other federal agencies. While the House repeatedly approved anti-environment and anti-climate measures, those efforts did not make it through the Senate. In a sign of strength, the administration has consistently signaled that President Obama would veto such measures if they ever got to his desk.

Another question was what would happen as a result of President Obama’s call in the State of the Union address for a clean energy standard that would set a goal of generating 80 percent of the country’s electricity from clean energy sources by 2035. While the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee issued a white paper for comment, no further action was taken. Senator Bingaman, the committee chairman, has indicated that he intends to introduce clean energy standard legislation in 2012.

2. National Vehicle Rules Established

The biggest bright spot on the domestic climate front was the administration’s announcement that it would raise national vehicle fuel standards to 54.5 miles per gallon. These standards for cars and light trucks will reduce U.S. emissions from vehicles by nearly 50 percent by 2025. The EPA and the Department of Transportation (DOT) finalized greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions standards and efficiency standards for vehicles with model years 2012 through 2016, and proposed new standards for model years through 2025.

In addition, EPA and DOT finalized the nation’s first ever efficiency standards and GHG emissions standards for medium- and heavy‐duty vehicles such as tractor trailers and buses. The EPA estimates that these standards will reduce CO2 emissions by 270 million metric tons over the life of the vehicles covered by the rules.

3. California Moves Ahead

California continues to implement its comprehensive statewide climate program, which combines targeted measures to achieve emission reductions in particular sectors with a broad multi‐sector GHG cap‐and‐trade program. California has one‐eighth of the national economy and is the eighth largest economy in the world, so action in California is significant.

The regulations governing the cap‐and‐trade program were finalized this year, setting the stage for the system to come into operation in 2013. As part of the Western Climate Initiative, California is looking to link its program with that in Quebec starting in 2013, and with programs in Ontario and British Columbia once those are established.

4. RGGI Delivers Economic Benefits

The first compliance period will soon be coming to a close for the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI), a greenhouse gas cap–and-trade program for the electricity sector in the northeastern and mid-Atlantic U.S. A recent analysis concluded that RGGI has injected $1.6 billion into the region’s economy and created 16,000 jobs, while reducing energy bills by $1.3 billion. A key driver of this success has been the region’s investment in energy efficiency.

While New Jersey’s Governor Chris Christie has announced his intention to withdraw New Jersey from RGGI, it is not clear if that will go through. Meanwhile, the other nine states are currently undertaking a program review that could lead to program enhancements, such as an increase in stringency.

5. EPA Makes Slow Progress on GHG Rules

EPA has continued to move ahead with most of its planned regulations on power plants, which produce about one-third of U.S. GHG emissions, though it has not met all of its deadlines. EPA is scheduled to release GHG rules for the power sector, originally due out in June, 2011, in early 2012, though these are expected to cover only new power plants. It is not clear when the more important guidelines for existing plants will be issued. The implementation of these rules will be an important marker to watch if the country is going to reach the 17% reduction target.

EPA also moved forward with regulations to reduce other forms of pollution from power plants, such as mercury, SO2 and NOx. These rules could lead to greenhouse gas benefits by promoting generation from cleaner, more efficient power plants over generation from older, more polluting ones. However, in a major setback for environmental protection and public health, new rules for ozone were delayed until 2013 In addition, in July, the EPA proposed a suite of regulations that would reduce harmful air pollution from the oil and natural gas industry. While the rules focus on reducing emissions of volatile organic compounds, they are expected to substantially reduce the emissions of methane, a very potent GHG, from oil and gas operations, including from hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”) to produce shale gas.

6. Emissions Continue to Climb

While the global economic downturn resulted in reduced GHG emissions in 2009, that trend is no longer the case. In September, the International Energy Agency reported that 2010 was a record year for emissions globally. The recent rise in emissions highlights the need for further action by the United States to go further in reducing emissions.

Time will tell if the country meets its 17 percent target. New climate and energy legislation would make the target easier to reach, but even without legislation, we believe this is still possible with sustained effort. And we’ll be watching to see how far Congress and the administration get in 2012 and beyond.
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Women News Network (USA): Rural women as decision makers viewed as pivotal to climate change solutions
21 December 2011

Bringing rural women’s voices to the decision making table was one of the discussions throughout the recent two week Durban Climate Talks (COP17) which ended on 9 December. One of the conference goals was to bring greater insights for action with solutions for climate change.

But are global leaders bringing rural women’s voices to the table?

“As in the case of drought shocks, there is frequently a gendered component to severe weather risk and vulnerability,” says the Department of Environmental Affairs, Republic of South Africa, Pretoria in a recent 22 November, 2011 report.

Women in rural areas in developing countries are highly dependent on natural resources in their region, because many of their daily tasks include fetching water, cooking food and locating firewood for heating their homes. The effects of climate change, which can include drought and uncertain rainfall along with deforestation, make it harder for women to secure these resources.

Perhaps the question should be: Who faces the greatest risk with shortages created from Climate Change?

“The challenge of climate change is unlikely to be gender-neutral, as it increases the risk to the most vulnerable and less empowered social groups,” said the Office of the UN Secretary General in 2008. “In the formulation of global and national approaches, as well as in the strategic responses to specific sectors, gender awareness, substantive analysis and inclusive engagement will be necessary,” continued the Office.

Part of the issues in leadership for rural women surrounds the widespread denial of human rights with land ownership for many women in poverty stricken regions. In too many instances land ownership ends up under corrupt government control with land grabs that benefit the few. The 2011 Human Development Report (HDR), also released this November by the UNDP – United Nations Development Programme, cites a specific example in rural Uganda where community-led mapping of women’s access to resources and services in Jinja, Uganda identifies corrupt land distribution along with denial of women’s rights to the land. Grassroots leaders responded by setting up savings clubs and rotating loan programs, which did improve women’s access to land titles giving numerous women their own ‘owned’ agricultural property.

“Bold action is needed,” says the 2011 HDR in a reference made to the immediate needs for a global response to climate change.

In comparison to men who live in the world’s poorest regions, rural women face more disadvantages, including limited power in decision-making. They also face the lowest chance at ownership worldwide in general. The World Bank estimates that 70 percent of the world’s poor are women who have little to no opportunity.

“In many cases the poorest countries bear the brunt of environmental deterioration, even though they contribute only a small share to the problem,” says the recent United Nations report. Carbon based pollution, one of the highest contributors to climate change, is created through the use of fossil fuels. This includes oil and gasoline, coal and other petroleum based products. The countries with the most CO 2 based greenhouse  emissions currently are China, which is the number one producer of CO2, followed by the U.S., India and Russia.

“Gases in the atmosphere can contribute to the greenhouse effect both directly and indirectly,” says the U.S. EPA – Environmental Protection Agency with a 2011 “Greenhouse Gas Inventory Report” that gives data up to 2009. “Estimates of future emissions and removals depend in part on assumptions about changes in underlying human activities. For example, the demand for fossil fuels such as gasoline and coal is expected to increase greatly with the predicted growth of the U.S. and global economies,” continues the EPA.

Global women make up the crisis majority affected under  climate change

As women have the heaviest burden in their families to provide heat, water and cooking for their homes they are also more exposed to the affects of drought and floods. This also includes air and ground pollution.

According to the recent data that is one of the most important parts of the Human Development Report, women tend to be more disproportionately affected by the environment. This data has been outlined in the 2011 Human Development Index (HDI). It suggests that women express more concern for the environment, support more pro-environment policies and vote for more pro-environment leaders.

When international country members met during the recent COP17 in Durban, South Africa, a contingency of 1,000 women farmers from the RWA – Rural Women’s Assembly were also present outside. They protested to have their voices heard during the event.

The RWA is a worldwide association of women. RWA meetings at Durban brought 1,500+ women from South Africa, Kenya, Mozambique, Zambia, Namibia, Zimbabwe, Malawi, Sierra Leone, Ghana, Botswana, Uganda, Burundi, Swaziland and Lesotho. It also saw women from India, Bolivia, Guatemala, Ecuador, and Australia together to work on solutions, but their reach was outside the formal reach of country member states at COP17.

“No one was disadvantaged,” said one of the RWA members voicing her feelings about empowerment and the efforts made by the women.

Women from the Pacific Islands (via the Pacific Gender Climate Coalition) attended the conference through the PACC – Pacific Adaptation to Climate Change Project, which is part of the larger Pacific Regional Environment Programme. “Gender is not only about women but both men and women as we all have to respond to the impacts of climate change and for any project or activity addressing adaptation or mitigation must be gender responsive,” says Ms. Ulamila Wragg, the Pacific Coalition Coordinator. “Apart from negotiations I am also hoping to forge partnerships that to further gender work in climate change adaptation and mitigation.”

Sustainability, the ability for improvements to continue from year to year, is one of the number one concerns for many women who live in areas where gender inequalities are real, as participation of women in national and local politics are low.

Latest data from the UNDP HDI report has found:

• Countries with a higher female parliamentary representation are more likely to set aside protected land areas. This data was assessed following a study of 25 developed and 65 developing countries.

• Countries with higher female parliamentary (and federal legislative) representation are more likely to ratify international environmental treaties. This is according to a study of 130 countries that contain approximately 92 percent of the world’s people.

• Of the 49 countries that reduced carbon dioxide emissions between 1990 and 2007,14 were very high HDI countries, 10 of which had higher than average female parliamentary or federal legislative representation.

The case of former Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Wangari Maathai, who died in September 2011, is a case in point. She was also founder of The Green Belt Movement in Kenya, a movement that planted over 45 million trees. Maathai’s focus on women’s empowerment and leadership seems to be key to her ability in improving conditions on-the-ground.

In an answer to a question asking why Maathai took up the cause of environmentalism she answered, “It was a desire to help rural populations, especially women, with the basic needs they described to me during seminars and workshops. They said that they lacked clean drinking water, adequate and nutritious food, income and enough energy for cooking and heating.”

“…greater equality— both across and within countries— is consistent with better environmental performance,” says the recent Human Development Report by the UNDP.

“There are direct ways that women empowerment will have a positive effect on the environment,” said Lead HDI Researcher José Pineda during a one-on-one interview with WNN – Women News Network. “Many studies have found women show more of a concern about the environment and they tend to support more environmental programs.”

“Africa’s food supply depends on its women farmers. But as climate change takes hold, they still lack not only information about the threat but also the resources and power they need to adapt to its impacts,” says a recent statement from Climate Change Media Partnership (CCMP) – which include journalistic media partners Internews, Panos London and IIED – International Institute for Environment and Development.

“In Tanzania there are efforts underway to give women a bigger voice in decision-making but the longer the country waits for its women to be empowered the greater the risk to food and farming,” outlines the CCMP. “While many communities in developing countries are vulnerable to climate change, women tend to suffer most yet are often excluded from processes to design and implement adaptation measures.”

2011 Gender Inequality Index

“When we talk about sub Saharan African countries, the biggest losses due to gender inequality are gender disparities in education and high infant mortality rates and adolescent fertility rates. These are the main issues within this developing region,” outlined Pineda.

Measuring specifics that reflect women’s inequality inside the Human Development Report, the Gender Inequality Index looks closely at the achievements of women and men comparing: empowerment and the labor market along with health care and reproductive health care for women.

The top five highest ranking countries in the 2011 Gender Inequality Index are Sweden, Netherlands, Denmark, Switzerland and Finland; a dramatic change over countries which ranked highest in the Human Development Index. Ranking number 4 in the Human Development Index, the United States has fallen to the 47th country in its rank in the Gender Inequality Index.

“What is interesting about this measure is when we are doing some of the composition by regions we can see the differences that need to be improved in terms of policy,” continued Pineda.

Part of the dramatic fall in ranking from one index to the next can be attributed to the roughly 16. 8 percent of federal legislative seats currently held by women in the United States compared to 45 percent of women who are part of the parliament in Sweden, which currently ranks number one on the Index. The top five countries on the list also boast between 70.1-87.9 percent of women achieving secondary education, and a 57-60 percent female participation in the work force.

Disparity is evident though for lower ranking countries. Niger and Democratic Republic of Congo, both who showed low on the Human Development Index, were among the lowest ranked also on the Gender Inequality Index with only 2.5-10 percent of all women in the regions achieving any secondary education.

“We have data on all the different regions because we don’t have one instrument to solve the issues in all the regions. Each region of the world needs to be looked at differently. For example, in the Arab states, policy needs to be more engaged with women’s political participation,” says Pineda.

Women’s involvement key to environment solutions

“Countries which do better on the gender equity side, do better on the environmental side as well” said Jeni Klugman, one of the Lead Authors of the 2011 HDI Report.

In August 2011, a group of 12 enterprising women from Sierra Leone brought innovations to their region that may also help improve climate change in other regions, if industrial nations worked on-the-ground with the same initiative. All the women were part of a co-sponsored project with India to bring solar energy to rural village communities in the African region. One of the goals is to reach 1,500 homes with household solar units in rural Sierra Leone. The women have been trained through Barefoot College, a school in Tilona, Rajasthan (west India) that has been training many rural women to become solar engineers.

The government of Sierra Leone has also invested $820,00 to set up a branch of Barefoot College in Sierra Leone that will provide solar education to 50 students at one time during organized 4 month live-in intensives. The women hope that they will be able to run the school independently without outside of corporate and government policy politics.

“There’s nothing we can’t learn now to make our lives better. We have the power to change our villages,” says Nancy Kanu, who was one of the first women to train to become a solar engineer after her training at Barefoot College in India in 2007.
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Latin America Press: Another fruitless climate change conference
21 December 2011

The latest United Nations Climate Change Conference ended Dec. 10 with little to show for it. The 17th Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework on Climate Change, held by 190 countries, was marked by developed nations’ refusal to lower greenhouse gas emissions.

What they did agree on at the summit, held in Durban, South Africa Nov. 28-Dec. 10, was an extension of the Kyoto Protocol from 2013-2017. The agreement legally binds developed countries to lower their emissions. Participants also agreed to strengthen the Green Climate Fund, to help vulnerable countries adapt and mitigate the effects of climate change, as well as the so-called “Durban Platform,” a tool to encourage all nations to sign by 2015 a pact to fight climate change that would go into effect five years later.

But developed nations, those that have been historically responsible for climate change, tried to end the Kyoto Protocol and pressured emerging economies — mainly China and India — to accept obligatory commitments that shouldn’t apply to them, according to the Kyoto agreement.

Outside Durban’s International Convention Center, where the talks were held, peasant farmers, indigenous peoples, laborers, landless farmers, fishermen, environmentalists and other renewed their demands for justice in the issue and measures taken against climate change.

On Dec. 9, hundreds of people were demonstrating outside the site, demanding radical reductions in greenhouse gas emissions by developed nations.

“Durban Platform” questioned

Social organizations present at the debates said that the most worrying about the Durban Platform, an initiative of the European Union that calls for new negotiations for a future binding accord against factors that cause climate change, is that it does not necessarily call for required emissions reductions, and that it would also apply to emerging economies.

Environmentalist group Friends of the Earth International said that the talks were “disastrous,” particularly because the Durban Platform would mean no changes would take place for an additional five to 10 years.

While a possible agreement would have to be negotiated still, many developed countries, including the United States, were calling for a new system, based on promises of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. The United States, along with Canada, Russia and Japan, attacked the Kyoto Protocol. Canada has announced that is leaving the pact.

Climate experts said that by maintaining the current trend of greenhouse gas emissions, which cause climate change, the global average temperature could climb 4º C, compared with pre-industrial levels, and the consequences of global warming could be catastrophic. Many specialists say the temperature shouldn’t increase by even 2º C.

While the richest countries have shown more willingness to finance climate change adaptation and mitigation programs, the United States, Great Britain and Japan called for transnational companies and banks to access directly the Green Climate Fund, which was founded at last year’s summit in Cancun, Mexico.

Latin America’s calls for change

Several Latin American social movements came to Durban. Extreme climate events — torrential rain, flooding, severe droughts — caused by climate change hit the region hard. The loss of crops and food security, impact on livestock, community displacement are among the secondary effects.

Mexican campesino leader Alberto Gómez, of the social movement Vía Campesina International, said his group’s priority is to make the rural workers’ voices heard.

“Peasant farming is an alternative, it is a real solution and it should not be considered as a way to do business and make profit,” he said.

During the 2010 World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth in Cochabamba Bolivia, participants made an agreement, to demand that developed countries come up with concrete, quantifiable emission reducing goals, following the Kyoto Protocol, which requires reductions of at least 50 percent from 1990 levels.

The document also calls on industrialized countries to recognize and honor their debt to the climate, and that as a result, they should drastically to reduce their emissions, give funding to handle the climate change to developing nations and invest in clean and sustainable technology.

Women, the most affected

According to several women’s organizations present at the summit, women have suffered the most from climate change. They are often in charge of ensuring the subsistence of their communities and that work becomes difficult in cases of extreme climate change. But their demands go beyond that.

“We are here as part of the global resistance to capitalism, which is patriarchal and that today is increasingly expanding to the commercialization of nature on every level,” said Brazilian activist Tica Moreno, of the World Women’s March. “It’s a moment to position feminism as a part of the global front against patriarchal capitalism.”

Many social organizations and movements in Latin America say the neoliberal capitalist system is one of the main causes of climate change, and in turn, the cause of the food and financial crises.

Market forces “are taking advantage of women’s work … as if it were an inexhaustible resource of the system, the same thing they’re doing with nature,” Moreno said. “Our idea here is to show from a feminist perspective how the commercialization of life is interconnected in all spheres: nature, work and machismo.”

The World Women’s March also advocates that campesino agriculture could help solve climate change issues.

“Climate justice has a strong element of equality,” said Moreno. “It means that women must have autonomy over their bodies, their lives, their work. They need a life free of violence. In summary, climate justice is possible if there are equal relationships between men and women in all areas of life.”
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Christian Press: Climate talks offer no help to poor nations
20 December 2011

United Nations climate talks achieved minimal success in late 2011, say Christian leaders and activists, agreeing with environmentalists and other experts who claim the outcome at Durban, South Africa, did too little to respond to the impact of climate change on poor countries.

The 17th Conference of Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change agreed to retain the Kyoto Protocol—though Canada withdrew from it—and start negotiations in 2015 for a new legally binding deal to take effect in 2020. A fund for climate aid to poor countries was also agreed upon at the conference, which ran November 29 to December 9.

"We need to listen to vulnerable countries and populations, and think of the legacy we are leaving to our children. Churches should continue to act and pray," said Olav Fykse Tveit, general secretary of the World Council of Churches, in a December 13 statement.

According to observers from faith groups, climate change has severely affected African countries, Pacific Island states and South American and Asian peoples despite the Kyoto Protocol, which was adopted eight years ago to cut greenhouse gas emissions. Religious leaders say the problem should be addressed as a moral, ethical and spiritual issue.

In Nairobi, Jesse Mugambi, a professor of philosophy and religious studies at the University of Nairobi who attended the talks, cautiously welcomed the outcome, but observed that developed nations were not keen to commit to a binding agreement for cutting the emissions.

"It appears, for the poor and powerless, it is between them and their God. They should not count on the rich nations to help them. Justice and equity have been left out for profits," said Mugambi in a telephone interview.

"In 2020, it will be 50 years since the first conference was held in Stockholm. Regional leaders will have abdicated their responsibility [over rescuing the planet] to the next generation by then, and that is unethical."
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World Business Council for Sustainable Development: Rio+20: an opportunity to accelerate sustainable development 

21 December 2011

With governments, business and civil society all busy preparing for Rio+20 next June, I can’t help but reflect back to the very first Earth Summit in 1992. It’s on the eve of that Summit that we founded the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD). Our aim was simple: to represent the voice of the global business community at the forum.

Here we are 20 years later, representing some 200 of the world’s leading companies with combined revenues of more than $7 trillion. All of these companies are committed to creating a sustainable future for business, society and the environment. In fact, together, we have established “Vision 2050,” a new agenda for business which will help construct a world in which nine billion people (the expected total population in year 2050) can live well and within the planet’s resources.

While the world has undoubtedly made much progress over the past 20 years, one thing is clear: we haven’t done enough. We all need to significantly scale up and accelerate sustainable development activities if we are ever reach the ambitious goals laid out at the Earth Summit.

Providing a unified voice for business

At Rio+20, the WBCSD will present a powerful message on the contributions that global business has made over the past 20 years—and the actions we will continue to take—to create a more sustainable world.  We will also serve as the representative of progressive business at the event and will prepare several key recommendations and deliverables.

This has included convening , in cooperation with the International Chamber of Commerce and the UN Global Compact, BASD 2012: Business Actions for Sustainable Development, a coalition of leading international business groups consisting of the convenors  and 12 international industry associations. Together, we will provide a unified voice for business in the Rio +20 process. We will also outline priorities for governments in order to maximize the contributions of global business—at Rio+20 and beyond.

Turning Vision 2050 into reality

Along with our members, we will prepare our own WBCSD recommendations on the policies and actions required to make “Vision 2050” a reality. This will include the policy frameworks required to successfully engage the private sector. At the same, we will outline the many commitments our members are making to address sustainability issues. And we will demonstrate how governments can help further stimulate these business solutions.  

Rio+20 provides an important opportunity to create a sustainable future for business, society and the environment. Let’s make the most of this opportunity. I would personally like to encourage all participants in the Summit to come together with open minds—to debate and change policy and discuss new solutions that will create a more sustainable future for us all.   
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Mongabay.com: Top 10 Environmental Stories of 2011
22 December 2011

People power: activism makes good (Hance)

Many of 2011's most dramatic stories on environmental issues came from people taking to the streets. With governments and corporations slow to tackle massive environmental problems, people have begun to assert themselves. Victories were seen on four continents: in Bolivia a draconian response to protestors embarrassed the government, causing them to drop plans to build a road through Tipnis, an indigenous Amazonian reserve; in Myanmar, a nation not known for bowing to public demands, large protests pushed the government to cancel a massive Chinese hydroelectric project; in Borneo a three-year struggle to stop the construction of a coal plant on the coast of the Coral Triangle ended in victory for activists; in Britain plans to privatize forests created such a public outcry that the government not only pulled back but also apologized; and in the U.S. civil disobedience and massive marches pressured the Obama Administration to delay a decision on the controversial Keystone XL pipeline, which would bring tar sands from Canada to a global market. However, expect some of these battles to rear their heads again: already the U.S. Congress is moving to force the Obama Administration to make a determination on the pipeline quickly. Despite overwhelming problems, 2011 was a year in which people proved worldwide they still have a voice.

When our children look back on this decade they will likely seek to answer only one question: what was done to stem rising temperatures on Earth? Many of the world's scientists and experts are pointing to the next ten years as a make-or-break moment on global climate change. A recent study found that if world governments are to have any chance (66 percent probability) of keeping their pledge to hold the rise global temperatures below 2 degrees Celsius, emissions would need to peak by the end of the decade and drop swiftly thereafter. But a two-in-three chance is no guarantee. For a 90 percent chance, we would need to cut total emissions before the end of the decade. Meanwhile, the International Energy Association, not known for alarmism, agrees, arguing that emissions must begin declining in just five years. Yet despite decades of increasingly dire warnings—not to mention an uptick in devastating extreme weather like droughts and floods—many scientists say governments are moving much too slowly and timidly. Last year saw greenhouse gas emissions worldwide hit a new record, jumping 6 percent from the previous year. Meanwhile greenhouse gases are taking up record space in the atmosphere with carbon now at 389 parts per million. Still, the climate war isn't lost yet. What's needed? Rapid deployment of renewable energy, drastic improvements in efficiency, early retirement of fossil fuel plants unless carbon capture proves rapidly viable, and a global halt on deforestation and peatland destruction. Recent research has shown that solar and wind alone could provide 90 percent of the world's energy needs, with cars and planes running on alternate fuels. How about politically? Cutting all fossil fuel subsidies, tough cap-and-trade programs, and an ambitious international climate agreement wouldn't hurt. It cannot be forgotten: our children will view us as either the greatest generation or the vilest depending on the outcome.


Once rainforest, now palm oil plantation: this monoculture plantation lies near Gunung Leuser National Park in Sumatra. Indonesia this year implemented a moratorium on new logging and plantation concessions with mixed results.

Once rainforest, now palm oil plantation: this monoculture plantation lies near Gunung Leuser National Park in Sumatra. Indonesia this year implemented a moratorium on new logging and plantation concessions with mixed results. Photo by: Rhett A. Butler.

Indonesia finally passed its much heralded moratorium on new logging and plantation concessions on peatlands and in primary forests areas, but the moratorium was much weaker than expected, reflecting the influence of business-as-usual interests in the forestry sector on the Indonesian government (business-as-usual interests also stepped up pressure on green groups). The moratorium had substantial loopholes, including exclusions for industrial agriculture and mining. But the passage of the moratorium at all, reflected Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono's seemingly intensified commitment to reducing deforestation. President SBY touted his 7/26 initiative, which targets 7 percent annual economic growth and a 26 percent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2020 relative to business-as-usual. Reducing deforestation and peatlands degradation is the centerpiece of his push toward low carbon development. Meanwhile one major palm oil producer broke ranks and took a bold step forward: Golden Agri Resources (GAR), which had been the target of an intense Greenpeace campaign, announced one of the most progressive forest policies in the palm oil sector, committing not to develop lands with carbon stocks greater than 35 tons per hectares and promising to seek "free, prior informed consent" in engaging with communities. Environmentalists hoped other forestry companies would follow GAR's lead. Moreover, the Indonesian government said it would 'recognize, respect and protect' the rights of traditional forest users, including indigenous people, a move civil society believes is key to reducing deforestation. And finally environmental groups stepped up pressure on pulp and paper companies linked to large-scale destruction of rainforests and peatlands in Sumatra.

On March 11th, tragedy struck Japan in the form of a practically unprecedented (in recent human history) 9.0 earthquake and tsunami. Over 15,000 perished while entire cities were decimated by the worst earthquake in Japan's history. But the immediate disaster wasn't the only problem. The earthquake also lead to a meltdown at Fukushima nuclear power plant, which has become the most severe nuclear disaster since Chernobyl. Today, some 90,000 people are displaced by the meltdown with entire Japanese cities standing empty. Experts have predicted that hundreds may die of cancer linked to radiation exposure. The disaster has had global implications, as well, pushing many nations to re-consider nuclear power with Germany being the most notable example. Some warn the disaster could worsen climate change, if nuclear power is phased out for fossil fuels instead of renewables. Others argue that dropping nuclear for renewables could bring about a green energy revolution. Since, the disaster Japan has pledged to speed up deployment of renewable energy as it works to lessen its reliance on nuclear energy.

This year confirmed the extinction of two rhinos: the Vietnamese rhinoceros (Rhinoceros sondaicus annamiticus) and the western black rhinoceros (Diceros bicornis longipes). The last Vietnamese rhinoceros, a subspecies of the Javan rhino, was killed by poachers in 2009, while the last western black rhinos, a subspecies of the black rhino, were killed off in Cameroon. In addition to these tragic losses, South Africa, which is the current epicenter for rhino poaching, hit a new record this year for the number of rhinos killed by poachers: by the end of the yearly it's likely that around 460 rhinos will have been killed, a nearly 50 percent rise in rhino killing from the previous record set last year. The IUCN Red List categorizes three of the five species of rhino—the black, the Javan, and the Sumatran—as Critically Endangered. Rhinos are being decimated by violent and organized criminals for the black market medicine trade, although numerous studies have shown no medicinal value in rhino horn beyond the placebo effect.

Brazil announced forest loss during the 2010-2011 deforestation year fell to the lowest level since annual record keeping began in 1988, a continuation of a three-year trend. But enthusiasm for the news was tempered by other developments that could increase risks to the Amazon. In December the Senate voted to revise the country's long-standing Forest Code, a move environmentalists fear could spark deforestation. The existing Forest Code, which is largely dysfunctional due to lack of consistent enforcement, requires landowners to main 80 percent forest cover on their properties. The new code, which will face a final vote in February or March before going to President Dilma Rousseff for approval, would maintain the headline 80 percent figure in the Amazon, but grant amnesty for illegal deforestation through July 2008 on properties up to 400 hectares (1000 acres) (some greens fear worry the deadline may shift in the future). The new Forest Code would also suspend fines — which fund law enforcement — and relax restrictions on forest clearing along rivers and on mountaintops. Another major development in 2011 was the decision to move forward on Belo Monte dam, a project that would block most of the mighty Xingu river, flooding more than 40,000 hectares of rainforest and displacing thousands of indigenous people. Most disturbing about Belo Monte is the precedents it sets for future large-scale infrastructure projects in the Amazon. For example a federal judge ruled in November that affected communities do not have the right to free, prior and informed consultation on the project. Meanwhile Brazilian companies continued to invest in projects that would drive large-scale deforestation in other Amazon countries, including dams, energy exploration, industrial agricultural developments, and new roads, suggesting that even though deforestation has been ebbing in recent years, there may be leakage to surrounding countries. News of infrastructure investment and development came at the same time as a series of high profile assassination of anti-illegal-logging activists in the Amazon by ranchers and loggers. Finally there were signs some private sector actors continued to be motivated by the stigma of deforestation in their supply chains. JBS-Friboi, the world's largest meat processor, announced it would stop buying beef from ranches associated with slave labor and illegal deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon, while several banks were sued for failing to follow lending safeguards designed to prevent public finance from being used to subsidize deforestation.

A punishing drought in East Africa, likely exacerbated by climate change, threatened over 13 million people this year. The crisis proved worst in Somalia, fueled by the nation's failed government and the militant group al-Shabab. At its height, the UN declared famine in five areas of Somalia; starvation pushed hundreds of thousands of refugees into nearby Kenya, and led to the deaths of an estimated 30,000 children under five. It was the first famine declared by the UN since Ethiopia's in 1984. Rains had failed in 2010 and were erratic in 2011 in the region, leading up to the crisis. Drought is a regular occurrence in East Africa and communities have long-adapted to dry conditions, however some experts say recent droughts are worsening due to climate change. Unfortunately climate models regarding rainfall in the region have told two different stories: some models have predicted more rainfall in the region, while others have less. However, even if East Africa will see more rainfall instead of less, it's likely to come in bigger bursts—i.e. flooding—instead of the dependable rain needed for communities. Even as rain has come to the Horn of Africa, food scarcity continues in other parts of vulnerable continent: the UN recently warned that a food crisis could occur in South Sudan and Niger going into 2012.

The oceanic whitetip shark (Carcharhinus longimanus) is listed as Vulnerable by the IUCN Red List. The species has dropped by over 90 percent in the Gulf of Mexico. Photo by: Peter Koelbl.

In terms of wildlife conservation, 2011 was the year of the shark. Decimated by overfishing, by-catch, and shark finning, some shark populations have dropped by over 90 percent and, according to the IUCN Red List, nearly one-in-three sharks and rays are currently threatened with extinction. Yet this year may mark a turning of the tide for sharks. The end of 2010 began the good news: with the U.S. Senate passing legislation to ban shark fishing in all its waters. Shark finning, which is done solely for shark-fin soup, has led to the death of up to 73 million sharks a year according to one estimate. Meanwhile shark sanctuaries (no shark fishing allowed) have been cropping up all over the place: Palau created the first in 2009, while the Maldives and Raja Ampat Islands of Indonesia followed suit in 2010. Then in 2011 sharks sanctuaries came fast and furious: Honduras became the first nation in the Americas to create a shark sanctuary, followed soon after by Chile and the Bahamas; then Tokelau in the Pacific declared a sanctuary in its waters; finally the Marshall islands created the world's largest sanctuary, spanning a total area larger than the country of Mexico. Progress wasn't only made in sanctuaries. In 2010 Hawaii banned shark-fin soup, and at the end of 2011 California did the same. What's next for sharks? Taiwan has announced Asia's first ban on shark-finning in its waters beginning next year.

Another year means another pummeling from extreme weather, increasingly linked to climate change. Last year saw the Russian heatwave, drought in the Amazon, and record floods in South America and Pakistan to name a few. This year, the U.S. suffered a record number of extreme weather events that cost over $1 billion each: twelve. One of the most notable is a drought in Texas that rivals any before 1789. Thailand experienced its worst natural disaster in history in the form of unprecedented monsoon flooding. However a tropical cyclone striking the Philippines brought the largest death toll of any storm this year: over 1,000 people. Failed rains in the Horn of Africa threatened 13 million people with food scarcity and pushed unstable Somalia into famine, <killing tens of thousands of people. Drought also hit China while flooding occurred in parts of Central and South America, and Asia. Meanwhile a report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) found that it was likely (66 percent) that climate change was already contributing to worsening extreme weather. As the world continues to warm, scientists predict such extreme weather will only become more frequent and nastier.

Sometime in the late, 1960s when the baby boomers were just coming into their own, an astounding 3.5 billion people graced the planet. This record was the culmination of millions of years of human expansion over almost every environment on Earth. Just over 40 years later—with baby boomers on the verge of retirement—and the global human population has doubled. According to the UN, this year marked the first time seven billion hearts have beat on Earth all at once. The impact is unmistakable as cities swell, forests fall, and the blinking lights of humanity are captured each night by satellite. What does seven billion mean? It means feeding, clothing, housing, and educating twice as many people as before 1970. It means tackling climate change, mass extinction, deforestation, and poverty in a world where the human population continues to grow. It means raising more food on the same land, making freshwater stretch further, and watching wilderness continue to decline. It means added pressure on every ecosystem on Earth from the abyssal ocean, to the most remote Amazon stand, to the glaciers of Greenland. Seven billion requires the need for creative, innovative, at times, wild solutions to global problems. Of course, one could also address overpopulation head-on: proven methods include empowering women, better education, universal access to contraceptives and family planning, reducing poverty, and mitigating child mortality—with all of these non-draconian, non-compulsory methods bringing additional benefits to the community and the world.

Honorable Mentions

For the optimists the agreement made at the 17th UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in Durban South Africa was surprisingly good: the Kyoto Protocol lives on; for the first time, 100 percent of the world's emissions will come under a later agreement in 2020; attendants created a process to address current emissions gap; and the conference saw final approval of the Green Fund to bring billions of dollars in climate aid to the developing world. For the pessimists Durban was another in a long string of disappointing international action on climate change: a new agreement won't be signed until 2015 and not implemented until 2020; there will be no obligatory cuts by most nations for another 9 years, only pledges; the Green Fund lacks a revenue source, meaning it's an idea without funding; and the REDD program meant to save forests saw little progress. As for the science of climate change, researchers say emissions must peak this decade and fall rapidly thereafter if the world is to have any real shot of sticking to its pledge of keeping temperatures from rising above 2 degrees Celsius. The conclusion? If nations keep to past pledges while significantly upping their ambition in emissions cuts, if money starts to flow to the developing world and forest-nations, and if the new 2020 agreement is not only hugely ambitious, but actually has some teeth, this may possible.

Climate change, caused by the burning of fossil fuels, is melting sea ice in Arctic, irrevocably changing the fragile environment. So it may seem a bit ironic that the loss of ice is leading to a sudden push to drill more fossil fuels in the very place where they are having the gravest impact, but that's exactly what's happening in the Arctic depths. In the U.S. the Obama Administration has granted sweeping approval to a wide swathe of drilling sites in its Arctic waters, despite widespread condemnation from environmentalists and northern indigenous communities. Many of whom warn this is simply setting the stage for an Arctic Deepwater disaster. Russia and Norway are carving up the Barents Sea for exploitation. This rush to drill has not gone unprotested: Greenpeace led a brazen civil disobedience campaign in frigid Baffin Bay this year against Scottish energy company Cairn during exploratory drilling in the deep sea. Greenpeace was able to shut down Cairn's operations for a couple days, and Greenpeace head, Kumi Naidoo, was arrested trying to board the Cairn oil rig to deliver a protest letter. Aside from more fossil fuels to burn, critics of Arctic drilling say any spill would be practically impossible to clean given the harsh conditions and complete lack-of-infrastructure; oil companies would face freezing temperatures, moving ice, fierce storms, in addition to the fact that any spill would likely have to be abandoned during the long dark Arctic winter. While Greenpeace couldn't defeat Cairn in its efforts, the Arctic did: the oil company has spent over $600 million drilling wells only to find nothing.

Despite confusion and mixed signals, the Tanzanian government still plans to build a hugely controversial road through Serengeti National Park. In June the Tanzanian Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism released a statement that the road "would not dissect the Serengeti National Park," bringing relief and joy to opponents of the road around the world. However, by July it became clear that the Tanzanian government was still planning on building a road, but the path through the park would be gravel, not tarmac. However, observers have always argued that it's just a matter of time before any road would be upgraded and widened, becoming a commercial route from the sea to the interior. Scientists believe the road will eventually cripple the world's largest big animal migration—two million wildebeest, zebra, and Thomson's gazelle pass along this route in annual migration from Tanzania to Kenya—and devastate regional tourism. Tanzania has stated the road is needed to help connect poor communities. However, the German government has offered to build community roads, and critics contend the road's real purpose is to provide a short path to bring minerals out of Africa's interior. Concerned NGOs and governments have been pressuring Tanzania to re-consider a southern route that would bypass Serengeti National Park altogether, while others have suggested elevating the road so the migration may pass beneath.
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Africa News: Ghanaian social entrepreneur picks UN award
Ghanaian social entrepreneur, Kwaku Kyei has been selected as a winner of the 2011 UNEP SEED Initiative Award. The Awards recognize inspiring social and environmental entrepreneurs whose businesses can help meet sustainable development challenges.
Kwaku has been using his holistic education from Valley View University and talents to contribute to Ghana’s green economy through his Recnowa Initiative www.recnowa.org which he co-founded with three young enterprising Ghanaians.

The project is contributing to the fight against the plastic waste menace in Ghana by up-cycling waste into high fashion goods whiles creating employment opportunities for street youth and unemployed artisans.

Kwaku competed with over 500 applicants from 76 countries worldwide with his innovative approach in solving local environmental problems while showing high potential to leave the start-up phase.

He will receive from SEED a package worth US$50,000 of individually-tailored support for his businesses, access to relevant expertise and technical assistance, and profiling at national and international level at conferences and through the SEED’s partners and associates.

Kwaku will be honoured at a high-level award ceremony in South Africa which will form part of the SEED Green Economy Symposium at the end of March 2012.

He recently received the US President's Volunteer Service Award by President Obama for his outstanding contribution in engaging the youth of the United States in mobilizing international development assistance from the US to Africa.

The annual international SEED Awards, which is part of the SEED Initiative, recognize inspiring social and environmental entrepreneurs whose grassroots businesses in developing countries can help to meet sustainable development challenges. 

The SEED Initiative hosted at the UN Environment Programme’s World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC) is a global partnership for action on the Green Economy. 

By helping entrepreneurs to scale-up their activities, the SEED Initiative aims to boost local economies, tackle poverty and improve livelihoods, while promoting the sustainable use of resources and ecosystems.
E&E News: World Bank boosts drought resilience in Kenya
22 December 2011
As the Horn of Africa suffers from the most severe drought in decades, World Bank economists working in Kenya offered four broad policy suggestions on how to reduce the country's vulnerability to future impacts of climate change.

According to the World Bank, more than 3.7 million people in eastern and northern Kenya have been seriously affected by this year's drought -- the worst the region has experienced in the past 60 years. Meanwhile, a massive number of refugees have flocked to Kenya, which is now home to biggest refugee camp in the world (ClimateWire, Aug. 22).

In a paper titled "The Drought and Food Crisis in the Horn of Africa: Impacts and Proposed Policy Responses for Kenya," authors Gabriel Demombynes and Jane Kiringai write that livestock mortality and food prices are the primary causes of suffering.

About 31 percent of Kenya's livestock is based in the drought-stricken region and accounts for about 5 percent of the country's total gross domestic product. But this year, mortality rates are expected to be 10 to 15 percent above normal in arid regions, knocking out around 5 percent of Kenya's total livestock population.

The drought has also contributed to food price inflation, compounded by a spike in global food prices and Kenya's distorted agriculture and trade policies. While Kenya is a food importing country, the government continues to levy an import duty on food grains and has kept prices for maize -- a major food staple -- artificially high, in what the World Bank report calls "antipoor" market interventions.

The East African Community Customs Union's export ban on cereals to Kenya is further degrading its food security, they said.

"Trade reform remains a gray area, not just in Kenya but in the larger customs union," said Kiringai in a statement. "Non-tariff barriers to trade are persistent and remain contentious between the member states."

Expanding social safety nets to aid the poor

The World Bank report recommends a review of grain trade policy and suggests that Kenya's National Cereals Production Board (NCPB) reform its policy on maize to lessen the country's vulnerability to drought. The NCPB should "reduce its role in the market and move to a more transparent, coordinated system," wrote the authors.

To reduce the human impacts of drought, the World Bank encouraged policymakers in Kenya to invest in the welfare of people in arid regions. As migration is increasingly used as a tool to adapt to climate change, the bank strongly recommends that Kenya focus on institutions that will create equal opportunities for new migrants.

The bank's fourth recommendation is that Kenya "scale-up" and better integrate its social protection programs. "A growing body of evidence shows that safety nets are an important complement to efforts to improve the livelihoods of the poor, particularly in areas that remain vulnerable to shocks such as drought," the report concludes, but notes that implementing this policy shift will require "increased financing."

The World Bank approved $56.8 million in additional funding for Kenya this week via the Crisis Response Window, a mechanism established by the World Bank Group's International Development Association (IDA) -- a fund created to aid the world's 81 poorest countries -- to help overcome the current crisis.

The funds will be provided through the Kenya Health Sector Project and will target Kenya's women and children. According to the World Bank, hospital admissions of severely malnourished children have almost tripled this year. The new finance commitment is expected to help nearly 400,000 malnourished children and 90,000 pregnant and lactating women.

"While recent rains and efforts by the government and partners have put an end to the drought, its impacts linger," said Johannes Zutt, World Bank country director for Kenya, in a statement. "This emergency funding, which complements ongoing work by the government and its partners, is a direct response to malnutrition and vulnerability in the areas worst hit by the drought."

Betsy Baldwin, a program management officer at World Vision, praised contributions to help overcome the crisis in East Africa, but warned that commitments are still too small.

"There's still a large funding shortfall on what is needed in the Horn of Africa for people to recover from the drought, but also to increase preparedness or resilience to a future drought like this," she said.

"In the wider context of Africa, we have to think about the similar situation brewing in West Africa," she added. "The early warnings are there for a drought. ... Governments, individual and corporate donors need to respond to that and not wait for the crisis to reach a breaking point."

The Guardian: Environment world review of the year: '2011 rewrote the record books'
By John Vidal, The Guardian, Dec 22

The year 2011 was another ecologically tumultuous year with greenhouse gases rise to record levels, Arctic sea ice nearly equalling 2007's record melt, and temperatures the 11th highest ever recorded.

It was marked on the ground by unparalleled extremes of heat and cold in the US, droughts and heatwaves in Europe and Africa and record numbers of weather-related natural disasters.

In addition, 2011 saw the world population reach 7 billion, the second worst nuclear disaster and record investments in renewable energy.

The 41 sea, land and air indicators used by the US government's National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) to measure sea and land temperatures showed unequivocally that the world continued to warm throughout 2011. In July, NOAA reported that the last 300 months had all been above average temperature and that the 13 warmest years had all occurred in the 15 years since 1997. 2011 was additionally remarkable, it said, because a "La Niña" event was taking place, a naturally occurring oceanic cooling phenomenon that would normally bring temperatures down.

Despite stagnation or economic recession in many industrialised countries, concentrations of CO2, measured at Mauna Loa in Hawaii, peaked at more than 394 parts per million in May and are now 39% above where they were at the start of the industrial era and approaching the point when some scientists say it will be nearly impossible to contain global warming.

In September, Germany's University of Bremen reported that Arctic sea ice had hit a record low, based on data from a Japanese sensor on Nasa's Aqua satellite. Days later, the US National Snow and Ice Data Centre, using a different satellite data set, reported that ice coverage in 2011 was marginally greater, making 2011 the second-lowest on record.

Christophe Kinnard, of the Centre for Advanced Studies in Arid Zones in La Serena, Chile reported in November that both the duration and magnitude of the current decline in sea ice "seem to be unprecedented for the past 1,450 years".

"Everything is trending up – surface temperature, the atmosphere, and it seems also that the ocean is warming and there is more warm and saline water that makes it into the Arctic. The sea ice is eroded from below and melting from the top," said Kinnard.

While eastern Europe, Russia, Pakistan and the Middle East suffered the most from weather extremes in 2010, it was the turn of North America in 2011. The continent experienced massive flooding along the Mississippi and Missouri rivers, record wildfires and a crippling drought in the south.

More than 2,941 monthly records for extreme heat and extreme cold were broken in all 50 US states in 2011, said the Natural Resources Defense Council.

The costs of weather-related disasters spiralled. The US experienced 14 separate disasters each costing over $1bn. In total, financial losses were estimated at over $50bn.

"In many ways, 2011 rewrote the record books. From crippling snowstorms to the second deadliest tornado year on record to epic floods, drought and heat, and the third busiest hurricane season on record, we've witnessed the extreme of nearly every weather category," said NOAA spokesman Christopher Vaccaro.

2011 was described by many commentators as the "year of the tornado". Between January and June, 43 major thunderstorms released nearly 1,600 tornadoes in the central, southern and eastern United States. Half happened in April, and 226 of them on April 27.

But 2011 was also the year of too much or too little water. It began with devastating floods in Australia which covered an area the size of France and Germany combined, and ended with tropical storm Washi killing nearly 1,000 people and making 300,000 homeless in the Philippines.

Thailand's worst floods in 50 years claimed 730 lives, northern China's drought that started in 2010 continued well into 2011 and was the worst drought to hit the country in 60 years.

Massive droughts affected some of the world's richest and poorest communities. The worst drought in 60 years gripped more than 10 million people and led to the death of thousands of people and millions of animals in Somalia and the Horn of Africa.

Meanwhile, Texas was badly hit by heatwaves and drought. The city of Austin had 27 consecutive days where the temperature was over 100F and 90 days in total when it reached that level. The Texas Forest Service said the continuing drought had killed 100-500 million trees, a figure that did not include the ones killed in wildfires that scorched around 4m acres of the state.

The year began and ended with drought and record temperatures in Europe. The average temperature for northern Norway in November was 5.3C (9.5F) above normal, the Danube was at its lowest levels in 60 years, and Germany and much of northern Europe had the driest end to a year since recordkeeping began in 1881.

2011 was also an extraordinary year for major earthquakes. In the seven weeks between 1 January and 21 February, Argentina, Chile, Iran, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Tonga, Burma, the Solomon Islands, Tonga, Sulawesi, Fiji and New Zealand were all hit.

But by far the most damaging quake was the one that led to Japan's deadly tsunami on 11 March. This killed 15,500 people, caused the meltdowns of three nuclear reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi power plant, and led to 160,000 people fleeing the area or being moved away. By the end of the year, it was estimated to have cost around $210bn in lost production and physical damage. Decommissioning the station is expected to cost a further $15bn.

Arguments still rage over the radioactivity levels, but while the industry, backed some western commentators, played down the consequences, levels of radioactive caesium were shown to have reached 50m times normal levels off the coast. As 2011 ended, it was still hard to accurately gauge the level of devastation, the amount of the meltdown and the exact radiation levels. Last week, the Japanese prime minister, Yoshihiko Noda, said its owners had at last brought the station into a state known as "cold shutdown".

One clear fallout of the Fukushima disaster has been European countries turning their backs on nuclear power. Most significantly, the German chancellor, Angela Merkel, said in May that she would bring forward the phase-out of Germany's nuclear power stations to 2022. Italians voted overwhelmingly against new nuclear reactors and the Swiss government moved to phase out its reactors.

Now for the good news. In July, the UN Environment Programme announced that investments in renewable energy had grown 32% in 2010, reaching a record $211bn since 2004. For the first time, investment in faster-growing developing economies was greater than that in developed economies.

Bloomberg New Energy Finance said renewable energy investments were projected to double over the next eight years and reach $395bn per year by 2020. The bad news is that the International Energy Agency (IEA) says even this will not be enough to stabilise emissions and control climate change.

The IEA's sense of realism was underlined at the UN's annual climate conference in December. The talks in Durban, South Africa, avoided a major split between big emitters and others, with an agreement between 194 countries to work towards a legally binding deal to cut emissions in the future, leaving only voluntary pledges in the meantime.

"Without much stronger commitments for the next 5-10 years the Durban outcome will stay nothing more than smoke and mirrors – an illusion of ambition with no real targets or clear timelines," said Nnimmo Bassey, head of Friends of the Earth International.

Negotiators also concentrated on establishing carbon markets for forest protection and transport.

Conservationists battling the worldwide loss of forests welcomed satellite data from Brazil showing deforestation in the Amazon region had fallen to the lowest level for 23 years. However, new laws were passed in December that, if enacted, will allow ranchers to fell more trees near rivers and on mountaintop watersheds.

Tigers and other charismatic mega-fauna appeared to do better in 2011. Cambodia, India, Indonesia, Laos, Burma and Nepal protected a further 2m hectares of land for tigers. India – which holds half of the world's tigers – estimated an increase in the population from 1,411 in 2007 to 1,706 today. However, the WWF announced that only 18-22 Siberian tigers remained in the wild in north-east China.

Unexpectedly, a significant increase was recorded in the Virunga mountains that are shared between Rwanda, The Democratic Republic of the Congo and Uganda. A WWF survey counted 480, an increase of 100 since the last count in 2003.

And in a small triumph for conservation, the UN Development programme declared in December that more than $100m had been raised, mostly by Latin American countries, to temporarily leave in the ground the estimated 900m barrels of oil believed to be below the Yasuni national park in the Ecuadorian Amazon.

U.S. 

E&E News: Climate advocates signal EPA mercury rule is a step toward carbon reductions 

22 December 2011
The U.S. EPA final rule yesterday to cut toxic air pollutants will force the retirement of some of the nation's dirtiest electricity generators, including coal-fired power plants that produce tons of greenhouse gas emissions.

"We are maintaining our view that the most likely outcome is 50 gigawatts of coal retirements by 2016," said a team of FBR Capital Markets energy analysts led by Benjamin Salisbury.

Public health groups say the toxic air pollution rule will prevent thousands of premature deaths. In the works for more than a decade amid intense political and legal scrutiny, the rule will force power plants to reduce their mercury emissions by 90 percent, acid gases by 88 percent and sulfur dioxide by 42 percent.

Environmental groups have railed against the Obama administration for not putting the full weight of the presidency behind slashing carbon dioxide emissions tied to global warming. But the combination of federal actions like this one to curb conventional pollutants, slumping electricity demand and existing plans to shut down the oldest U.S. power plants will mean lower greenhouse gas emissions as coal plants are replaced.

Aging smokestacks that aren't retrofitted with expensive scrubbers and other technology to cut mercury emissions will be replaced with natural gas-fired generators or wind turbines.

Activists claim climate and job benefits

For the past several months, electricity giants like Southern Co. and American Electric Power (AEP), and organizations funded by major coal producers and users, have increased pressure on the White House to extend the deadline for installing pollution controls. They have also sought maximum flexibility to apply for extensions and waivers based on the how difficult it could be to meet standards once the rule is fully implemented in 2016.

Climate groups tied the environmental policy win to the far more constrained push for a policy to address rising global greenhouse gases before President Obama leaves office.

"In addition to the health benefits, the new standards may yield significant climate benefits if power companies meet them by replacing old, inefficient plants with cleaner technologies," said Eileen Claussen, president of the Center for Climate and Energy Solutions. The center was created in November as the successor to the Pew Center on Global Climate Change.

"This is more likely," she continued, "if EPA moves forward with carbon dioxide emission standards for power plants, and if Congress continues to fund R&D and deployment for renewable energy, nuclear power, and technologies that capture and store carbon dioxide from fossil fuel-fired power plants."

Programs explicitly tied to climate change are in increasing danger of facing GOP-led budget cuts, but so is money flowing to the Department of Energy to boost clean energy research.

Other climate advocates spun the pollution rule to mean more jobs in the clean energy sector.

"Hands down, clean air is a boon to us all, and putting this new air pollution rule into effect at a time when new jobs and economic growth are desperately needed is the right thing to do," said Mindy Lubber, president of Ceres, a Boston-based coalition of public and private investment funds and environmental groups.

Utilities maintain job losses to come

White House surrogates were out in force linking regulation, the environment, energy security and jobs. It comes on the eve of an election year during which Obama will be hit by Republicans opposed to regulation and left-leaning groups unhappy the White House hasn't gone further to address climate change. EPA regulators are in the process of drafting rules that would start the United States down the road toward limiting carbon emissions, but they face stiff opposition in Congress.

"In less than three years, President Obama has reduced harmful air pollution from two major sources: power plants and vehicles," said Carol Browner, former director of the White House Office of Energy and Climate Change Policy. Her statement pointed to vehicle fuel economy standards that will require significant upgrades to engines and potentially help usher electric-gas hybrid vehicles into a car market married to oil.

Yesterday, the main critics in the power sector reiterated their warning that ordering power plants to install the "maximum achievable control technology" to reduce pollution would result in 1.4 million job losses through 2020.

"While some jobs are created by complying with the new rule, the number and quality of those jobs is far less than those destroyed," said Scott Segal, director of the Electric Reliability Coordinating Council, a coalition of utilities that oppose most EPA efforts to cut power plant emissions. Investor-owned power companies that spend millions of dollars lobbying Congress oppose air quality standards they warn will force consumers to swallow higher electricity bills.

The utility industry is expected to spend about $10 billion a year upgrading U.S. power plants. While electricity rates are projected to go up, that will probably mean bigger returns for power generators in the eastern United States. FBR analysts predicted that Georgia-based Southern, North Carolina-based Duke Energy and Progress Energy, and New Jersey-based Public Service Enterprise Group "would likely receive a boost from tightening power markets by 2015."

All along, energy analysts tracking demand for coal and natural gas have been guessing at the contours of the mercury rule. This summer, President Obama sidelined tougher ozone restrictions amid mounting pressure from the business community, but many expected Obama and his EPA to be tougher on the toxic air pollutants rule.

Lawsuits on the horizon

Natural gas is expected to be a major beneficiary. Technology fitted on the smokestacks of coal-fired power plants to separate out and clean emissions runs in the hundreds of millions of dollars. While coal will still be a major source of baseload power, gas plants will come online to replace some of that. Gas turbines slash harmful pollutants and produce about 40 percent less carbon emissions.

FBR analysts predicted that gas demand could increase by up to 4.2 billion cubic feet a day.

Still, the rule is expected to be mired in litigation. "As investors have become increasingly aware, final regulations are only one (very important) step in a process that invariably leads to the courthouse," said the FRB analysts in a note to investors. "We expect the MACT rules to be litigated over the next few years, including challenges to the methodology, pollutant-by-pollutant approach."

Likewise, they noted, Congress is looking into legislation to ensure power plant upgrades don't impact electricity reliability.

Sen. Lisa Murkowski (R-Alaska) is considering legislation to ensure plant closures won't become a problem for keeping the lights on. Murkowski has urged the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission to play a bigger role.

E&E News: Firms still attracting investors 

22 December 2011
Falling solar panel prices have pushed big investments in solar energy.

Stion, a startup solar cell manufacturer, announced this week that it had raised $130 million in funding. Google also announced it will spend $94 million to build four solar power plants in California.

Google's proposed plants will be built by Recurrent Energy, a subsidiary of Sharp Corp. "The declining cost of solar has really driven demand for us, in our business," said Arno Harris, Recurrent's CEO. "I would say unequivocally that there's a ton of interest in investing in these projects."

The search engine company has previously funded solar thermal plants, which use mirrors focus sunlight to generate steam. With the recent investment in solar panels, Google's renewable energy funding has exceeded $915 million.

Stion said it will use its funding to grow its solar manufacturing plant in Mississippi. The company will also build a factory in South Korea through a subsidiary.

"Solar has always been a global business, and this investment enables Stion to address market demand in Asia and beyond," said Chet Farris, Stion's CEO. "We have added world-class investors as well as a strategic partner with deep technical expertise" (David R. Baker, San Francisco Chronicle, Dec. 21). 

E&E News: Censored scientist calls for improving the coast and policymaking in Texas
22 December 2011
After two months of outrage from scientists, academics and editorial writers, the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) appears to have changed its stance on publishing peer-reviewed literature on climate change.

John Anderson, a prominent Rice University professor, accused TCEQ of censorship in October when it cut references to climate change and sea-level rise from its commissioned report on Galveston Bay. Anderson says the agency has now reinstated the references to the peer-reviewed research, and thinks the spat may have helped highlight the issue of the Gulf of Mexico's rapidly changing coast.

"If you drive up and down around the Texas coast, I think you can quickly get a feeling for the fact that our coast is changing very rapidly, and it has been changing for a long time," said Anderson in a speech last week. "Those of us who keep up with the literature on sea-level change know that the rate of sea-level rise has accelerated. And, in fact, on the global scale, the rate of sea level rise has increased sixfold in historical time, this century -- most of that since the 1940s."

Anderson says that much can be done to improve the coastline, such as focusing spending on wetland preservation. "But as long as we have people in Austin and a governor who denies global climate change and the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality who denies it, then we haven't even made the first step, that educational step," he said. On climate change, Anderson says, Texas is "in a state of denial" (Michael Barajas, San Antonio Current, Dec. 21). 

E&E News: The 'Wild West' of waste treatment makes energy and profits from sewage plants 

22 December 2011
Most Americans flush the toilet without thinking twice about where the contents end up, but a handful of companies are paying close attention to what goes down the drain. They argue it should be seen as a resource rather than waste.

Dealing with human waste is a tricky business. The wet material typically has to be treated at a sewage plant, dried and turned into a biosolid, then either hauled away to a landfill or turned into mulch and reused as fertilizer.

According to the U.S. Geological Survey, wastewater treatment plants generate about 7 million dry tons of biosolids per year. The conventional methods of dealing with this waste are expensive and energy-intensive. Landfills are also filling up, and sludge that's turned into fertilizer may still contain chemicals that are potentially harmful to humans and the environment.

 Now, some companies are saying this method of dealing with waste is just plain wasteful.

That's where sewage-to-energy comes in. Industry estimates show that if all biosolids in the United States were converted into biomass energy, they would produce 7 million to 7.6 million megawatts of power. By way of comparison, the current installed capacity of wind power in the United States is around 43,000 MW.

By essentially recycling the waste as electricity or converting it to biodiesel fuel, rather than putting it in a landfill, converting sewage into energy also reduces greenhouse gas emissions. The global warming effect of methane produced by decaying landfills is about 20 times more powerful than that of carbon dioxide. The waste conversion process avoids these emissions by capturing the gas and turning it into a product.

"There are truly not many options for dealing with sewage, but [municipalities] need to address it somehow," said Dennis Wherrell, CEO of Earth, Wind & Fire Technologies. So why not turn dirty waste into clean energy?

Wherrell's Florida-based company is one of just a few in the world with the technology to run sludge-to-energy operations on a consistent basis. There is still some distance to go before these companies are fully commercialized, but progress is being made. "This is not a pipe dream on a drawing board for us," said Wherrell.

Finding the money in sludge

Since the year began, Earth, Wind & Fire has started writing up contracts and engineering plans at over 50 sites around the world, most of which are in the United States, said Wherrell. The company is focused on establishing its new technology in Tennessee, Alabama and Florida, but is already in the process of manufacturing the third unit of a project being sent to Belgium.

Traditional waste disposal is not cheap. For instance, Pasco County, Fla. -- where Earth, Wind & Fire recently struck up discussions on a new project -- pays $800,000 per year to deal with its sludge. Daytona Beach spends $500,000, and Orlando spends an amount in the millions, said Wherrell.

Eager to pay less, municipalities are turning to other sewage options. Another major sell for his company, said Wherrel, is that cities and homeowners won't pay a dime for one of his plants. Earth, Wind & Fire will cover all capital expenditures and earn them back by selling the biodiesel or electricity that's produced in the treatment process.

The company's income stream starts with taking the waste and microwaving it. The process uses pellets of dried human sludge and carbon-based landfill material, runs an electrical current through it, captures the vapor that's produced and then condenses it into a No. 2 diesel fuel.

The drop-in biodiesel burns cleaner than traditional diesel-biofuel mixtures and contains less particulates, said Wherrell. Apart from a test facility in Germany and a functioning unit in China, the practice is not being used anywhere else in the world, he added.

A second process involves sublimation, turning a substance from a solid into a gas without it first becoming a liquid. This creates methane gas that's captured and burned to spin generators that feed electricity to the grid. Justifying one of these systems requires a significant amount of sludge to begin with. It takes 30 tons of dry waste to produce enough methane to generate 1.2 MW of electricity.

Earth, Wind & Fire markets its diesel "Microfuel Refinery" and sublimation process as solutions to inefficient waste management and U.S. dependence on foreign oil. But the practices may also have other advantages -- they're closed-loop systems that don't produce any harmful byproducts, and help reduce carbon dioxide levels by recycling waste that would otherwise emit methane into the air from a landfill.

Getting steam and the fizz for soft drinks

But Earth, Wind & Fire isn't the only sewage hero around.

A company based out of Cork, Ireland, called AquaCritox has also made significant progress. It already has one sewage-to-energy demonstration plant in operation and three others in construction. According to John O'Regan, CEO and founder of SCFI Group, the parent company of AquaCritox, his company uses a novel process to manage waste, first developed by the U.S. military -- it creates supercritical water.

AquaCritox's technology takes in raw sewage and brings the temperature and pressure above 700 degrees Fahrenheit and 221 bar (3,000 psi). In these conditions, it enters a supercritical condition or "fourth phase" that completely destroys organic material, producing only carbon dioxide, which O'Regan says can be used in the soft drink industry or to create dry ice.

The steam generated by the process is then used to drive turbines for power generation. "We can generate 1 megawatt-hour of electricity from 1 ton of digested sewage sludge solids," said O'Regan. "We can actually say that we're energy positive."

AquaCritox can also treat wet waste, rather than the pre-processed semi-solid matter used by its competitors. The problem with using solids, says O'Regan, is that is that it takes more energy to evaporate the water than can be recovered once the waste is treated.

"That's hugely significant, because the energy input to evaporate water in sewage sludge and other wet waste is more than 50 percent of the total energy input into any of the terminal technologies in existence," said O'Regan. The mechanical dewatering process is also a big part of the cost of dealing with sewage and has a sizable carbon footprint attached to it, he said.

"That means our technology is significantly more energy-efficient [than our competitors']," he added.

If you ask Wherrell of Earth, Wind & Fire, however, he'd say his company beats AquaCritox in the "simplicity" of its technique. And although it requires a dry material, the company can take care of the drying process on site, he said, which will save municipalities from doing it, and paying for it.

When O'Regan was asked about Earth, Wind & Fire, he said he'd heard of its existence, but couldn't say much else about it.

Putting the bugs in

"Really, you're looking at a new industry," said Alan Rozich, chairman of the board of PMC BioTech, a company that uses strictly biological processes to convert sewage into energy. Much is still uncertain when it comes to how different types of technologies will be deployed and who the players are, said Rozich. "This is the Wild West right now."

PMC Biotech is currently developing two projects in the Caribbean that will produce both renewable energy and fertilizer.

Rozich says that his company's method of turning waste into energy has an advantage over others, because it's cheap and doesn't require the energy necessary to heat up and change the state of the material. The most frugal and efficient way to make energy, he says, is to let microorganisms do the work. Microbes turn the sludgy feedstock into methane, and break down the organic material to nitrogen and phosphorus, which can be used as fertilizer.

The process takes 10 to 15 days, said Rozich. But the conversion rate from sewage to energy is more than 90 percent, which produces biodiesel or biomethane that can be used for electricity, and a high-grade fertilizer that doesn't have the same environmental and health concerns attached to it as the fertilizer that comes from conventional sewage treatment.

Rozich added that the energy released by this natural process is greater than the energy put into the system. For other companies, that energy balance isn't there, he said, which means they're producing more greenhouse gas emissions than they're taking care of.

O'Regan insists his supercritical water process is energy-positive, however. He also said the anaerobic digester method used by PMC BioTech doesn't offer a full service, because the microbes need to feed on dewatered sludge, rather than raw sewage, so it doesn't save cities from having to process the waste. Plus, the fertilizer business is not a profit-making operation, O'Regan said.

But, he added, the broader pursuit of turning sewage into a resource is worthy, and indeed necessary. Society can't afford to be wasteful, even when it comes to waste. "If we're going to create waste, we should turn around and use every component of it," he said. "We can, and we should do so."
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As shale fracking booms, environmental protection lags

By Renee Schoof, Updated: 2011-12-22T13:11:35Z 
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WASHINGTONAmerica's race for cheap natural gas and energy independence has been outpacing the flow of state rules aimed at assuring people that gas production won't harm their health.

Today 24 states have wells that use hydraulic fracturing: pumping water, sand and chemicals into deep layers of rock at high pressure to release oil and gas. Because the nation's major environmental laws exempt the oil and gas industry, regulating hydraulic fracturing - also known as fracking - is largely up to state environment departments. States have been issuing new rules and guidelines, but often years after the boom began.

The biggest environmental issue, especially in Pennsylvania, the heart of Marcellus Shale formation fracking, is what happens to the wastewater that gushes up from deep in the Earth when a well is fracked. The water is full of salt and contains naturally occurring radioactive elements and metals from deep layers, as well as the fracking chemicals.

"The industry's practices have been rapidly evolving here over the last few years," said David Yoxtheimer, an extension agent at the Penn State Marcellus Center for Outreach and Research.

Pennsylvania geology lacks many underground wells where wastewater can be stored. Companies increasingly recycle the wastewater by cleaning it enough for new fracking jobs. The salt sludge that gets removed is sent to landfills. Some of the wastewater goes to wells in Ohio.

The companies "do recognize in the long term there might not be adequate disposal capacity," said Yoxtheimer, a hydrogeologist. "There's frankly going to be a fair amount of waste generated from the development of these energy resources. Finding safe, environmentally responsible disposal may be a challenge," and that's why they're looking at deep wells.

In New York state, which shares part of the Marcellus Shale formation, there are no deep natural wells to store wastewater permanently, said Emily DeSantis, a spokeswoman for the state's Department of Environmental Conservation. The state will need to send any wastewater that can't be recycled to other states for treatment or storage if it decides to proceed with fracking next year, she said. New York has stopped issuing permits for horizontal drilling, which is used in fracking, until it completes a new study of the environmental impact.

Pennsylvania's environment department asked drillers in April to inject wastewater into deep wells or recycle it instead of taking it to water-treatment plants that weren't equipped to handle it, though drillers aren't required to do so.

The Marcellus Shale Coalition, an industry trade group, immediately agreed to comply, said Kevin Sunday, a spokesman at the state's Department of Environmental Protection.

"It's a sea change in disposal practices," he said.

Sunday said his department estimated that in past years, about 95 percent of the wastewater from fracking in Pennsylvania was sent to sewage plants that didn't have the technology needed to treat it. In parts of the state, the water flowed into rivers that millions of people used for drinking water.

Travis Windle, a spokesman for the Marcellus Shale Coalition, said its members accounted for 95 percent of the horizontal drilling rigs in Pennsylvania and all of them had agreed not to send the wastewater to treatment plants for discharge.

"Without question, Pennsylvania's regulatory framework is one of the nation's most forward-leading," said Kathryn Klaber, the industry group's president. She said her group would work with state regulators to make sure that standards for wells and rules for wastewater worked to protect the environment. The industry also was "focused on continuously improving upon our best management practices," she added.

Myron Arnowitt, the Pennsylvania director for the environmental organization Clean Water Action, said there was little planning by the state for the impacts of large-scale gas drilling before problems arose.

"The states have not gotten ahead of the curve," said Amy Mall of the Natural Resources Defense Council. "They're just catching up to the industry."

The Independent Petroleum Association of America, a trade group for smaller producers, contended that states have successfully regulated hydraulic fracturing in vertical wells for decades.

"We definitely think the environmental issues are best handled at the state level," spokeswoman Julia Bell said.

A flash point in the well contamination issue was Dimock, Pa. State regulators determined that Cabot Oil & Gas Corp. had drilled defective natural-gas wells that let gas escape into 14 water wells. Cabot denied wrongdoing, but it paid fines and fixed water supplies. Some residents said those efforts fell short, and they're still fighting Cabot for restitution.

Texas, where the shale gas boom began, has thousands of storage wells for fracking wastewater. On Dec. 13, Texas regulators required operators of new wells that get permits after Feb. 1 to disclose the chemicals and the amount of water they use to fracture them. State officials said that companies voluntarily reported the chemicals for about half of the existing wells in the state. The reports in Texas and other states are entered on a national registry website, FracFocus.org.

In Pennsylvania, people are pressing for more complete disclosure, said Steve Hvozdovich, the Marcellus Shale policy associate for Pennsylvania Clean Water Action.

"Part of the issue we have is that there's such a wide range of chemicals used, nobody knows for sure what the industry is using at a particular well site," he said. Hvozdovich said the industry had insisted on gag orders on the results of some court cases over fracking problems. "All this is adding a bit of mystery and cloud over water issues."

The Environmental Protection Agency is studying whether fracking practices have harmed any drinking water supplies. The study is expected to be completed in late 2014.

An early draft report caused a stir Dec. 8 when the agency found that wells in Pavillion, Wyo., contained pollutants "likely associated with gas production practices, including hydraulic fracturing." It said the samples were generally below safety standards and that the shallow wells in Wyoming were unlike those in other parts of the country.

The EPA's news release repeated what it usually says when fracking comes up: "Natural gas plays a key role in our nation's clean energy future and the Obama administration is committed to ensuring that the development of this vital resource occurs safely and responsibly."

Burning natural gas for power produces much less air pollution than coal does. But that doesn't mean that natural gas is pollution-free. Hot spots of smog show up in places where many drilling engines and other equipment are at work.

The EPA has proposed the first national air-pollution standards for the oil and gas industry. Its final version is expected in April.

The industry is opposed. The EPA's proposed rules aren't "practical and cost-effective," said Howard Feldman, the director of regulatory and scientific affairs at the American Petroleum Institute. "The public is already protected with an ample margin of safety."

The EPA's rules would limit conventional air pollution and seepages of methane, a potent greenhouse gas and a major component of natural gas. The EPA estimates that the industry would save money by doing more to capture emissions. Feldman said the EPA had overestimated the savings.

The Department of Energy's Argonne National Lab reported in November that even when fugitive emissions of methane are factored in, shale fracking's greenhouse gas emissions are 33 percent lower than coal's.

Those findings contradicted another study this year. In April, Robert Howarth at Cornell University published a report that said natural gas produced from shale with fracking had higher greenhouse gas emissions than coal did because of the methane that escaped from shale gas wells.

Howarth said in an email that he stood by his study. He said other studies underestimated the emissions.

Washington Post: EPA forces dirtiest power plants to clean up toxic air pollution, but gives leeway on timing 
21 December 2011
That’s the decision facing hundreds of the nation’s oldest and dirtiest power plants under an Environmental Protection Agency rule announced Wednesday that will force plants to control mercury and other toxic pollutants for the first time.

The long overdue national standards rein in the largest remaining source of uncontrolled toxic pollution in the U.S. — the emissions from the nation’s coal- and oil-fired power plants, which have been allowed to run for decades without addressing their full environmental and public health costs.

The impact of the ruling will be greatest in the Midwest and in the coal belt — Kentucky, West Virginia and Virginia — where dozens of units likely will be mothballed, according to an Associated Press survey. The majority of facilities will continue to run, and find ways to reduce pollution.

About half of the 1,200 coal- and oil-fired units nationwide still lack modern pollution controls, despite the EPA in 1990 getting the authority from Congress to control toxic air pollution from power plant smokestacks. A decade later, in 2000, the agency concluded it was necessary to clamp down on the emissions to protect public health.

At a news conference Wednesday at Children’s National Medical Center in Washington, EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson said the regulation was the Obama administration’s “biggest clean air action yet”, trumping a landmark agreement to double fuel economy standards for vehicles and another rule that will reduce emissions from power plants that foul the air in states downwind.

The administration was under court order to issue a new rule, after a court threw out an attempt by the Bush administration to exempt power plants from toxic air pollution controls.

“Before this rule, there were no national standards limiting the amount of mercury, arsenic, chromium, nickel and acid gases that power plants across the country could release into the air that we breathe,” said Jackson, listing the contaminants linked to cancer, IQ loss, heart disease and lung disease that are covered by the rule, and that also pollute lakes, streams and fish.

In a video released Wednesday afternoon, President Barack Obama said the decades of delays caused by special interest groups that resulted in standards never being put into place for power plants “was wrong.”

“Today, my administration is saying, ‘Enough’,” he said.

When fully implemented in 2016, the standards will slash mercury pollution from burning coal by 90 percent, lung-damaging acid gases by 88 percent and soot-producing sulfur dioxide by 41 percent.

Power plant operators will have to choose between installing pollution control equipment, switching to cleaner-burning natural gas, or shutting down the plant. None of those choices come cheap — the EPA estimates the rule will cost $9.6 billion annually, making it one of the most expensive the agency has ever issued.

Some power producers intensely lobbied the Obama administration to weaken the rule and to delay it, and Republicans in Congress passed legislation to do so, saying it would threaten jobs and the reliability of the power grid, and raise electricity prices.

To ease those concerns, the administration will encourage states to make “broadly available” an additional fourth year to comply with the rule, as allowed by the law. Case-by-case extensions could also be granted to address local reliability issues, according to a presidential memorandum sent Wednesday to Jackson.

In the memorandum, Obama directs the EPA to ensure that implementation of the rule “proceed in a cost-effective manner that ensures electric reliability.”

Environmentalists said Wednesday that the added flexibility did not jeopardize the public health benefits of the regulation.

“After more than two decades of delay, dirty coal-fired power plants are going to be cleaned up in short order,” said Frank O’Donnell, president of Clean Air Watch, who said the EPA “bent over backwards” to accommodate concerns about reliability.

For those in the industry, and some in Congress, the concessions didn’t go far enough.

Oklahoma Sen. James Inhofe, the top Republican on the Senate’s environment committee, said he would file a joint resolution, a rarely used Congressional tactic, to get the rule overturned.

Some in the industry pushed for an automatic delay, or “safety valve,” to make sure that plants that have to run to ensure reliability aren’t found in violation of the rule and too many plants don’t close down at once. In addition to those that will retire, hundreds of units will need to be idled temporarily to install pollution control equipment. Some of those units are at critical junctions on the grid and are essential to restarting the electrical network in case of a blackout, or making sure voltage doesn’t drain completely from electrical lines, like a hose that’s lost its water pressure.

The Edison Electric Institute, whose members were split on the toll of the rule, said in a statement Wednesday that while the EPA “made useful technical changes”, it believes “the administration is underestimating the complexity of implementing this rule in such a short period of time.”

The American Coalition for Clean Coal Electricity, which is an association of companies producing electricity from coal, said the rule will destroy jobs, raise the cost of energy and make electricity less reliable. A study by the group estimated that as much as 12 percent of coal-fired generation would be forced to retire due to the regulation.

But an AP survey of 55 power plant producers found that estimate, and others, to be inflated. The mercury rule, along with another to reduce power plant pollution that blows downwind, will force portions of more than 32 mostly coal-fired power plants in a dozen states to retire, and put another 36 power plants on the brink of retirement.

But not a single operator interviewed said the EPA was solely to blame for the decision. And coal is still likely to be the country’s dominant electricity source until 2035, according to the Energy Information Administration.

For the older, aging plants, many of which only ran when electricity demand peaked, the rules were the final blow. Coal was already struggling to compete against low natural-gas prices, demand from China and elsewhere driving up its price, and lower electricity demand.

The average age of the units retiring or at risk of shutting down was 51 years old, the AP found. And while they produce enough power for more than 22 million households, experts say they probably won’t cause the lights to go out, because in many cases the power is being replaced.

Washington Post: Europe’s high court upholds cap-and-trade carbon plan for airlines, rejects US appeal
U.S. air carriers failed Wednesday to block an EU law charging airlines flying to Europe for their carbon pollution, yielding to a sweeping measure intended to curb climate-changing emissions from international aviation.

The European Court of Justice in Luxembourg dismissed arguments that imposing the European Union’s cap-and-trade program on flights to and from European airports infringes on national sovereignty or violates international aviation treaties.

The lawsuit was brought by U.S. and Canadian airlines acting through the industry trade organization Airlines for America, but the protest was supported by China, India and other countries with international carriers.

The U.S. airlines said the regulation was tantamount to “an exorbitant tax,” but the EU said the added costs would amount to a few dollars per ticket and would open the way for efficient airlines to make money rather than lose.

The carbon trading program, due to go into effect Jan. 1, is one of the widest-reaching measures adopted by any country or regional bloc to regulate emissions of greenhouse gases blamed for climate change. It aims to make airlines accountable for their carbon emissions, which contribute to global warming.

The EU said it had enacted the measure after the International Civil Aviation Organization, the U.N. regulatory agency for airlines, failed to take concrete steps to rein in carbon emissions, despite an ICAO resolution 14 years ago authorizing action.

Although only 3 percent of total human-caused carbon emissions come from aircraft, aviation is the fastest-growing source of carbon pollution.

The U.S. trade group said its members would comply with the EU directive “under protest,” while reviewing legal options.

“Today’s court decision further isolates the EU from the rest of the world and will keep in place a unilateral scheme that is counterproductive to concerted global action on aviation and climate change,” Airlines for America said in a statement from Washington. “Today’s decision does not mark the end of this case.”

Under the scheme, each airline will be allocated pollution permits slightly less than its average historical emissions record. If it exceeds its limit, it can buy permits from other airlines that have emitted less than allowed and have leftover permits to sell. Emissions are counted for the entire route of an aircraft that touches down in Europe.

The intention is to induce airlines to emit less carbon by upgrading their fleets or becoming more efficient.

Connie Hedegaard, the European commissioner for climate action, said she was “satisfied” with the ruling and ready to work with the airlines on implementing it.

The EU law would exempt airlines if they take comparable measures to control their greenhouse gas emissions.

All revenue derived by the EU from the program will go toward fighting climate change, the EU says.

An organization of budget airlines, the European Low Fares Airline Association, welcomed the decision, which it said would compel the big carriers to follow the same rules as small airlines on internal European flights. It said 80 percent of aviation emissions originate from long-distance routes.

Environmentalists also hailed the judgment.

The EU has calculated the cost to passengers will be minimal, ranging up to €12 ($15.70) on a one-way trans-Atlantic flight. For many flights it will be a euro ($1.32) or two.

But the airlines are receiving most of their permits for free for the first transition years. If the full market price of emissions is passed on to consumers — as happened with European utilities that received free permits — the airlines will benefit from windfall profits, say analysts and European legislators.

Peter Liese, the German lawmaker who ushered the bill through Parliament, said airlines should be paying about 1 euro ($1.32) to fly to the U.S. east coast, and any airline charging substantially more is either trying to “fool the passenger” or has “a very old and dirty fleet.”

The ruling by the 13 judges said the EU was within its rights to impose the scheme on commercial airlines that choose to operate at European airports, and thus fall under EU jurisdiction.

It also rejected the appeal that the measures violate the Open Skies treaty prohibition against unilateral taxation or discriminatory treatment. It said the cost to the airline is subject to an open market, from which it also may profit, and is not a tax. It also treats all flights equally, as long as they land or take off from one of the EU 27’s nations.

The directive, enacted in EU law in 2008, aroused an international protest beyond those airlines that joined the lawsuit.

The U.S. House of Representatives passed a measure two months ago directing the transportation secretary to prohibit U.S. carriers from participating in the program if it is unilaterally imposed.

Last week, U.S. transport secretary Ray LaHood and Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton wrote to the EU commission reiterating Washington’s objections on “legal and policy grounds,” and said the U.S. would respond with “appropriate action.” It did not elaborate.

“U.S. companies and citizens have to respect EU law, just like anyone else”, said Jo Leinen, who chairs the European Parliament’s environment committee. He said it would be “arrogant and ignorant” of U.S. lawmakers to pass legislation against the EU measure.

China and India complained about the issue at the recent 194-nation U.N. climate conference in South Africa. The New Delhi government reportedly told Indian carriers to defy the directive by refusing to submit carbon emissions data to the EU.

But the EU said all major international carriers, including those behind the lawsuit, were among some 900 airlines that have applied for free permits, and that it anticipated full compliance with the law.

NY Times: Toward Healthier Air 

21 December 2011
Resisting strenuous last-minute lobbying by some of the nation’s biggest utilities, the Obama administration announced on Wednesday a final rule requiring power plants to reduce emissions of mercury and other toxic pollutants by roughly 90 percent within the next five years. 

This is a big victory for environmentalists and scientists who have worked for 20 years to regulate these pollutants — and an even bigger one for the public. When fully effective, the rule could save as many as 11,000 premature deaths a year and avoid countless unnecessary illnesses. 

The decision compensates, at least in part, for the White House’s lamentable decision two months ago to reject stricter health standards for smog. That and the administration’s failure to give full-throated support to climate change legislation last year had disheartened many of the president’s environmental supporters. 

The administration can now legitimately point to three measures that will almost certainly lead to cleaner power plants and vehicles, more breathable air and fewer greenhouse gas emissions: a ruling in July setting new limits on interstate emissions of sulfur dioxide, the main acid rain gas; a landmark deal announced in November aimed at doubling automobile fuel efficiency by 2025; and, now, the new mercury rule. 

Some power companies and their Republican allies argued that the rules will impose high costs with relatively little payoff, but the evidence does not support that view. The Environmental Protection Agency estimates the annual cost of compliance at $10 billion, compared with annual savings in health costs of between $37 billion and $90 billion by 2016. Mercury is a potent neurotoxin and can adversely affect the nervous system in children; other toxins covered by the rule can cause asthma and cancer. 

Nor is there merit in the argument that the technology for controlling these pollutants is not available. One-third of the states have already imposed their own rules on such toxics, and several forward-looking utilities have installed pollution controls that can be upgraded without great effort or expense to meet the new federal standards. 

Some old coal-fired power plants will have to be shut down, but many had been scheduled for retirement and others can be retrofitted or replaced with cleaner gas-fired facilities. The E.P.A. will also have flexibility to give extensions to companies that can demonstrate they need an extra year to comply. 

The rule, which industry can afford, is a long overdue measure for cleaner air and a healthier America. 

Canada

Globe and Mail: Top EU court rules against N. American carriers in fee dispute
21 December 2011
Europe’s highest court gave unreserved backing on Wednesday to an EU law charging airlines for carbon emissions on flights to and from Europe, a decision likely to escalate tension with trading partners, especially the United States.

The court ruled against a group of U.S. and Canadian airlines that had challenged a law requiring that all airlines flying to and from European Union airports will have to buy permits under the EU’s emissions trading scheme from Jan. 1. The initial cost is expected to be minimal but would rise to an estimated €9-billion ($12.1-billion) by the end of 2020.

“Application of the emissions trading scheme to aviation infringes neither the principles of customary international law at issue, nor the open-skies agreement,” the European Court of Justice (ECJ) said.

Wednesday’s ruling was expected after a senior adviser to the court issued a preliminary opinion in October that found the EU legislation did not infringe other states’ sovereignty and was compatible with international accords.

The lawsuit was brought by U.S. and Canadian airlines acting through the industry trade organization Airlines for America, but the protest was supported by China, India and other countries with international carriers.

The carbon trading program, due to go into effect Jan. 1, is one of the widest-reaching measures adopted by any country or regional bloc to regulate emissions of greenhouse gases blamed for climate change. It aims to make airlines accountable for their carbon emissions, which contribute to global warming.

The U.S. trade group said its members would comply with the EU directive “under protest,” while reviewing legal options to fight the Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS).

In Ottawa, the National Airlines Council of Canada said it was disappointed. “Over the last several months, most of the world’s major non-EU aviation powers including the U.S., China, Russia, Japan and Canada, have clearly expressed their objections to having their respective sovereignties infringed and the ETS imposed on their airline industries without their consent,” said council president George Petsikas.

EU climate commissioner Connie Hedegaard, for whom the carbon trading scheme is one of the main weapons to combat climate change, was among the first to welcome the decision.

“After a crystal-clear ruling today, the EU now expects U.S. airlines to respect EU law as the EU respects U.S. law,” she said in a Twitter posting.

“We reaffirm our wish to engage constructively with everyone during the implementation of our legislation,” she added in a statement.

The U.S. government, which has warned it could take “appropriate action” if the EU didn’t reconsider this aspect of the ETS, said it was dismayed by the ruling, and reiterated that it wanted the issue addressed by the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO).

“We continue to have strong legal and policy objections to the inclusion of flights by non-EU air carriers in the EU ETS,” Krishna R. Urs, deputy assistant secretary for transportation affairs at the U.S. Department of State, said in a statement.

In a statement, Airlines for America called on the EU “to come back to the table to consider a global sectoral approach.”

A case against the EU was initially brought to the London High Court of Justice by the Air Transport Association of America, American Airlines and United Continental UAL-N, but the London court referred it to the ECJ in Luxembourg.

Critics of the EU rules, agreed to in June 2008, have argued that under the 1997 Kyoto climate pact, countries pledged to address aviation emissions jointly through the U.N.’s aviation body, the ICAO.

More than a decade on, talks at ICAO have not yielded significant progress, and the ECJ said the EU was within its rights to take unilateral action.

But the United States, where environmental legislation has become a focus of disagreement between Democrats and Republicans, has angrily rejected the EU plan.

Draft law in the U.S. Congress, if passed, would make it illegal to comply with the EU legislation.

In a letter sent to EU officials last week, U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and U.S. Secretary of Transportation Raymond LaHood urged the EU “to reconsider this current course” and re-engage with the rest of the world.

“Absent such willingness on the part of the EU, we will be compelled to take appropriate action,” they said in the letter.

Lawyers and some environmentalists said the next logical step would be for ICAO to come up with a global solution soon.

“The EU’s leadership is really significant. This is a first step. What we need now is a broad-based system from ICAO,” Pamela Campos, an attorney at U.S. lobby group the Environmental Defense Fund, said.

The ruling by the ECJ, Europe’s highest court, is final, although there is some flexibility in how the regulation may be applied.

The EU law allows for “equivalent measures,” meaning that incoming flights to Europe would be exempt if the nation from whence they came had measures in place to offset the international emissions.

Airlines initially would be required to pay for only 15 per cent of the carbon they emit and would be allocated free allowances to cover the other 85 per cent.

From 2013 to 2020, airlines are expected to buy around 700 million permits, according to Thomson Reuters Point Carbon data.

“We expect the aviation sector’s burden in the EU’s emissions trading scheme for 2012 to be close to €500-million, based on our current price forecasts for 2012,” Andreas Arvanitakis, associate director, Thomson Reuters Point Carbon, said in a statement.

“The sector will face a shortfall of around 60 million tonnes (of carbon). The cost rises to €9-billion total by the end of 2020.”

The EU carbon market pared losses immediately after the ruling but stayed negative. Analysts said the decision had been widely anticipated but could provide support for the longer term as airlines stock up on permits.

Already, the EU sets a cap on the level of emissions allowed from factories and power plants. Emitters exceeding their quotas must buy carbon permits, while those within their limits can sell any unused allowances.

Emissions from most other sectors have fallen, but those from airlines have doubled since 1990 and could triple by 2020, Commission figures show.

Depending on airlines’ decisions on how much to pass on, the European Commission has calculated costs per passenger could rise by €2 to €12, much less than the €100 per allowance penalty it would impose on airlines that do not comply.

Airlines, which have given much higher assessments of the cost, have called for a global, rather than a piecemeal approach. The EU has said it fully agrees with that but has run out of patience with efforts to find a worldwide solution.

“This decision represents a green light towards an emerging patchwork of complex, bureaucratic and punitive regional schemes, which will ultimately have no impact on improving the environment and will hit passengers,” Carolyn Leung, a spokeswoman of Cathay Pacific Airways Ltd., said.

Singapore Airlines said the EU was being unfair.

“It could also cripple competitiveness as it offers carriers operating through hubs closer to Europe an unfair advantage,” spokesman Nicholas Ionides said.

Qantas said the “patchwork approach” was flawed, but its policy was to comply with carbon law wherever it operated. A spokesman said it was still finalizing policy, but anticipated costs would be passed on to passengers.

National Post: Japan tsunami debris hitting B.C. shores
21 December 2011
Japanese lumber and household goods have begun appearing on the British Columbia coast in what many locals think is the vanguard of a wave of debris from last March’s Japanese tsunami that will eventually clog West Coast beaches with cars, boats and even waterlogged houses.

“I found more debris in 10 minutes than I have in four years … and it’s all Japanese in origin,” said Perry Schmunk, Mayor of Tofino, a community of 1,600 on the west coast of Vancouver Island.

In addition to Japanese drink bottles, Mr. Schmunk said he has found toothbrushes and a child’s sock.

Known in Japan as the T?hoku earthquake and tsunami, the March 11 disaster killed upwards of 20,000 people and swept away an estimated 200,000 buildings. This fall, researchers at the University of Hawaii claimed that 20 million tonnes of debris had been washed to sea by the tsunami, and that, according to their models, it would not hit North America until 2013. In late September, a Russian ship reported sailing through a field of tsunami debris near the Midway Islands — about 5,000 kilometres west of the B.C. coast. Crew members described seeing furniture, appliances and a 20-foot fishing boat from Fukushima, the area hardest hit by the tsunami.

Nevertheless, in early November Seattle-based oceanographer Curtis Ebbesmeyer predicted that tsunami debris could begin washing up “within days.” On Dec. 15, Neah Bay, Wash., lay claim to being the first community to find tsunami debris after beach-cleaning crews discovered a Japanese buoy the size of an oil barrel.

“The ocean’s very turbulent, you can’t just predict where something is going to go. It’s like trying to trace cigarette smoke in a room,” said Jody Klymak, an assistant professor of oceanography at the University of Victoria.

Last week, the University of Hawaii confirmed that lighter items may be drifting east faster than expected. “If the item is light and sticks out of the water … the wind can push it much more quickly than heavier objects,” said a university news release.

Asian items washing up in Tofino is not out of the ordinary. Bottles with Indian, Thai and Chinese writing are frequently found bobbing in the surf — and entire books have been written about combing West Coast beaches for Japanese-origin glass fishing floats. “Now’s the time of year when things wash up anyways,” said Krissy Montgomery, owner of Tofino’s Surf Sister Surf School.

But locals say the odd thing this year is not only the quantity of debris, but the discovery of dimensional lumber: boards, planks and entire roofing trusses — all bearing Japanese export stamps. “That’s something I’ve never seen before,” said Geoff Johnson, manager of Tofino’s Long Beach Radio.

In a Dec. 13 blog post, Mr. Johnson warned that these small discoveries are only the tip of a debris field that includes capsized fishing boats, rusted cars and other industrial debris — items that could spell ecological disaster for West Coast beaches.

“If a rusted-out tanker truck lands on the beach in front of one of the [First Nations] reservations, that’s going to be an issue,” he said in an interview on Wednesday.

Ultimately, tsunami debris could be an issue “that is much bigger than the district of Tofino alone could handle,” said Mr. Schmunk.

It is widely suspected that the buoyant remains of numerous tsunami victims are among the flotsam headed for North American shores.

For that reason, Mr. Ebbesmeyer has often called for debris discoveries to be treated similar to scenes of air crashes. “When people find something on the beach, they are literally putting their hands on something that a family wants to know about,” he told Postmedia in November.

Last week, Mr. Schmunk told CTV News that Tofino would treat the “whole thing with respect because everything that has come ashore has dealt with a significant human tragedy.”

Vancouver Sun: 'Secret' report elevates oilsands fears
22 December 2011
Contamination of a major western Canadian river basin from oilsands operations is a "high-profile concern" for downstream communities and wildlife, says a just-released "secret" presentation prepared last spring by Environment Canada that highlighted numerous warnings about the industry's growing footprint on land, air, water and the climate.

The warnings from the department contrast with recent claims that were made by Prime Minister Stephen Harper and Environment Minister Peter Kent that the industry is being unfairly targeted by environmentalists who exaggerate its effects on nature and people.

The presentation noted figures from the Canadian Energy Research Institute, a collaboration among industry, government and academics, that estimate the oilsands sector is responsible for more than 100,000 direct and indirect jobs in Canada, and will con-tribute more than $1.7 trillion to the country's economy over the next 25 years.

But it warned that Alberta and other parts of Western Canada are facing a steep economic and ecological price tag for failing to crack down on the industry's collateral damage.

"Contamination of the Athabasca River is a high-profile concern," said the presentation, marked secret, but released through access-to-information laws.

"Recent studies suggest elevated levels of pollutants near mining sites including hydro-carbons and heavy metals. ... [It] raises questions about possible effects on health of wildlife and downstream communities."

The presentation was produced in May as a govern-mentwide oilsands task force continued to develop a science-based monitoring program to get specifics on the effects of oil extraction from the bitumen deposits in Western Canada that are also known as tar-sands because of their tar-like appearance and odour.

The deposits are considered to hold one of the largest reserves of oil in the world, but existing technology forces producers to use large quantities of water and energy, while disrupting natural ecosystems to extract the fuel from the ground.

A related Environment Canada document, also produced in May and released earlier this month, warned the government that the industry's economic future was in jeopardy because of a lack of "credible scientific information" required to counter campaigns and foreign regulations or legislation that crack down on products and industries with poor environ-mental performance.

In recent years, Harper's government has repeatedly pledged to deliver new regulations for the sector, but has delayed those plans.

The latest document singles out the oilsands sector as the main obstacle in Canada's efforts to reduce heat-trapping greenhouse gases that warm the atmosphere and cause climate change.

"The oilsands are Canada's fastest growing source of GHGs," said the document.

It estimated that the industry's annual greenhouse gas emissions would rise nearly ten-fold from 1990 to 2020. By the end of that period, the oilsands - with an estimated annual footprint of 90 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent gases in 2020 - would exceed the carbon footprint of all cars and SUVs on Canadian roads in 2008, according to the Environment Canada document.

Graham Saul, executive director of Climate Action Network, a coalition of environmental, faith-based and labour groups, said the warnings from Environment Canada suggest Harper and Kent should stop trying to defend the environ-mental record of the oil and gas industry, making claims that the oilsands represent a "responsibly and sustainably developed resource."

"It's clear that there's nothing ethical about this level of environmental destruction and greenhouse gas pollution," said Saul.

"The government seems to know the level of destruction associated with the tarsands and yet they're presenting a very different face to the public and, in reality, there seems to be a massive gap between what they know to be an extremely destructive project and a policy agenda that is essentially seeking to promote the rapid expansion of the tarsands."

Toronto Star: Canada well behind Russia in race to claim Arctic seaways and territory
22 December 2011
An Arctic winter storm is a vision of terror for seamen: hurricane force winds battering heaving decks encased in thick ice, an ordeal that can drag on for days cloaked in darkness.

So far north, rescue teams are usually a very distant hope.

The sinking of a Russian oil rig Sunday in a howling gale off the coast of Sakhalin, on Russia’s Far East coast, left 53 crew members confirmed dead or lost at sea, and added a new chapter to the harrowing lore of Arctic navigation.

Yet as the Arctic climate warms, and vast polar ice sheets melt, international shipping companies are eagerly eyeing two routes across the top of the world — one along Russia’s northern coast, the other through waters claimed by Canada.

Russia has a decades-long lead in controlling its Arctic coast. If Canada doesn’t catch up in claiming territory, the country may not have the power to decide who navigates the Northwest Passage through a sweeping archipelago of more than 19,000 Canadian islands.

Losing control over access to the waterway could cost Canada any chance of profiting from escort fees and other tolls if climate change permanently opens the meandering route through often tight channels.

Northerners say Arctic storms, which can blow for weeks, have been getting stronger and more frequent in recent years, and climate experts warn that is likely to become a long-term trend if average temperatures continue to climb.

That jacks up the stakes in the competition to draw international shipping into the Arctic and away from the old warm water shortcuts between Europe and Asia — the Panama and Suez canals.

By far, the most developed Arctic passage is Russia’s Northern Sea Route, which cuts almost a third off the journey between East Asia and Europe through the Suez Canal, a transit that has marked the global economy’s pulse for decades.

The Suez is a growing headache for shippers, with near constant risks of political trouble and unrest, pirates and other hazards that add steep insurance costs to the long list of fees that Egypt and various agents charge.

More than 17,000 vessels paid Egypt’s government a total of $4.7 billion last year for the privilege of avoiding the longer haul around the southern tip of Africa.

Russia is eagerly rebuilding its Northern Sea Route to take as much as it can of that action.

Ships carried a record 757,400 tonnes of freight through the route this year, mostly natural gas, iron ore and fish products, according to Russia’s transport ministry.

Foreign vessels accounted for 88.7 per cent of that total through the passage, which was open more than 141 days, longer than last year by a whole month and setting a record for an Arctic shipping season.

Russia’s great ambitions for its Arctic sea lane include a federal agency to collect the transit fees, said Anton Vasiliev, Russia’s ambassador at large for Arctic issues.

By the end of the decade, Russia expects up to 59 million tonnes of cargo to pass through the route, with another 30 per cent surge by 2030, Vasiliev said.

Increasingly, that cargo will include crude oil carried in supertankers, which environmental activists fear will be too vulnerable to breaking up in the Arctic’s crushing ice and storms.

Murmansk, the largest city anywhere in the Arctic, celebrates its 100th anniversary next year and the Kremlin is planning to make it the hub of a re-energized transportation network.

Murmansk alone expects to receive $10 billion in public and private investment by 2019 for improvements to railways, a renovated airport, new port facilities for cargo and tourist cruise ships, oil and natural gas facilities, and other projects.

“I can tell you for sure that with Putin and (President) Dmitry Medvedev, this is not an issue of ‘whether we should develop the north,’” said Evgeniy Nikora, speaker of the Murmansk region’s legislature and a Putin ally.

“Definitely, all of the necessary decisions have been taken at the federal level for development of the Arctic in Russia. Now, we can instead talk about the competition between Russia’s Arctic regions, as to which can be more attractive to investment.”

Having something to contribute to the success of the Northern Sea Route is one of the best ways to attract the Kremlin’s attention and financial backing.

Sometimes called the Northeast Passage, the route runs through Russia’s coastal territory and has been under Moscow’s undisputed control since the Soviets opened it to commercial shipping in the early 1930s.

Canada lays claim to a possible rival, the legendary Northwest Passage, which only saw its first foreign commercial ship transit in the fall of 2008, a cargo vessel that sailed from Montreal with supplies for four hamlets in Nunavut.

Powerful maritime nations, including the U.S. and members of the European Union, consider the Northwest Passage an international strait open to any who want to risk navigating the ice and narrow channels. But Canada wants to control access.

That’s a costly proposition because, unlike Russia, Canada doesn’t have anything close to the Arctic infrastructure that’s needed, such as ports, 24-hour rescue stations and an ice-class fleet required to patrol the passage.

Canada’s Arctic weakness was obvious to former French prime minister Michel Rocard when he took a six-day Arctic trip on the Coast Guard icebreaker CCGS Amundsen in August.

Rocard, France’s ambassador to international negotiations on the Arctic and the Antarctic, called Canada “too small to finance itself the infrastructure” needed to make the Northwest Passage a viable shipping lane.

“I have the impression that Canada has given up on the competition to attract a large part of the traffic in 25 or 30 years,” Rocard said after his ride on the Amundsen.

In 2006, Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s government didn’t sound very enthusiastic about the potential for the Northwest Passage when Ottawa declared its northern strategy.

“Although the Northwest Passage is not expected to become a safe or reliable transportation route in the near future, reduced ice coverage and longer periods of navigability may result in an increased number of ships undertaking destination travel for tourism, natural resource exploration or development,” the government said.

By contrast, Putin has staked nothing less than his country’s economic future on the Arctic, and rebuilding the Northern Sea Route is a pillar of his national security strategy.

“We are planning to turn it into a key commercial route of global importance,” Putin told an international forum on the Arctic in the Russian city of Arkhangelsk in September.

“I’d like to emphasize that we see its future as an international transport artery capable of competing with traditional sea routes in cost of services, safety and quality,” he added.

Russia’s Security Council has ordered a new network of 10 emergency response and rescue centres spread across to cover some 5,500 kilometres of the route.

More than $294 million will be spent to build facilities and renovate old ones at the centres, said Emergencies Minister Sergei Shoigu.

The new Arctic security force will include 590 ground and sea-based units and 384 aviation units, according to Shoigu, who did not disclose the number of personnel that would be deployed.

Some in the West fear this as a disguised and destabilizing military buildup. But the Russians insist the units will only guard against terrorists, smugglers and illegal fishers, and other interlopers, as well as rescue welcome seafarers in trouble.

They will also be deployed to man-made disasters, including any in the growing number of oil and natural gas drilling rigs anchoring off Russia’s northern coast.

“Even with very sober eyes, we don’t see any militarization of the Arctic, and we don’t see ourselves as having any part in the militarization of the Arctic. It’s crazy,” Vasiliev said.

It’s only prudent for any Arctic nation to improve security in the Far North because climate change, and along with it rapidly melting ice, are creating openings for intruders and other dangers, he added.

“Anyone could come in and violate the border regime, bring this narco-traffic, illegal immigration and organized crime — whatever you can imagine — all these bad things,” Vasiliev said.

“Don’t we need more armed forces to protect ourselves from that? It’s the same for Canada. Oil rigs in the Arctic Ocean are a potential target for terrorists and need to be protected.”

But Putin’s fresh show of force includes a multi-billion program to build a new generation of nuclear submarines to patrol the Northern Sea Route, he announced last month.

Subs armed with nuclear warheads sound like dangerous overkill, even to critics of Putin inside Russia, where suspicions are running high that the Russian leader cynically stirs up tensions with the West to undermine political opposition at home. 

After announcing an order last month for five new Yasen class nuclear subs, at an estimated cost of $1.3 billion each, Putin assured the Russian legislature the Kremlin intends to show some nuclear muscle on the Northern Sea Route.

“We will also beef up our military bases there, and we will certainly increase national security in the north,” he said in a reply to a Member of Parliament’s question.

The Kremlin also plans to add three nuclear-powered icebreakers, designed to operate in rivers as well as the ocean, and six diesel-electric icebreakers to its fleet before 2020.

Ottawa still hasn’t set a start date for construction of a new Polar class icebreaker promised in 2008.

The U.S. isn’t doing much to challenge Russia’s dominance of commercial shipping in the Arctic.

A huge September storm stopped a barge from delivering 5.7 million litres of winter fuel to Nome, on Alaska’s west coast, and then sea ice closed the only delivery route.

The approach was too shallow for the U.S. Coast Guard icebreaker Healy to help. Both American heavy icebreakers were being repaired, so the small native community called in the Russians.

They dispatched the double-hulled, ice-class tanker Renda from the eastern city of Vladivostok to bunker fuel in Incheon, South Korea, and then haul it to Nome by year’s end.

Russia is also planning a string of seven floating nuclear reactors to power and heat Arctic mines, remote towns and oil and natural gas facilities.

Each reactor will cost as much as $600 million. Rosenergoatom, the state-run firm that built the first one, says it will test whether the plan makes economic sense.

The company hopes it can sell the floating reactors to other countries, and with steady production, bring down the cost. 

The first floating reactor, called the Academician Lomonosov, was launched last year from the Baltic Shipyard in St. Petersburg, only to be held hostage in a dispute between investors.

If it ever reaches Arctic waters, the double-hulled steel vessel, 140 metres long by 30 metres wide, will have two on-board nuclear reactors pumping out 70 megawatts of electricity through undersea power cables to power stations, said Vladislav Sozonyuk, the company’s head of analytics.

That’s enough to power a city of 100,000 people.

“The design is supposed to withstand a strike by an aircraft, and other artificial impacts,” Sozonyuk said.

Russian nuclear experts at Bellona, an environmental group based in Norway, say the floating reactors are an unnecessary, and risky, attempt by Russia’s nuclear industry to save itself after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

First, it floated the idea of removing missile tubes from discarded nuclear submarines, transforming them into undersea cargo ships able to navigate beneath thick Arctic ice.

That was abandoned as too costly, so planners turned their sites on the lucrative oil and natural gas business, according to Bellona’s research.

Now the plan is to build drilling complexes on the seabed, with floating reactors to supplying the power and heat required to keep the hydrocarbons flowing, said Andrey Zolotkov, chairman of Bellona’s Murmansk branch.

It sounds like science fiction, but “nothing is strange in Russia,” Zolotkov said, with a weary shrug. 

“I don’t think we will ever be able to say that nuclear power facilities are absolutely safe,” Zolotkov said. “And a floating power plant, in my view, is even more hazardous than an icebreaker.”

To some, it’s just another step in a complex and dangerous social and economic experiment started in the 1930s, one that has yet to prove that developing the Arctic is cost-effective and safe for a fragile environment.

They back up their argument with numbers on the steady exodus of people from Russia’s Arctic.

In the two decades since the Soviet Union broke up, the population has fallen by some 35 per cent in Murmansk region alone, where a little more than 800,000 people now live.

Even rich incentives held over from the Soviet days haven’t stopped the exodus as state-run factories close because they can’t compete in a capitalist economy.

Russian law mandates subsidies for housing in the Far North, along with higher wages, better pensions and 24 extra days of vacation.

Workers still on the state payroll, who account for roughly half the workforce in Murmansk, get an added bonus: a free ticket out, once every two years, including a 30-kilogram baggage allowance.

Nikora, the regional legislature’s speaker, conceded that improving labour efficiency and attracting young people to the Arctic are two of his government’s biggest challenges. 

But private businessman Alexander Lebedev complains he can’t get anywhere with officials as he lobbies for reforms that he says would cut his labour costs and improve profits.

Lebedev, who is trying to sell green-energy technology in a market dominated by state-owned oil and natural gas giants, has lost half his staff in recent years, but was only able to cut his payroll by 20 per cent.

He had to pay his remaining workers more, and boost their benefits, to keep them. Meanwhile, his electricity bills shot up by 50 per cent this year.

Lebedev was born in the Arctic, and so were his parents. His grandparents settled in the Arctic in 1924. Now he’s struggling to keep their legacy alive.

“We realize we have only one option in the Arctic — to fight for it,” he told the Star, sounding unsure how it would all work it out.

Ottawa Citizen: Oilsands impact 'high-profile concern'
  

22 December 2011

Contamination of a major river basin from oilsands operations is a "high-profile concern" for downstream communities and wildlife, says a newly released "secret" presentation by Environment Canada.

The report, prepared last spring, highlighted numerous warnings about the industry's growing footprint on land, air, water and the climate.

The warnings from the department contrast with recent claims made by Prime Minister Stephen Harper and Environment Minister Peter Kent that the industry is being unfairly targeted by environmentalists who exaggerate its impacts on nature and people.

The presentation noted figures from the Canadian Energy Research Institute, a collaboration among industry, government and academics, that estimate the oilsands sector is responsible for more than 100,000 direct and indirect jobs in Canada, and will contribute more than $1.7 trillion to the country's economy over the next 25 years.

But it warned that Alberta and other parts of Western Canada are facing a steep economic and ecological price tag for failing to crack down on the industry's collateral damage.

"Contamination of the Athabasca River is a high-profile concern," said the presentation, marked secret, but released to Postmedia News through access to information legislation.

"Recent studies suggest elevated levels of pollutants near mining sites including hydrocarbons and heavy metals - (It) raises questions about possible effects on health of wildlife and downstream communities."

The presentation was produced in May as a government-wide oilsands task force continued to develop a new science-based monitoring program to get specifics on the impacts of oil extraction from the bitumen deposits in Western Canada that are also known as tarsands because of their tar-like appearance and odour. The deposits are considered to hold one of the largest reserves of oil in the world, but existing technology forces producers to use large quantities of water and energy, while disrupting natural ecosystems to extract the fuel from the ground.

"Bitumen extraction uses between one (in situ) and three to four (mining) barrels of fresh (i.e. Not recycled) water per barrel of oil recovered," said the document. "Industry demand for water is expected to increase."

A related Environment Canada document, also produced in May and released earlier this month, warned the government that the industry's economic future was in jeopardy because of a lack of "credible scientific information" required to counter campaigns and foreign regulations or legislation that crack down on products and industries with poor environmental performance.

In recent years, Harper's government has repeatedly pledged to deliver new regulations for the sector, but has subsequently delayed those plans.

The latest document singles out the oilsands sector as the main obstacle in Canada's efforts to reduce heat-trapping greenhouse gases that warm the atmosphere and cause climate change. "The oilsands are Canada's fastest growing source of GHGs," said the document.

It estimated that the industry's annual greenhouse gas emissions would rise by nearly 900 per cent from 1990 to 2020. By the end of that period, the oilsands - with an estimated annual footprint of 90 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent gases in 2020 - would exceed the carbon footprint of all cars and SUVs on Canadian roads from 2008, according to the Environment Canada document.

The document also warns of other rising air pollutants that could cause acid rain or other forms of acidification to damage lakes in Saskatchewan and Alberta, along with particulate matter that could be toxic to rivers, the landscape and wildlife.

"Oilsands development will continue to put pressure on vulnerable species (e.g. Woodland Caribou)," said the document. "Removal of landscape features for mining reduces available habitat."

It also said that changes to existing habitat prompted by industrial activity would also threaten forest species, as well as water-dwelling species that are already seeing major changes to their own habitat.

"Low flow conditions could damage fish habitat, especially during winter," said the document. "River flow has decreased over (the) past thirty years (and the) trend is expected to continue."
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