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Other Environment News
· AP: Mixed results shown from dispersants in BP spill
· AFP: NGOs, Shell lock horns over Nigerian oil spills
· Guardian (UK): Two-thirds of biofuel fails green standard
· The Telegraph (UK): Climate change: the top conspiracy theories 

· Guardian (UK): Climate change: Barack Obama less interested than Bush, analysis reveals
· BBC News (UK): Government vows protection in forest plan
· Guardian (UK): The green investment bank: neither particularly green, nor a bank
· Guardian (UK): Greenland ice sheet is safer than scientists previously thought
· BBC News (UK): Shark nations failing on conservation pledges
· AFP: Rare Sumatran tiger gives birth to three cubs
Environmental News from the UNEP Regions
· ROA

· 
ROAP
· RONA 



Other UN News
· Environment News from the UN Daily News of January 11th 2011 (None)
· 
Environment News from the S.G.’s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing of January 11th 2011 (None)


UNEP and the Executive Director in the News

The Jakarta Post (Indonesia): RI ‘should become’ low-carbon economy

27th January 2011

The UN Collaborative on Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (UN-REDD) is committed to transforming Indonesia into a competitive low-carbon economy, a UN senior official says.

El-Mostafa Benlamlih, resident coordinator of the United Nations System in Indonesia, said Tuesday that UN-REDD was not only an initiative on how to tackle global warming and save the planet.

“Indonesia would not be able to compete in the future if it didn’t work in the low-carbon economy sector by either curbing greenhouse gases within its industry or increasing the carbon storage of its peatlands,” he told The Jakarta Post.

Indonesia, he said, should work a new environmentally friendly business and production process in the industrial sector, so it would have a better position in the global low-carbon economy in the future. 

Indonesia has been chosen as a UN-REDD Pilot Country with eight other countries: Bolivia, Congo, Panama, Papua New Guinea, Paraguay, Tanzania, Vietnam and Zambia.

The UN grants US$5.6 million for its REDD program in Indonesia, of which US$2.95 million is managed by the UN-REDD Programme Indonesia with the assistance of three UN agencies: FAO, UNEP and UNDP.

The UN-REDD Programme Indonesia is a collaborative initiative between the Forestry Ministry, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

It assists the implementation of REDD plus projects carried out by the Indonesian government.

The Central Sulawesi pilot was launched on Oct. 13, 2010 as the main pilot province of the UN-REDD Programme Indonesia. The province was chosen because it has a vast dry forest area with communities living either inside or outside the area.

Benlamlih said the global market had better linked to the environmentally friendly production process. “We have seen that more access to the global market is tightly linked to whether you are environmentally friendly or whether you are using sustainable production processes,” he said.

Global industrial players are currently facing more pressure on their forest-related sectors whether it is the oil palm industry or timber.
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Business Day (Za): Carbon-offset projects ‘too small’

27th January 2011

THE majority of the continent’s carbon-offset projects were small, which decreased their ability to raise finance through sales, Teni Majekodunmi, CEO of Nigerian carbon exchange consultancy EcoXchange, said in Johannesburg yesterday.

However, appetite was growing in the developed world for African carbon-offset projects, said Paul Curnow, a partner in the Global Climate Change Group at law firm Baker & McKenzie.

SA was also experiencing problems raising finance through the United Nations (UN) Framework Convention on Climate Change’s Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), said Lindiwe Chauke, director of the government entity responsible for overseeing SA’s CDM. 

The CDM is a market mechanism that provides economic incentives for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by assigning saleable credits to carbon-offset projects. 

Carbon-offset buyers often did not see value in buying into small projects because "the economies of scale are not there", said the Danish embassy’s senior trade officer, Jacques Pretorius.

Additionally, buyers were also wary of projects that were not run like businesses , often the case with small programmes, said Glenn Hodes, senior economist at the UN Environment Programme. 

Last year, global CDM trade saw the movement of 24bn.

Ms Chauke said the struggle to secure financing was just one of SA’s CDM challenges. Others were the high costs involved , a lack of project management capacity, South African companies’ reluctance to pay experts to handle the red tape in getting a CDM project registered , and uncertainty over whether CDM had a future beyond the end of the Kyoto Protocol’s first commitment phase (December 31 2012).

The government is under pressure to ensure agreement on the future of the CDM, among other issues, when it hosts the UN Climate Change Conference at the end of this year. 

The UN has said CDM does have a post-2012 future. 

One way to deliver the economies of scale was to register sets of projects as a single project . 

Ms Majekodunmi said the expense of drawing up CDM proposals was eased with the establishment of the African Carbon Asset Development facility, a 3m grant facility launched in October by the UN Environment Programme and Standard Bank to promote carbon projects in Africa. 

Only 2% of CDM projects are in Africa, UN statistics show. 
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San Francisco Bay Area Indymedia (US): A carbon neutral solar and wind powered world in 20 to 40 years?
26th January 2011

Is it achievable? You bet! All it takes is the political and social will to make it happen says two California based researchers who have just published a study of the material resources and technology required to power the world 100 per cent by carbon emission neutral alternative energy technologies. It would also save 2.5 million to 3 million lives a year through slashing water and air pollution and simultaneously slow global warming and the problems of climate change, and develop secure, reliable energy sources and at costs comparable with what we spend on energy today.

It sounds like a no-brainer. Why don't we do it? 

"Based on our findings, there are no technological or economic barriers to converting the entire world to clean, renewable energy sources," said Jacobson, a professor of civil and environmental engineering at Stanford University. "It is a question of whether we have the societal and political will." 

The study - Providing all global energy with wind, water, and solar power, Part I: Technologies, energy resources, quantities and areas of infrastructure, and materials - by Mark Z Jacobson and co-authored with Mark Delucchi, of the University of California-Davis, has been published in Energy Policy. Jacobson is the director of Stanford's Atmosphere/Energy Program and a senior fellow at Stanford's Woods Institute for the Environment and the Precourt Institute for Energy. 

The world they envision would run largely on electricity. Their plan calls for using wind, water and solar energy to generate power, with wind and solar power contributing 90 percent of the needed energy. Geothermal and hydroelectric sources would each contribute about 4 percent in their plan (70 percent of the hydroelectric is already in place), with the remaining 2 percent from wave and tidal power. 

For transportation, Vehicles, ships and trains would be powered by electricity and hydrogen fuel cells. Aircraft would run on liquid hydrogen. 

For domestic heating electric heaters would be used and natural gas and coal would be phased out. Solar hot water systems, with electric boosting where necessary, would supply warm water for household needs. 

Most Commercial and industrial processes could be powered by electricity and hydrogen, with the hydrogen produced from electricity. 

Converting combustion processes to electrical or hydrogen fuel cell results in energy efficiencies likely to produce a 30 per cent reduction in world energy demand. This saving, along with the social and medical savings of greatly reducing air and water pollution means the overall costs is similar to our reliance on fossil fuel energy today. 

"When you actually account for all the costs to society - including medical costs - of the current fuel structure, the costs of our plan are relatively similar to what we have today," Jacobson said. 

The researchers approached the conversion with the goal that by 2030, all new energy generation would come from wind, water and solar, and by 2050, all pre-existing energy production would be converted as well. "We wanted to quantify what is necessary in order to replace all the current energy infrastructure - for all purposes - with a really clean and sustainable energy infrastructure within 20 to 40 years," said Jacobson. 

The authors quash the myth that solar and wind are unreliable for "base load" energy. "The most important thing is to combine renewable energy sources into a bundle," Jacobson said. "If you combine them as one commodity and use hydroelectric to fill in gaps, it is a lot easier to match demand." 

Wind and solar are complimentary. Wind often peaks at night and sunlight peaks during the day. Using hydroelectric power to fill in the gaps, as it does in our current infrastructure, allows demand to be precisely met by supply in most cases. Other renewable sources such as geothermal and tidal power can also be used to supplement the power from wind and solar sources. 

"One of the most promising methods of insuring that supply matches demand is using long-distance transmission to connect widely dispersed sites," said Delucchi. Even if conditions are poor for wind or solar energy generation in one area on a given day, a few hundred miles away the winds could be blowing steadily and the sun shining. 

"With a system that is 100 percent wind, water and solar, you can't use normal methods for matching supply and demand. You have to have what people call a supergrid, with long-distance transmission and really good management," he said. 

The first commercial solar power plants are already in operation with heat storage, allowing the plant to maintain power production 24/7. 

What will implementing this plan involve? 

"This really involves a large scale transformation," Jacobson said. "It would require an effort comparable to the Apollo moon project or constructing the interstate highway system." 

"But it is possible, without even having to go to new technologies, We really need to just decide collectively that this is the direction we want to head as a society." concluded Jacobson. 

The installation of Solar and wind power is already occurring, but from such a small base that it needs a massive injection of development. In 2009 renewables accounted for more than 50 percent of newly installed generating capacity in the U.S. and the European Union, while China added 37 gigawatts of mostly wind and hydropower in 2009, according to the United Nations Environment Program. China installed more wind turbines in the first half of 2010 than any other country -- 7,800 megawatts of potential power production. But this is still a drop in the bucket with what is required to replace fossil fuel generationpower. 

According to David Biello in Green Energy's Big Challenge: The Daunting Task of Scaling Up writing in Yale Environment 360, global energy consumption currently is 81 percent from fossil fuels. To totally convert this to zero emissions the The International Energy Agency estimates the world needs to build every year between now and 2050: 35 coal-fired and 20 gas-fired power plants with carbon capture and storage; 30 nuclear power plants; 12,000 onshore wind turbines paired with 3,600 offshore ones; 45 geothermal power plants; 325 million square meters-worth of photovoltaics; and 55 solar-thermal power plants. 

In Australia the feasibility of converting our energy sector to zero carbon emissions by 2020 has been detailed in a Beyond Zero Emissions award winning report - Zero Carbon Australia 2020. It requires a substantial investment in wind and solar power generation and a major upgrade to a high efficiency transmission grid. Economic modelling shows the Zero Carbon Australia 2020 plan could be implemented for a total cost of about $370 billion, or $37 billion per year - about 3 per cent of GDP per year for 10 years. 

President Obama in his 2011 State of the Union Address stressed the need for investment in clean energy technology to strengthen security, protect the planet and create new jobs and cutting the huge subsidies for the oil industry. "We're issuing a challenge. We're telling America's scientists and engineers that if they assemble teams of the best minds in their fields, and focus on the hardest problems in clean energy, we'll fund the Apollo projects of our time." 

It is another thing whether Obama can successfully manoeuvre such a program through the Republican controlled Congress, with many politicians (both Democrat and Republican) elected on campaigns funded from oil and fossil fuel industry donations. 

"It's not going to be easy to make an energy plan that adds up; but it is possible," says physicist David MacKay of the University of Cambridge, an expert on scaling up renewable energy, in the Environment 360 article, "We need to make some choices and get building." 

All it requires is the political and social will to increase the rate of transformation and build the energy infrastructure for the future. 
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Reuters (US): Green Growth, South Korea's National Policy, Gaining Global Attention

26th January 2011

A new economic paradigm is arising out of the ashes of the global financial crisis. Could it take hold? 

When the global financial crisis rippled through economies around the world in 2008, experts warned that global warming would slide down on the list of the world's priorities. In part, they were right.

Trillions flowed to resuscitate teetering economies, which were based on fossil fuels. Money pledged to address climate change was never mobilized.

But something else happened at the same time: Many nations' fiscal-stimulus packages included billions to finance clean energy projects.

No nation was as bullish on the idea as South Korea. Asia's fourth-largest economy poured 80 percent of its $38 billion stimulus program into what it calls "green growth." Later, it committed 2 percent of its annual GDP over five years to the same national cause.

Now, both rich and poor nations are turning to Seoul for lessons in green-powered development, and the new economic approach that was born out of financial mayhem. 

Could it take hold? 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) seems to think so.

"It's on the minds of many countries who want to preserve their national capital and limit the risk to economic growth," said Nathalie Girouard, an economist and coordinator of OECD's green growth program.

The OECD — the economic policy institute of wealthy and aspiring nations — describes green growth as a new paradigm for how to run an economy in ways that limit environmental degradation and ensures prosperity.

In 2009, with the world in the throes of fiscal panic, 34 nations mandated it to pinpoint policy areas on which governments need to focus in order to "green" their growth, as well as to remove policy barriers, like market-distorting fossil fuel subsidies. In May, it will issue its first "Green Growth Strategy Synthesis Report" at the OECD ministerial council meeting.

Other organizations are also doing "big think work." Next month, the UN Environment Program ( UNEP) will publish its own case for green growth under its Green Economy Initiative.

At the same time, the newly established Seoul-based Global Green Growth Institute — headed by former South Korean Prime Minister Han Seung-soo and climate change expert Lord Nicholas Stern — is working on the ground in poor countries. The goal there is getting states to "leapfrog" over the dirty technologies like coal that were ushered in by the first industrial revolution.

Financial Crisis Drives Big 'Green' Ideas

Why now, exactly? Experts agree that the green growth experiment came out of the need to sustainably stimulate national economies back to life.
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The Canadian Press: Climate talks 'off life support' but what next? Davos panel to discuss road to Durban
27th January 2011

The thick, heavy snowfall outside the World Economic Forum's annual meeting has not whitewashed fears about climate change, and its effects on the economy.

There is serious concern about how to keep the global economy moving forward while, at the same time, ensuring that denizens in the developing world are not denied any chances to better their lives without contributing to factors that have caused global warming.

On Thursday, Mexican President Felipe Calderon is scheduled to join Christiana Figueres, the executive secretary of the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change; Connie Hedegaard, the European Union's commissioner for climate action; and South African President Jacob G. Zuma in an hourlong debate titled "From Cancun to Durban: The Course for Climate Change."

It's a critical issue coming after global talks on a new climate pact escaped a train wreck last month in the Mexican resort town of Cancun, where nations agreed on a modest set of decisions that put the negotiations back on track after the bitterly divisive summit a year earlier in Copenhagen.

Those talks had exposed the rift between rich and poor nations on the fundamental question of how to share the responsibility of tackling climate change — chiefly curbing the emissions of heat-trapping gases from the burning of fossil fuels.

Copenhagen produced only a nonbinding accord with voluntary climate targets that wasn't even formally adopted by the conference.

At Cancun, nations brought those voluntary pledges into the U.N. process and established a green fund to manage the $100 billion a year by 2020 that developed countries have pledged to help poor nations cope with global warming.

"I think you could say that the international climate change process came off life-support in Cancun a couple of weeks ago, in the sense that new energy was injected into the process and some technological advances were made," Yvo de Boer, former Executive Secretary of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, told The Associated Press.

"But, we now really need to see at the end of this year in Durban how things are going to advance politically. For example, are we going to see a new treaty that embraces the United States," he said.

The fact that the conference accomplished anything at all was seen by some as its biggest achievement; failure would have raised serious doubts about whether the U.N. is the right forum for the climate talks.

But the ultimate goal of crafting a new global climate pact was put off till the next climate conference in Durban, South Africa, or beyond. The main issue that remains to be resolved is the legal status of such a treaty: Should the commitments inscribed in it be compulsory?

China and India oppose legally binding emissions targets, saying that would hobble the economic growth they need to lift millions of citizens out of poverty.

"For India and China I think our priority is development — at any cost. We can't let our people rot," Aditya Ghosh, senior co-ordinator for climate change at New Delhi's Centre for Science and Environment told AP Television News. "We can't compromise, sacrifice our development targets, development goals in a country when we have about 27 per cent people still under poverty line."

For its part, the U.S. says it would only consider binding commitments if China and India do the same. The U.S. and other Western nations are the biggest emitters, historically, but the growing power demands of developing countries mean they now account for more most of the world's current emissions.

After Cancun, U.S. climate envoy Todd Stern said Washington doesn't believe in a paradigm "where all obligations go to developed countries and none to even the major developing countries."

"I mean, 55 per cent of global emissions are already coming from the developing world. In the next 20 years, that's going to go up to 65 per cent," Stern told the AP.

The European Union, which has put forth the most ambitious emissions pledges, prefers a legally binding treaty that includes the major emerging economies as well as the United States. But the Europeans know that's a tall order for the next summit in South Africa.

"You have to be quite optimistic to believe that this problem will be solved entirely in Durban. The question is how far can you get down that road?" Anders Turesson, Sweden's climate negotiator, told the AP.

De Boer said that because of the economic crisis, "a lot of investment in the energy sector and industry slowing down. The question is now how are those investments going to pick up again? Are they going to take the carbon intensive route which could push greenhouse gas emissions up by 50 per cent, or are we going to take the green route which will push emissions down by 50 per cent — which is actually where science tells us we need to go."

Supporters of the U.N. process point to the advances that have been made on a voluntary basis.

Emerging economies like China, India, Brazil and South Africa have pledged to curb the growth of their carbon emissions by improving energy efficiency. That means they will take actions — like closing energy inefficient plants or expanding renewable energy — to reduce the amount of carbon released into the air for each unit of GDP.

"We used to have this debate about whether or not developing countries would take any steps to reduce their pollution. And now, we've got India, China, Brazil and Indonesia taking concrete steps to reduce their emissions and that opens up, I think, a bit more of a possibility of finding an international agreement," said Jake Schmidt, international climate policy director at the Natural Resources Defence Council.

South Africa, for example, has committed to reducing emissions by 34 per cent below "business as usual" — the scenario if no action is taken — by 2020 and 42 per cent by 2025.

But that's not going to be easy, considering the country's growing power demands. President Jacob Zuma has pledged that all South African households will have electricity by next year.

While some argue that South Africa could be a leader on the African continent in developing clean energy and exporting it, the country is also expanding old-fashioned, dirty technology.

Last year, it got a $3.75 billion World Bank loan to build Medupi, a six-unit, coal-fired power station in Limpopo Province that is the first of its kind to be built in South Africa in more than 20 years. The World Bank approved the loan despite criticism from environmentalists, saying it was trying to help South Africa achieve a reliable power supply and avoid shortages that led to blackouts in 2008.

Climate activists say the talks are moving too slowly, while the planet continues to warm, melting glaciers and raising sea levels that threaten island nations and other low-lying areas. Global temperatures have climbed steadily in recent decades, and last year tied 1998 and 2005 for the warmest on record, the U.N.'s weather agency said last week.

Most atmospheric scientists attribute the change to carbon dioxide and gases released into the air by gasoline-burning engines and other industrial processes. The gases tend to trap heat in the atmosphere like a greenhouse.

The U.N. Environment Program says that even if the most ambitious climate pledges currently on the table are fulfilled, that would go only 60 per cent of the way toward keeping global temperatures from rising below a dangerous 2 degrees C (3.6 degrees F) above preindustrial levels.
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Iluminet (Mexico): Lighting Science Group colabora con Cambio Climatico Global R20 

26th January 2011

Hace unas semanas Iluminet te informó del sensible fallecimiento de Zachary S. Gibler, CEO de la empresa fabricante de tecnología LED para la iluminación Lighting Science Group (LSG). En esta ocasión queremos informarte de una sus últimas importantes acciones para la compañía y con la cual refleja su preocupación por el cuidado del medio ambiente y el legado que deja.

Antes de hacerlo queremos compartirte un comentario sobre el deceso de Zach S. Gibler que emitió Richard Weinberg, miembro del Consejo Directivo y director de Pegasus Capital Advisors, que asumió las funciones de presidente e interino CEO de LSG: “Lighting Science Group seguirá construyendo e innovando para ofrecer los mejores productos LED en el mercado a los precios más competitivos-Zach no esperaría nada menos del gran equipo de profesionales que fue formando en estos últimos años.”

LSG yR20
El 17 de noviembre de 2010, el entonces gobernador de California (Estados Unidos) Arnold Schwarzenegger, anunció que LSG asesorará a la Coalición R20: Regiones para la Acción Climática, en la implementación de tecnología LED para proyectos de iluminación interior y exterior para reducir las emisiones de gas de efecto invernadero.

La Coalición R20 reúne a gobiernos locales, empresas privadas y organizaciones de la sociedad civil para impulsar acciones regionales contra el calentamiento global sin necesidad de depender de acuerdos nacionales. La iniciativa presentada por Schwarzenegger en 2009, en Copenhague durante la décimo quinta Conferencia de las Partes (COP 15) de Naciones Unidas sobre Cambio Climático, se crea en el marco del Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo (PNUD) y el Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA).

En una carta dirigida al CEO de Lighting Science Group, el gobernador Arnold Schwarzenegger dijo: “En primer lugar quiero reconocer y agradecer a usted y a LSG por el trabajo que han hecho hasta ahora con éxito en el desarrollo y la aplicación de la tecnología LED para proyectos de iluminación interior y exterior. LSG tiene un historial probado de éxito en la creación de soluciones inteligentes de iluminación LED que contribuyen a una mayor eficiencia energética y a reducir las emisiones de gases de efecto invernadero. En consecuencia, me gustaría pedir que Lighting Science Group sea Asesor de Tecnología de Iluminación para el R20. “

A su vez, Zach Gibler mencionó que “es un honor para LSG ser elegida por el gobernador Schwarzenegger para servir como asesores de tecnología de Iluminación de esta importante organización sobre el cambio climático. El aumento de la eficiencia energética es la herramienta más poderosa y rentable para lograr un futuro sostenible. Imaginen reducir el uso mundial de energía en un 18% simplemente cambiando lámparas ineficientes incandescentes y sustituirlas por lámparas de luz ultra-eficiente LED. En LSG estamos haciendo este sueño una realidad, y nos complace tener la oportunidad de demostrar a los miembros de la coalición R20 en todo el mundo cómo pueden usar la tecnología de iluminación LED para reducir significativamente las emisiones de gases de efecto invernadero”.

A la iniciativa de Arnold Schwarzenegger se unieron los Gobernadores Mexicanos Juan Sabines Guerrero, de Chiapas, y Fernando Ortega Berns, de Campeche, quienes firmaron junto con Gustavo Baroja, Prefecto de la provincia de Pichincha (Ecuador), y José Antonio Griñán, Presidente de la Junta de Andalucía (España), para impulsar proyectos “verdes” contra el cambio climático y hacer frente común para avanzar en la protección mundial del medio ambiente.

“Con esta cooperación sin precedentes, el R20 continuará su liderazgo alrededor del mundo y contribuirá a influir la acción internacional y nacional”, añadió en su oportunidad Schwarzenegger.

LSG en el mundo
LSG ha participado en proyectos como la Estación Espacial Internacional, la Bola de Times Square para conmemorar el Año Nuevo y la iluminación las instalaciones militares de la Base Naval del Condado de Ventura en California, entre otras realizaciones en las principales ciudades del mundo; en México ha implementado la iluminación del Viaducto Bicentenario y ha participado en desarrollos urbanos en el estado de Puebla.

La avanzada tecnología de los productos de LSG ha permitido entrar en sociedad con la NASA (La luz da vida a mineros chilenos atrapados) para el desarrollo de tecnologías de vanguardia de iluminación para su uso en el espacio; además, en 2010 recibió el reconocimiento ENERGY STAR para la familia de lámparas DEFINITY LED.

En años recientes, gobiernos municipales y estatales, grandes constructoras, responsables de iluminación de empresas de cadenas de tiendas y restaurantes, además de arquitectos de renombre mundial, han elegido LSG para ser su proveedor de tecnología de iluminación. ¿Por qué? Los productos de la compañía ofrecen la combinación de más luz a precios competitivos, con una vida más larga y una mejor calidad de la iluminación, frente a otros productos LED del mercado. BHP Energy México , filial de BHB Energy Group), es el representante exclusivo en nuestro país de Lighting Science Group.

Finalmente, vale la pena destacar que años recientes el alto rendimiento de los productos de bajo costo de iluminación LED han estado fuera del alcance de la población en general, pero LSG ha revolucionado la ciencia de la iluminación en Estados Unidos fabricando productos de iluminación que cumplen con la promesa de la tecnología LED, aumentando la independencia energética y generando ahorro de importantes cantidades de dinero a consumidores, empresas y gobiernos.
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Capital News (Spain): Cambio climático, la gran laguna en la gestión "responsable" de las aseguradoras

27th January 2011

Son muy pocos los actores del sector financiero que han mostrado preocupación por los efectos del cambio climático. Escudadas en su aparentemente escasa contribución al fenómeno, las entidades han pasado de puntillas por encima del problema limitándose a esbozar un par de apuntes someros en sus informes y memorias de sostenibilidad. Tampoco las aseguradoras han mostrado una exhaustiva atención al problema, a pesar de que muchos de los productos que ofrecen cubren contingencias relacionadas con el cambio climático.

Así, según el estudio del Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA), las principales aseguradoras del mundo, así como el resto de entidades financieras, carecen de información suficiente acerca del cambio climático. Ante los crecientes-y adversos-efectos del problema climático, Naciones Unidas sugiere a las aseguradoras que presten una atención más pormenorizada en este sentido, ofreciendo un mejor acceso a los pronósticos, análisis, modelos e interpretación de los datos climáticos, dotándose de mayores y mejores armas para combatir los posibles efectos adversos del clima que a menudo se incluyen en los productos que ofrecen. 

SEGUROS MÁS “VERDES”

No es la primera vez que Naciones Unidas se posiciona acerca de los frágiles lazos entre aseguradoras e información medioambiental. Ya dentro de la Convención Marco de las Naciones Unidas sobre el Cambio Climático se presentó un proyecto que pretende impulsar al ámbito de los seguros a la implementación de medidas contra el cambio climático. Contrariamente a la tendencia “abúlica” del sector financiero con respecto al problema ambiental por considerar a las entidades poco “peligrosas”, este proyecto parte pretende aprovechar el potencial de las aseguradoras para gestionar riesgos para desempeñar un papel importante en el apoyo al sector público a la hora dar prioridad a medidas de prevención y lucha. Además, se aboga por el desarrollo de productos que cubran los riesgos emergentes y aumenten la concienciación entre los grupos de interés.

Así las cosas, algunas de las principales aseguradoras han comenzado a ponerse las pilas en este sentido. Destaca el caso de Mapfre que ha suscrito la declaración de Kyoto de la Asociación de Ginebra, que establece compromisos de Impulso a la Investigación destinada a la evaluación y gestión de los riesgos relacionados con el clima, al desarrollo de productos que incentiven la compensación o la reducción de los niveles de emisión de gases de efecto invernadero, y al desarrollo de proyectos de energía de bajas emisiones; a mejorar la información a los clientes acerca de sus niveles de riesgo relacionado con el clima, de las estrategias de mitigación y adaptación y de los beneficios financieros que éstas suponen; y a reducir la “huella de carbono” de la propia industria aseguradora.

Y a al hora de relacionar seguros y cambio climático, no ha de olvidarse que este nexo está también presente más allá de las propias aseguradoras. En España la Ley de Responsabilidad Ambiental obliga a todas las empresas que llevan a cabo actividades peligrosas disponer del tan traído y llevado “seguro verde”, una garantía financiera que toma como punto clave la “presunción de causalidad”, que implica que las compañías muy susceptibles de generar actividades peligrosas han de llevar a cabo un análisis de riesgos y valoración económica para poder restaurar la zona dañada en caso de que se produzca una catástrofe o accidente ecológico derivado de su actividad. Las garantías financieras pueden ser de tres tipos; seguro, aval financiero o reserva técnica en el balance. A este respecto, las consultoras ERM y Marsh presentaron en 2008 una metodología de evaluación de riesgos para ofrecerla a las compañías, cuya intención es monetizar las reparaciones para poder presentar un presupuesto a las empresas que les contraten. El método para identificar y evaluar los riesgos medioambientales fue creado en 2008 por la Asociación Española de Normalización y Certificación (AENOR) y responde a la calificación de UNE 150008.

RESPONSABILIDAD SOCIAL

Además de instar a las aseguradoras a que incrementen su atención al cambio climático, los organismos internacionales abogan también por una mayor integración de la Responsabilidad Social con los gobiernos corporativos de las grandes aseguradoras. Se busca de ese modo la innovación permanente en productos y en servicios de prevención y asistenciales que agreguen valor a los asegurados y clientes; y prestación a los mismos de un servicio accesible y de calidad en el plazo acordado, asesorándoles honestamente, asegurando la confidencialidad de sus datos, y resolviendo sus reclamaciones en el plazo más breve posible. Las aseguradoras realmente comprometidas con la Responsabilidad Social han de asumir la necesidad de mantener una estrategia de transparencia, tratando de ahondar en la confianza de los clientes e inversores, respetando las reglas de libre mercado y de libre competencia, y rechazando cualquier práctica irregular para obtener ventajas empresariales.

Como ejemplos de aseguradoras que están comenzando a llevar a cabo una correcta implementación de la RSC, destaca Zurich Seguros que ha anunciado la implantación en algunas de sus oficinas del denominado sistema Sightos, que consiste en una plataforma de interpretación de la lengua de signos mediante videoconferencia, por lo que se vuelve así accesible para personas sordas. La implantación de la herramienta es consecuencia del acuerdo que firmó la compañía en mayo con la Federación de Personas Sordas de Cataluña (FESOCA). Esta última creó en 2008 el sistema Sightos, basado en Internet, para permitir la transmisión de imágenes de la persona sorda y la voz de la persona que habla, junto a la transmisión de las imágenes y la voz del intérprete, de modo que se trata de una persona real y no virtual.

A su vez, DKV Seguros  ha concedido más de 120.000 euros a proyectos sociales y medioambientales puestos en marcha por entidades que promueven la salud y la mejora de la calidad de vida de colectivos especiales, que este año beneficiarán a 15.000 personas. En concreto, las ayudas se destinarán a la Fundación Menudos Corazones, que organizará un campamento de verano dirigido a niños entre 7 y 14 años de Madrid con cardiopatías congénitas; Nexe Fundació Privada, que ampliará los servicios de respiro a las familias barcelonesas con niños de 12 a 16 años con pluridiscapacidad mediante actividades y talleres lúdicos adecuados a su edad; o la Fundación de Oncología Infantil Enriqueta Villavecchia, que ofrecerá apoyo a niños y jóvenes con cáncer ofreciendo acompañamiento y talleres a través de un programa de voluntariado.
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Other Environment News
AP: Mixed results shown from dispersants in BP spill

26th January 2011
Dispersants injected deep in the Gulf of Mexico to counter an oil gusher last spring seemed to keep some oil from fouling the water's surface, but the chemicals lingered underwater, raising concerns about long-term problems, a new study found.

The first extensive research into what happened to 770,000 gallons of dispersants used a mile deep near the busted BP well found a mixed bag of results. The new research appears in the journal Environmental Science & Technology and focused on the fate of the controversial chemicals rather than their toxicity.

Scientists at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution in Massachusetts found circumstantial evidence that the chemicals guided some oil into underwater currents, stopping it from bubbling up to the surface, where it would do more damage, said marine chemist Elizabeth Kujawinski.

That would be considered a good thing, keeping marshes and beaches from getting more tarred, Kujawinski said.

But she added, "the dispersant is sticking around," which is worrisome. The chemicals didn't seem to biodegrade the oil and gas as fast as basic chemistry would predict. Her study said the key chemicals in dispersants underwent "negligible or slow rates of biodegradation." Other studies have found that the oil — not the dispersant — broke apart quickly.

How fast chemicals degrade is important because of potential long-term damage from chronic contamination, she said.

And when it comes to the basic question of whether using the dispersants worked, Kujawinski said it is still too early to tell.

Larry McKinney, who directs a Gulf of Mexico research center at Texas A&M University in Corpus Christi, said the government's use of the chemicals was "successful in avoiding the most serious damage to wetlands marshes. That did work. But there's likely a price to be paid for that success."

A federal study last year found that in the short term, dispersant is no more dangerous to aquatic life than oil. However, the long-term effects to aquatic life remain unknown.

The new study illustrates how little scientists know about using dispersants in deep water, said Florida State University marine scientist Ian MacDonald.
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AFP: NGOs, Shell lock horns over Nigerian oil spills

26th January 2011

Environmental groups accused Anglo-Dutch oil giant Shell on Wednesday of destroying lives and the environment in the Niger Delta, and urged Dutch MPs to intervene as the company defended its record.

"When will you stop treating people in Nigeria differently than you treat people in the Netherlands? When will you stop applying double standards?" Geert Ritsema of the NGO Milieudefensie asked Shell at a parliamentary committee hearing in The Hague into oil spills in Nigeria.

"We consider that Shell is doing a good job often under difficult circumstances," Shell Netherlands president Peter de Wit replied, insisting the company applied "global standards" to its operations around the world.

Shell provided "thousands of well-paid jobs, had brought know-how, education and technology" and has launched numerous community projects in Nigeria, he said.

"Our operations generally are conducted there without any problems."

NGOs disagreed, accusing the company of "systematic pollution and contempt for people's lives" during the course of its 50-year oil presence in the oil-rich Niger Delta.

The groups accused Shell of hiding information and exaggerating the percentage of oil spills caused by sabotage, which the company estimated at 70 percent over the past five years.

"We would like the government of the Netherlands to require Shell to disclose data, to disclose evidence to support the statements it makes," said Amnesty International spokeswoman Audrey Gaughran.

She claimed that local regulators in Nigeria were "fearful" of testifying against the company she accused of human rights violations for robbing people in the Niger Delta of "the right to make a livelihood".

Nigeria, the world's eighth largest oil exporter, recorded at least 3,000 oil spills between 2006 and June last year, Environment Minister John Odey has said.

Sunny Ofehe Hope for Niger Delta Campaign, told the committee that Shell was initially welcomed to the area with open arms.

"More than 50 years after, what we see today is a revolution that has galvanised the youth to take up arms against the same oil companies that made promises to us but couldn't deliver.

"We have seen our environment destroyed by the oil companies trying to make profit. What we have today in the Niger Delta are swamps, polluted. Our major occupation, fishing and farming, has been taken away from us," said Ofehe.

Many people suffered from lung diseases and leukemia linked to the pollution, he claimed.

Ritsema urged MPs to use their influence to make sure that Shell uses "its considerable profits from Nigeria to maintain the pipelines in a much better state than they are now, to secure the pipelines to prevent sabotage, to stop oil flares."

Shell's sub-Saharan Africa executive vice-president Ian Craig admitted that flares had not been reduced sufficiently, but blamed "security issues" hampering access to the affected areas.

"Security has impacted our ability to maintain pipelines," he added. "If you cannot secure people's safety, they cannot do work on the pipelines."
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Guardian (UK): Two-thirds of biofuel fails green standard

27th January 2011

Just 31% of the biofuel supplied under the government's initiative to tackle climate change met its own green standards, the Renewable Fuels Agency reports

Green? ... world demand for biofuels such as this palm oil plantation in Indonesia is leading to forests being cleared, peat wetland exposed and carbon released. Photograph: Reuters 

Less than one-third of the biofuel used on UK roads meets government environmental standards intended to protect water supplies, soil quality and carbon stocks, according to new figures.

The Renewable Fuels Agency says that just 31% of the biofuel supplied under the government's initiative to use fuel from plants to help tackle climate change met its green standard. For the remaining 69% of the biofuel, suppliers could not say where it came from, or could not prove it was produced in a sustainable way, the figures show.

In April 2008, suppliers began mixing biofuel into all petrol and diesel supplies under the Renewable Transport Fuel Obligation (RTFO), and by 2009-10 – the time period to which these latest figures relate – biofuels accounted for 3.3% of UK transport fuels. Suppliers were supposed to ensure that 50% of biofuel met government environmental standards, but the target is not mandatory and was not met.

Several suppliers, including BP, Total, Morgan Stanley and Chevron, also failed to meet targets on reducing greenhouse gas emissions and providing data on the source of their biofuels.

The Renewable Fuels Agency's chief executive Nick Goodall said: "We've seen some progress from suppliers in meeting the challenge of sourcing their biofuels responsibly, but in many cases it has been disappointingly slow. Too many are lagging behind and dragging overall performance down. With mandatory sustainability criteria due to be introduced with the [European] Renewable Energy Directive, companies currently missing all three targets need to make a step change in performance."

Scientists and campaigners have warned that biofuels could cause more problems than they solve, with concerns over the destruction of tropical forests and impact on global food supplies.

As a whole, suppliers exceeded the target of 45% reduction in greenhouse gases compared to petrol and diesel fuels – achieving 51% savings. However, these figures do not include carbon emissions from indirect changes in land use, such as forests and grasslands being turned over to cropland, which experts have warned could cancel out the environmental benefits of biofuels and even accelerate climate change.

The majority of UK biofuel is imported. Biodiesel from soy was the single biggest source (31%) in 2009/10, with a large increase in Argentinian soy compared to the previous year, something that Friends of the Earth biofuels campaigner Kenneth Richter calls a "huge cause for concern".

"This report shows us that current biofuels policies are unsustainable " he says. "Additional demand for crops like soy and palm oil only creates extra pressure for agricultural expansion in producer countries, which in many cases leads to rainforest being cut down to make way for plantations."

There are also concerns about the impact of biofuels on food prices. The United Nations has singled out biofuel demand as a major factor in what it estimates will be as much as a 40% increase in food prices over the coming decade.

The Renewables Fuel Agency published the Gallagher review into biofuels in 2008, which recommended that the government slow the introduction of biofuels until more was known about the possible negative impacts.

Ministers responded by reducing the rate at which the RTFO's biofuel targets will increase, so that the total biofuel content in petrol and diesel will reach 5% in 2013-14. A separate EU plan aims to include 10% biofuel in transport fuel by 2020.
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The Telegraph (UK): Climate change: the top conspiracy theories 

27th January 2011

Conspiracy theorists agree the data purported to show our planet is warming has been fabricated - but can't agree on whether to blame the East, the West, the Left or the Right. 

The top theories include: 

... a plot to test a US secret weapon: Andrei Areshev, a Russian political scientist, suggested that talk of climate change might be intended to facilitate tests of US weapons that could cause "droughts, erase crops, and induce various anomalous phenomena in certain countries." 

... an anti-West plot: Melanie Phillips, a columnist, says the talk of climate change is a "variation of left-wing, anti-American, anti-west ideology which goes hand in hand with antiglobalisation and the belief that everything done by the industrialised world is wicked." 

... an anti-East plot: Gou Hongyang, a Chinese author, has posited that global warming is a plot hatched by the West to deprive the developing world of its legitimate share of the world's wealth. 

... a Globalist plot: Senator James Inhofe accused the media of peddling "climate porn" alarmism, which he said was intended to bring about "global governance." 

Related Articles

· Himalayan glaciers not melting 

27 Jan 2011 

... a Right-wing plot: A Channel 4 documentary proposed, in 2007, that Margaret Thatcher latched on to the climate change idea to help promote nuclear power, and thus make Britain's energy industry independent of the unions. 

... a Left-wing plot: Vaclav Klaus, the Czech president, said the climate change fears were part of an ideology that, "similarly to the old Marxists, wants to replace the free and spontaneous evolution of mankind by a sort of central, now global, planning of the whole world 

... a plain and simple scam: Martin Durkin, a film marker, scientists have been "peddling scare stories to chase funding." 

... and a plot to get rid of the human race: Alan Caruba, an author, claims environmentalists are seeking "to undermine economic growth and to enhance the reduction of human life on this planet." 
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Guardian (UK): Climate change: Barack Obama less interested than Bush, analysis reveals

26th January 2011

Obama made no mention of climate change in his state of the union speech, appearing to signal a shift by White House

Barack Obama made no mention of climate change during his State of the Union address, 25 January 2011. Photograph: Pool/Reuters 

Barack Obama has paid less attention to climate change in his State of the Union addresses than any other president in the past 20 years, an analysis by a British researcher has found.

Obama made no mention of the words climate change, global warming or environment in his hour-long speech on Tuesday night – when presidents typically employ the pomp and ceremony of the annual occasion to put forward their priorities before an American television audience in the tens of millions.

Aggregate mentions of 'climate change', 'global warming' and the 'environment' in the state of the union address since 1990. Photograph: Mat Hope, University of Bristol 

The omission was in stark contrast to the presidential candidate who campaigned in 2008 warning of the existential threat posed by climate change.

But even before the speech, however, Obama was exhibiting a reluctance to use the state of the union to make an explicit reference to the issue of climate change, Matthew Hope, a researcher in American politics at the University of Bristol found.

In last night's speech, Obama did devote several minutes to the economic opportunities presented by innovations in clean energy, and the convenience that would come through developing high-speed rail. He repeated his 2009 commitment – endorsed by all G20 leaders – to end fossil fuel subsidies. "Instead of subsidising yesterday's energy, let's invest in tomorrow's," Obama said.

But in his three such addresses since becoming president, he has on average made fewer mentions of climate change or the environment than Bill Clinton or even George Bush.

"Clearly they have decided climate change is a no-go area," Hope said.

The choice of language for the most recent speech appears to signal a strategic shift by the White House. In a conversation with reporters today, Nancy Sutley, the White House council on environmental quality, avoided mention of climate change – though offering assurances Obama remained committed to the cause of clean energy. The White House has also removed reference to climate change from its website.

On average, Obama has mentioned the words environment, climate change and global warming only once in his state of the union speeches. Clinton had an average of six mentions, while the former oil man Bush – who famously used his 2006 speech to lament America's addiction to oil – mentioned climate change and environment on average twice.

The researcher rated the speeches only on the mention of the terms environment, climate change, and global warming. He did not track mention of related issues such as green jobs, or clean tech.

Hope in his study goes on to note that Obama appears to be on a downward trajectory in regard to mention of climate change.

Robert Brulle, a professor in sociology and environment science at Drexel University, said the administration appeared to be following the advice of ecoAmerica and the Breakthrough Institute which argue that reframing the problem of climate change as an energy quest would be more popular with voters.

"In my opinion, this approach has several major drawbacks," Brulle wrote in an email. He called the White House strategy intellectually dishonest and short-sighted.

"The only real reason to transform our energy systems is to address GHG emissions. But by failing to even acknowledge the threat posed by climate change, the reasoning for an energy transformation is very thin."

Despite his choice of language, Obama to date has done more than Bush or Clinton to address global warming. But Brulle warned: "Taking a technology-only approach without meaningful mechanisms to drive adoption of renewable energy means further delay in initiating the massive GHG reductions that are needed to deal with climate change."

Liberal bloggers suggested this morning that it was naive of Obama to think he could persuade Americans to act on climate change without talking about it. "I do continue to think that it is both pointless and foolish, catastrophically so, in fact, for him to refuse to talk about global warming or climate change with so much of America watching," Joe Romm, who runs the Climate Progress blog at the Centre for American Progress said.

There has been increasing concern among environmental organisations that Obama is prepared to give up on greenhouse gas measures so as to try to build better relationships with Republicans in Congress and the business community.

Such fears were amplified by Obama's failure to use his speech to signal his support for the Environmental Protection Agency, which is under assault from Republicans.

Obama instead reaffirmed a pledge last week to do away with overly complicated environmental regulations, making a joke about the bureaucracy involving salmon.

The announcement before the speech that Carol Browner, the energy and climate change adviser, is to leave the White House has also heightened fears that Obama has given up on his campaign promise to take action on climate change.
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BBC News (UK): Government vows protection in forest plan

27th January 2011
Ministers say ancient woodlands will be kept out of commercial hands as they launch a consultation on the future of Forestry Commission lands in England.

Campaigners claim weakening public ownership of the forests will damage nature and restrict access.

But the consultation document says that "heritage forests" such as the New Forest will be managed by charities, with access rights preserved.

Commercial forests will be sold or leased to commercial operators.

 “We will make sure that public access is maintained and biodiversity protected”
End Quote Caroline Spelman Environment Secretary 

Community and civil society groups will be given the opportunity to buy or lease forests.

The consultation covers about 1,500 pieces of land totalling 2,500 sq km - the 18% of English forests owned by the Forestry Commission.

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are not affected by the plans.

Environment Secretary Caroline Spelman said disposing of the lands would enable the government and the Forestry Commission to focus on their most important roles.

"State control of forests dates back to World War I, when needs were very different," she said.

"There's now no reason for the government to be in the business of timber production and forest management. 

"It's time for the government to step back and allow those who are most involved with England's woodlands to play a much greater role in their future... and we will make sure that public access is maintained and biodiversity protected."

The government insists biodiversity dependent on forests will be safeguarded 

The government points out that 69% of English forests are already in private hands

Despite this, campaigners including the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dame Judi Dench and Bill Bryson had described the sale as "unconscionable".

In a letter to the Sunday Telegraph, they warned it could compromise nature protection and curtail rights of access enjoyed by millions of people.

An opinion poll at the weekend found 75% of respondents were opposed to the sell-off.

But Joe Fielding, a chartered forester who runs the website Woods 4 Sale, said the move could be beneficial.

"The Forestry Commission has done a pretty poor job of managing some of its land, and I tend to believe our woodlands would be better managed in the private sector anyway," he said.

The Woodland Trust, a conservation charity, called on the government to step up protection for ancient forests before disposing of them - putting protection on a par with the most iconic buildings.

It is particularly concerned about the 20,000 hectares of ancient woodland that were planted with conifers in the middle of the last century. 

The option of restoring them now, said chief executive Sue Holden, "represents the biggest opportunity for woodland wildlife conservation in England I have ever known". 

"Replacing conifers with more conifers will smother the life out of these woods," she said.

"If these woods are not restored, we may lose a once in a lifetime opportunity." 

The consultation runs until mid-April.
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Guardian (UK): The green investment bank: neither particularly green, nor a bank

26th January 2011

It's a bit rich to call the coalition's venture a green investment bank if it can neither borrow nor lend, and invests in nuclear

Radioactive waste is stored at Sellafield nuclear plant. Reports suggest the green investment bank may fund nuclear power. Photograph: Odd Andersen/AFP/Getty 

A green investment bank: what's not to like? Banks might not be flavour of the month, but if they invest in the right things, that's good. And there are any number of projects that would benefit the environment, yet struggle to raise backing from conventional financial institutions. Many environmental campaigners had been calling for a green bank for years. So this is an initiative we can welcome, right?

Well, politics is a funny world. Even when you think they've listened, and the words they use are just the ones you'd have chosen yourself, it's always best to check the small print. And with the coalition's version of a green investment bank, testing each word is an education in sophistry.

Let's start with the word "bank". We all know what a bank is: it borrows and lends money (and may or may not also pay its senior executives millions in bonuses for being clever enough to manage this complex transaction). Except that it's not at all clear that this bank can borrow or lend. Without these powers, it would be a fund – that is, a pot of money that, once used up, is gone forever. Maybe something still to be welcomed, but not a bank that can recycle the money it receives and so invest it again and again, producing far more benefit over the long term.

How about the word "green"? The way businesses sometimes stick "green" on the front of things they want to flog is definitely in the "don't get me started" category. But here, surely, the green investment bank will invest in new green projects: reducing energy consumption and waste, supporting clean energy generation, or backing "lean" technologies that use less raw materials in manufacturing. Projects that may be just on the edge of being viable, say, or have a risk element that puts off traditional investors. Projects a bank that offers good interest rates on loans, and understands the sector, could really benefit from.

But there are signs the coalition is considering allowing its green investment bank to fund nuclear power. Even if you think nuclear could help reduce greenhouse gas emissions, it's still a bit rich to call it "green", given the huge question of waste. And it certainly isn't a new technology. Plus, the huge costs of a nuclear power station would quickly eat up the funds available in the Bank for other projects. Any commercial pay-back for nuclear is likely to take decades to emerge. And crucially, using the bank in this way would undermine the coalition's pledge not to use public money to subsidise nuclear.

Fortunately, I'm not alone in having concerns about the way the bank might develop. And to be fair to the coalition, they still have the chance to confirm that it will have the power to lend and borrow, and sufficient capitalisation to make a significant impact on the backlog of important pro-environment projects. They can also confirm that it will not be funding nuclear projects.

But perhaps what we need most is the right board for this new bank. Not the kind of board we've seen at some other banks I could name – presiding over mismanagement and the creation of huge toxic debts and ignoring their vital role in society, all the while trousering unjustified salaries and bonuses.

We want a board of people who understand finance, but also industry, society and the environment. Who are on the board to ensure it invests in the right ways: not to maximise profits, but to meet its environmental and social potential and responsibilities and so generate a greater return for our country than profits alone can ever do.

Get that right, and the bank could be one that all of us can be proud of – no matter what it's called.

• Caroline Lucas is the leader of the Green party of England and Wales and the country's first Green member of parliament
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Guardian (UK): Greenland ice sheet is safer than scientists previously thought

26th January 2011

New study overturns fears that increased melting could lubricate the ice sheet, causing it to sink ever faster into the sea

The threat of the Greenland ice sheet slipping ever faster into the sea because of warmer summers has been ruled out by a scientific study.

Until now, it was thought that increased melting could lubricate the ice sheet, causing it to sink ever faster into the sea. The issue was a key unknown in the landmark 2007 report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which pinned the blame for climate change firmly on greenhouse gas emissions from human activities.

However, the impact of rising sea temperatures on melting ice sheets is still uncertain, meaning it remains difficult to put an upper limit on potential sea level rises. Understanding the risk is crucial because about 70% of the world's population live in coastal regions, which host many of the world's biggest cities, such as London, New York and Bangkok.

"The Greenland ice sheet is safer than we thought," said Professor Andrew Shepherd of the University of Leeds, who led the research published tomorrow in Nature.

Shepherd's team used satellite imagery to track the progress of the west Greenland ice sheet as it slipped towards the sea each summer, over five years.

Researchers had feared that more melting from the surface of the ice in hotter years would in turn provide more meltwater for a slippery film at the sheet's base. More melting would mean more slippage and a greater rise in the sea level.

But they discovered that, above a certain threshold, the slipping began to slow. On-the-ground studies and work done on alpine glaciers suggest that higher volumes of meltwater form distinct channels under the ice, draining the water more efficiently and reducing the formation of a lubricating film.

The Greenland ice sheet studied by Shepherd's team is up to 1,000m (3,280ft) thick. If the entire ice sheet melted, sea levels would rise by a catastrophic seven metres, but this is likely to take 3,000 years if warm air blowing over the ice is the only way in which the ice melts.

Shepherd said most of the Greenland ice cap was on land and not in contact with the sea, unlike the west Antarctic ice sheet. That ice sheet contains enough water to push up sea level by six metres if it all melted.

He said the next scientific question to answer was whether warmer oceans would erode the edges of ice caps, causing them to fall rapidly into the ocean. "The real threat now is from the oceans melting the west Antarctic ice sheet, which is 3km-4km thick, of which 1km-2km is below sea level."

Shepherd said his work was helping to reduce uncertainties about the consequences of climate change. Asked if he thought his work suggested the wider risks of global warming could be discounted, he said: "Not at all."
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BBC News (UK): Shark nations failing on conservation pledges

27th January 2011

Many countries whose fishing fleets catch large numbers of sharks have failed to meet a 10-year-old pledge on conserving the species, a report says.

The wildlife trade monitoring network Traffic and the Pew Environment Group say most of the main shark fishing nations do not manage fisheries well.

Ten years ago, governments agreed a global plan to conserve sharks.

An estimated 100 million sharks are killed each year, with nearly a third of species at risk of extinction.

 “Where shark populations are healthy, marine life beneath the waves thrives”
End Quote Jill Hepp Pew Environment Group 

Many fisheries target the fins for use in shark fin soup; and a number of countries, inclduing the US, have recently passed measures aimed at regulating the trade.

Neither of the two countries catching the most sharks - Indonesia and India - has yet finalised national plans of action for protecting sharks.

This was one of the main recommendations of the 2001 agreement under the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) that sharks needed international management.

Of the top 20 shark-catching nations, which collectively account for 80% of the global catch, only 13 have national plans in place.

"The fate of the world's sharks is in the hands of the top 20 shark catchers, most of which have failed to demonstrate what, if anything, they are doing to save these imperiled species," said Glenn Sant, leader of Traffic's global marine programme.

"They need to take action to stop the decline in shark populations, and help ensure that the list of species threatened by overfishing does not continue to grow."

The whale shark, the world's biggest fish, is shrinking because of overfishing 

Sharks are particularly vulnerable to overfishing because they live long lives and reproduce slowly.

As well as intentional fishing, many are caught accidentally in large nets and on the hooks of longline boats targeting species such as tuna and marlin.

Traffic and Pew are asking the FAO to review implementation of the 10-year-old agreement when it meets later this year.

The 10 recommendations to governments agreed back in 2001 include identifying and protecting key habitat, ensuring catches are sustainable, and minimising waste and discards.

Many sharks are top predators; and there is an abundance of biological evidence to show their removal can have major impacts on the rest of the ecosystem.

"Where shark populations are healthy, marine life beneath the waves thrives; but where they have been overfished we see that world fall out of balance," said Jill Hepp, Pew's global shark conservation manager.

"Shark-catching countries and entities must stand by their commitments and act now to conserve and protect these animals."
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AFP: Rare Sumatran tiger gives birth to three cubs

27th January 2011

A rare Sumatran tiger has given birth to three cubs at an Indonesian zoo in a welcome boost for the endangered species, an official said Thursday.

The big cat gave birth to four cubs at Taman Rimba zoo in Jambi province Tuesday but one died immediately, according to provincial tourism and cultural agency head Didi Wuryanto.

"I'm overjoyed. This is a remarkable achievement," Wuryanto told AFP.

He said the parents of the cubs, male and female tigers called Peter and Uni, had been transferred to Jambi on Sumatra island from Ragunan zoo in Jakarta.

"It's difficult to take care of tigers. Thanks to the effort of the people in the zoo, there is hope now that we can help in saving the tiger population," he said.

Human-animal conflicts are a rising problem as people encroach on wildlife habitats in Indonesia, an archipelago with some of the world's largest remaining tropical forests.

There are as few as 400 Sumatran tigers left in the wild in Indonesia, conservation group WWF said.
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· Nigeria: Amnesty Slams Shell over Oil Spills
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General Environment News

Angola: High Tech to Reduce Harmful Substances to Ozone Layer

Angola Press (Luanda) – The country's adhesion to Montreal Protocol will enable it to benefit from high technology to control and reduce the substances harmful to the ozone layer. The draft resolution, which was presented by the vice-minister of Environment, Sayanga Abílio, in representation of the minister, Maria FÃ¡tima Jardim, was approved in generality by National Assembly in Luanda

Angola joins the four amendments to Montreal protocol on harmful substances to ozone layer: the protocols of London, Copenhagen, Beijing and Montreal, which will allow the country to have access to international market. By joining the amendments, Sayanga Abílio stressed, the country will reap profit, both in environmental and socio-economic fields. http://allafrica.com/stories/201101260292.html
Nigeria: Amnesty Slams Shell over Oil Spills

Leadership (Abuja) – Amnesty International and Friends of the Earth, has disclosed filing an official complaint against Ango-Dutch firm, Shell, for shirking responsibility for oil spills in Nigeria and wreaking havoc on the environment. A statement jointly signed by them, said Shell's operation in the Niger Delta is a breach of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) guidelines for responsible business.

"Shell's use of discredited and misleading information to blame the majority of oil pollution on saboteurs in its Niger Delta operations has breached the OECD guidelines for multi-national enterprises," the statement said, adding that the complaint was filed with the British and Dutch government contact points for the OECD. http://allafrica.com/stories/201101260601.html
South Africa: Army to Assist Flood Victims

Bua News (Pretoria) – The South African National Defence Force (SANDF) is on standby to provide humanitarian assistance to flood victims in the Vhembe District Municipality in Limpopo. The municipality is one of those that were declared a disaster area by the Minister of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs. The Provincial Disaster Management Committee is currently assessing the situation.

The SANDF members will provide over 300 food parcels to the flood-ravaged victims in the Vhembe areas Government has prioritized humanitarian relief, the repair and upgrading of public infrastructure, agricultural relief in the form of equipment, livestock and crops and repairs to damaged houses. http://allafrica.com/stories/201101270145.html
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GOP Puts U.N. Reform Back on Agenda as 'Urgent' Problem
Fox News, 25 Jan 2011, George Russell
http://www.foxnews.com/world/2011/01/25/gop-puts-reform-agenda-urgent-problem/
Once again, the United Nations is in the cross-hairs of a U.S. congressional committee today, and the themes from its critics are all too familiar: wastage of U.S. taxpayer dollars, institutionalized corruption, a “culture of impunity,” covert assistance to America’s enemies and a bias on human rights issues in favor of dictatorships and autocracy, and against Israel.

On the other side, equally familiar themes, as supporters of the world organization argued, in the words of one, that the U.N. “is not a perfect institution, but it serves a near-perfect purpose”: to bolster U.S. interests abroad and “allow our nation to share the burden of promoting international peace and stability.”

As Washington awaited President Obama’s State of the Union speech, the House Foreign Affairs Committee, chaired by Florida Republican Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, was clearly making a bid to add the U.N.—and what the U.S. should do about it—to the crowded domestic political agenda. The title of the full-committee session—dubbed a “briefing” rather than a full-fledged hearing—said it all: “The United Nations: Urgent Problems that Need Congressional Action"

The meeting gives a strong stamp to Ros-Lehtinen’s own priorities: it is her first full meeting since the Foreign Affairs Committee was reorganized under the new Republican majority little more than two weeks ago. (At the last moment, however, Ros Lehtinen herself was unable to preside, as she left Washington on an urgent family matter.)

There is little doubt that meeting’s ultimate aim is to build support for withholding U.S. financial contributions from the U.N. as leverage to help bring reform to the world organization’s myriad ingrained problems, which even many of its most loyal supporters acknowledge—and which some of them think have worsened under Secretary General Ban Ki-moon.

That strategy, however, is unlikely to get much help from the Obama Administration, which has loudly and often proclaimed its support for the United Nations—and even backed that up by joining the U.N.’s notoriously authoritarian-friendly Human Rights Council.

Nonetheless, “if the U.S. does not press this issue, no other nation is likely to step forward,” warned Brett Schaefer, an expert on U.N. financial affairs at the conservative Heritage Foundation. “The failure to reform the U.N. has resulted in a system that remains bureaucratic, costly, cumbersome, lacking in oversight and often incapable of fulfilling the responsibilities placed on it.”

One of the biggest reasons for the morass is also one of the most obvious. As Schaefer put it, “the bulk of the U.N. member states simply do not pay enough to the U.N. for waste, or corruption to trouble them.” The combined payments levied on 128 of 192 U.N. members “totals less than 1 percent of the regular budget and less than one-third of 1 percent of the peacekeeping budget,” he told the committee, even though they have enough votes to approve the budget and block U.S. attempts at reform.

So Byzantine has the U.N. become, in fact, that Schaefer says no-one in Washington really knows how much the U.S. spends on it. The U.N.’s biennial “regular” budget has more than doubled in the past decade from $2.49 billion to$$5.16 billion, Schaefer said, and the U.S. pays 22 percent of that.

But the peacekeeping budget has jumped higher and faster, from $1.7 billion in 2000-2001 to $7.2 billion in 2010-2011, and the U.S. pays 27 percent of that. Moreover, new missions could yet be added in Cote d’Ivoire or Somalia.

Then there are so-called “voluntary” funds where the U.S. contributions to a variety of sprawling U.N. funds, programs and agencies have also risen fast: according to sources cited by Schaefer, reaching $3.5 billion last year. (There are also independent funds, in such areas as climate change, that U.N. agencies also spend and manage.)

To combat the wasteful sprawl, Schaefer suggested that “Congress should not be shy in suggesting budget cuts.” Among other things, he proposed reinstating a long abandoned U.S. policy of pushing for “zero growth” for the U.N. regular budget, but also suggested pruning a variety of U.N. organizations, like a flock of U.N. regional economic commissions, that could be financed by their regional members.

Seemingly eternal U.N. mandated activities—there are more than 9,000 mandates in all—should also be chopped, he said. 

Just how badly the U.N.’s ability to police internal corruption had already weakened was underscored by Robert Appleton, for three years head of a special investigations unit within the U.N., created five years ago in the wake of major U.N. procurement scandals (exposed, in part, by Fox News).

At the end of 2008, the special unit was shut down, its funding cut off, Appleton reported—after “we identified at least 20 major fraud schemes, hundreds of millions in losses and waste, and more than $1 billion in tainted UN contracts.”

Even in its final month of operation, he added, "we completed five major corruption reports, including a report on fraud in Iraq, elections, roads and rebuilding in Afghanistan, fraud and corruption in the Economic Commission of Africa in Addis Ababa, and in several matters involving high value contracts for transportation in Africa.”

When his unit disbanded, Appleton told the committee, it left behind eight more draft corruption reports, and “175 cases we could not reach because of time constraints.”

“As I understand, more than two years later, these cases have largely not been advanced.”

Moreover, Appleton testified, staffers from his procurement task force were subsequently passed over for jobs in a new U.N. financial crimes unit that was supposed to replace it, or were“forced out of the U.N.” As one result, he said, in public reports for 2009 and 2010 of the U.N.’s watchdog Office for Internal Oversight Services (OIOS), which houses the anti-fraud investigations unit, “no significant fraud or corruption investigation is reported.”

“In short,” he concluded, “the incentives in the UN are perverted, the support for true investigations and oversight is lacking, and the philosophy of the leadership is to reward inaction rather than action, suppression rather than exposure, and punishment of whistle-blowers and investigators, rather than protection.”

The same see-no-evil philosophy applies to the U.N.’s 47-member Human Rights Council, according to Hillel Neuer, head of a Geneva-based non-governmental watchdog, Human Rights Watch. With a handful of exceptions, he told the committee, “the council has systematically turned a blind eye to the world’s worst human rights violations. The council has failed the victims who are most in need of international attention.”

There have been no Human Rights Council resolutions against China, Cuba, Saudi Arabia or Zimbabwe, he declared, Nor has there been any against Iran “even as it massacred its own citizens while the council was in session.” Moreover, he testified, “no resolution has even been proposed regarding these gross violators.”

Israel, on the other hand, gets plenty of attention. In all, Neuer testified, the council has adopted 35 resolutions condemning alleged human rights abuses in Israel, and “a little over a dozen against the rest of the world combined.”

Some of the council’s special sessions have even been used to legitimize violations, he said. One example Neuer cited: a special session on Sri Lanka, after the alleged government massacre of 20,000 people, ended, he said, in a draft resolution that praised the Sri Lanka government for “promotion and protection of all human rights.”

The Human Rights Council’s favored experts also came in for scorn. One of them, Richard Falk, who has a permanent mandate to report on Israel’s alleged transgressions, is known as a 9/11 “denier” who has called for investigations of the U.S. governments role in the terrorist attacks. On the eve of the Foreign Affairs Committee hearing, Secretary General Ban Ki-moon suddenly declared that Falk’s 9/11 remarks were “preposterous,” and “an affront to the memory” of the victims.

The Human Rights Council’s record is supposed to be reviewed by U.N. members this year, on the fifth anniversary of its founding. Neuer’s judgment is already in. He told the committee, “according to the U.N.’s own standards, the promises of the council’s founding resolution—improved membership, action for victims, an end to politicization and selectivity—have not been kept.”

At the same time, Neuer had kind words for the Obama Administration, and its Ambassador to the U.N. Susan Rice, for their efforts to push back against the council extremists—even though the same Administration made the controversial decision to end a U.S. boycott of the institution from its inception. And at no point in his prepared testimony did he push for a new U.S. walkout.

The U.N. institutions that had been so roundly flayed by the majority of committee “briefers” could hardly be recognized, in the testimony of Peter Yeo, a sometime senior State Department official who now heads the Better World Campaign of the U.N. Foundation, the not-for-profit champion of the world organization originally founded by billionaire Ted Turner.

After dubbing the U.N. “not a perfect organization” but with a “perfect purpose,” he told the committee that the world organization had, in fact, “greatly improved its ability to identify and correct waste, fraud, and abuse.” It has “made procurement investigations a permanent feature,” and has “moved aggressively to strengthen the ethical culture of the institution.”

Over the past two years, he added, “the U.N. has taken important steps to ensure that it has the most productive and effective work force possible,” and has taken “numerous initiatives to strengthen peacekeeping operations.”

The U.S. decision to join the U.N. Human Rights Council, he said, “had already produced tangible results,” starting with a successful campaign to keep Iran from winning a council seat.

Nevertheless, he admitted, “some of the most serious and challenging human rights violations continue to go unaddressed, and the council itself places undue focus on Israel.” The five-year review of the council’s performance, he added, “is an opportunity for the U.S. and other countries to improve the work of the council.”

When it comes to international action, Yao argued, the U.N. has been a vital U.S. partner. It has crafted its “toughest-ever” sanctions on Iran, “partnered with America” to battle the Iranian nuclear threat, “joined American forces to promote security” in Afghanistan, and “battles mightily to stabilize and reconstruct earthquake-shattered Haiti” (where more than 1 million people are still homeless). U.N. institutions like the World Health Organization and UNICEF “have worked hand-in-hand with the U.S. government and American service organizations to save and improve the lives of millions of children.”

The U.N., Yeo argued, is even an important job creator. “For every $1 invested by the United States into the United Nations,” he argued, “American firms receive approximately $1.50 in contracts.” One example he cited: “almost every contract associated with the ongoing renovation of the U.N. headquarters in New York has gone to an American firm, creating jobs here at home.”

(The master contract for that renovation—a $1.8 billion project whose costs virtually trebled before the contract was awarded—was, in fact, bestowed on the U.S. subsidiary of a Swedish-based firm.)

Yeo’s dollars-and-cents argument soon reached its main point: “we must pay our U.N. dues on time, in full, and without threats of withholding our contribution. When we act otherwise, we send a strong and provocative signal that we are more interested in tearing down the U.N. than making it better, in going it alone rather than working with others.”

Moreover, he argued, such a stand was also popular, citing a Pew research poll from September, 2009 that said 61 percent of Americans viewed the U.N. favorably, and that his own lobbying group’s research showed that 63 percent of Americans favored his “in-full, on-time” dues-paying advice.

Those Americans with similar views may not make up 63 percent of Ros-Lehtinen’s Foreign Affairs Committee—but they are very well represented indeed in the Obama Administration. Where the opinion-taking really matters—in the back-rooms and lobbying corridors of Washington—the struggle over which views of the U.N. will prevail has just begun.

As Ros-Lehtinen put it in an opening statement to the hearing, delivered in her absence: “This is one of the first true U.N. reform hearings held by this committee in almost four years, but it won’t be the last.”

General Environment News

Obama sets 2035 clean electricity target
Reuters, 26 Jan 2011, Timothy Gardner
http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE70O50V20110126
U.S. President Barack Obama set a target for power plants to produce mostly clean electricity by 2035 -- including power from sources like clean coal and natural gas -- in his State of the Union address on Tuesday.

Obama also called for investment in clean technologies and urged Congress to eliminate billions of dollars in subsidies for oil companies.

"I don't know if you've noticed, but they're doing just fine on their own," Obama said about oil company profits. "So instead of subsidizing yesterday's energy, let's invest in tomorrow's."

Such a move, which Obama has repeatedly urged since taking office in 2009, would hit U.S. operations of oil majors such as Exxon Mobil, British Petroleum and ConocoPhillips. In last year's budget Obama had called for an end to nearly $40 billion in subsidies for oil, gas and coal companies, a proposal that failed.

But while he took aim again at oil companies, Obama sought a centrist message on an issue that has sharply divided Washington, saying nuclear power and two fossil fuels, clean coal and natural gas, would be needed to meet a goal of 80 percent clean energy in less than 25 years.

"Some folks want wind and solar. Others want nuclear, clean coal, and natural gas," Obama said. "To meet this goal, we will need them all and I urge Democrats and Republicans to work together to make it happen."

After a comprehensive energy bill that included a cap and trade market on carbon emissions failed in the Senate, Obama said last year that climate change policy would have to be achieved in smaller chunks.

Josh Freed, the director of the clean energy program at the nonpartisan think tank Third Way, said Obama's inclusion of nuclear power and natural gas in his targets for clean energy could attract the necessary votes in Congress.

"There's a large faction of Republicans and some Democrats who don't believe we can make the transition to clean energy without including nuclear power," he said.

A group of bi-partisan senators tried last year to push a clean energy mandate that did not include nuclear, clean coal or natural gas, but the measure was not brought up for a vote, in part because it was uncertain whether there was enough support.

The power industry has been hoping for a so-called nuclear energy renaissance, but investors have been hesitant to put money in new plants that can cost up to $10 billion.

To help push investments, the Department of Energy has offered billions in loan guarantees to help build the first U.S. nuclear power plant in nearly three decades.

Capturing the greenhouse gas carbon dioxide from power plants and burying it underground before it reaches the smokestack, is the main clean coal technology.

Energy experts say clean coal will be needed in order to cut greenhouse gas emissions dramatically since the country currently gets about half of its power from the fossil fuel.

In his speech on Tuesday, Obama cast the call for more investment in clean energy research on technologies both as a way for the United States to become more energy independent and as a challenge to surpass rapidly developing countries like China and India on development of renewable energy.

"With more research and incentives, we can break our dependence on oil with biofuels, and become the first country to have 1 million electric vehicles on the road by 2015," he said.

However, some Republicans were quickly dismissive of Obama's comments on energy, saying the administration should also focus on conventional energy by loosening restrictions on drilling for domestic oil.

"Today, American families are facing the harsh realities of rising gas prices, higher electricity costs and near double-digit unemployment," said Doc Hastings, the chairman of the House Natural Resources Committee.

"Instead of addressing these issues head-on, the Administration has spent the past two years blocking access to America's resources that create jobs and produce more energy."

Waxman Presses Climate Skeptic on Industry Funds
NY Times, 25 Jan 2011, John Collins Rudolf
http://green.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/01/25/waxman-presses-climate-skeptic-on-industry-funds/?ref=earth

In February 2009, Patrick Michaels, a former climatologist at the University of Virginia who is now a senior fellow at the Cato Institute, a conservative think tank, appeared before a House subcommittee to testify on the issue of climate change.

He stated that current climate models “can no longer be relied upon” in predicting future warming and that drastic action to curb emissions was unwarranted — conclusions welcomed by Republicans already disinclined to support the Democrats’ cap-and-trade bill, which was approved by the House that June.

Now Representative Henry Waxman, a Democrat who served as chairman of the powerful House Committee on Energy and Commerce and co-sponsored the bill, is demanding answers on whether the scientist misled the committee on the sources of his financing.

Along with his written testimony for the 2009 hearing, Dr. Michaels submitted to Congress a document detailing roughly $4.2 million in funds he has received for his scientific work. Only 3 percent of the funding listed came from energy-sector sources.

After the hearing, Representative Peter Welch, Democrat of Vermont — citing reports that Dr. Michaels had received substantial funds from the coal, oil and gas industry — questioned him on the record about what he received from the energy sector, but he declined to amend his statements.

During an appearance on CNN last year, however, Dr. Michaels was pressed on the sources of his funding by Fareed Zakaria.

“Can I ask you what percentage of your work is funded by the petroleum industry?” Mr. Zakaria said.

“I don’t know — 40 percent? I don’t know,” Dr. Michaels responded.

The interview, which was recorded in August but appears to have only recently come to Mr. Waxman’s attention, elicited a sharp response from the former committee chairman. In a letter to his Republican successor as chairman, Fred Upton of Michigan, Mr. Waxman demanded an inquiry into whether Dr. Michaels deceived Congress about his financial background.

“It would be a serious matter if Dr. Michaels misled the committee about his financial backers and evaded Representative Welch’s attempt to seek clarification,” Mr. Waxman wrote.

“I hope you will agree that all witnesses need to provide accurate disclosures to the Committee and will work with me in resolving the issues raised by Dr. Michaels’s testimony,” he added.

Dr. Michaels did not respond to requests for comment on Tuesday.

In an e-mail to Politico, a Republican committee aide wrote that under Mr. Upton’s leadership, the committee would “adhere to both the letter and the spirit of truth-in-testimony requirements and other committee rules and practices.”

Industry Boos Oscar Nod for ‘Gasland’
NY Times, 25 Jan 2011, John Collins Rudolf
http://green.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/01/25/industry-boos-oscar-nod-for-gasland/?ref=earth
“Gasland,” a film that turns a harshly critical eye on the perils of natural gas drilling, has earned an Academy Award nomination for best documentary.

The Oscar nod guarantees even wider exposure for the controversial film, which uses images of flames leaping from kitchen faucets and polluted streams to make an argument for the dangers of hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, a drilling technique where water and chemicals are injected at high pressure deep underground to free up previously inaccessible natural gas deposits.

The spread of fracking has vastly expanded the nation’s gas reserves and brought prosperity and jobs to some depressed areas, but environmental advocates featured in the film charge that it has done so at the cost of widespread damage to the environment and human health.

“Gasland” made its television debut on HBO last summer and previously won the prize for best documentary at the Sundance Film Festival.

“This is a great moment that will bring more attention to the problem,” Josh Fox, the director, told the Times Herald-Record, which serves areas in Pennsylvania and New York where fracking has divided residents. “It’s all about drawing more attention to the problem and the families who’ve been hurt by drilling.”

The natural gas industry reacted scornfully to news of the film’s Oscar nomination.

“While it’s unfortunate there isn’t an Oscar category for propaganda, this nomination is fitting, as the Oscars are aimed at praising pure entertainment among Hollywood’s elite,” said Lee Fuller, executive director of Energy In Depth, a pro-drilling group.

The film has been criticized by the drilling industry and some state environmental regulators for including dubious claims about the perils of drilling. Regulators in Colorado and Pennsylvania have conducted investigations that appear to debunk several alleged instances of pollution that Mr. Fox’s film associates with fracking.

“This is a deeply disappointing development given that Gasland’s allegations have been widely disproven,” said Tom Amontree, executive vice president for America’s Natural Gas Alliance. “State and federal regulators investigated the claims made in the film and found them to be false.”

Mr. Fox is pushing back hard against assertions that episodes in the film have been debunked. “The movie is absolutely factually accurate — we are compiling responses to every one of their claims,” he said in a recent interview.

In a review of the film for the Times in June, Mike Hale found the film compelling but sloppily executed at times, opening the door to criticisms. In one “particularly unfortunate” sequence, Mr. Hale wrote, the film features an audiotape of an anonymous caller accusing Halliburton of illegally dumping chemicals in a Pennsylvania creek.

“It’s maddening to see how easy he makes it for the film’s critics to attack him, and how difficult for sympathetic but objective viewers to wholly embrace him,” Mr. Hale wrote.

“Mr. Fox shows a general preference for vivid images — bright red Halliburton trucks, beeping but unidentified scientific instruments — over the more mundane crossing the t’s and dotting the i’s of investigative journalism,” he added.

Alternative Fuels Don’t Benefit the Military, a RAND Report Says
NY Times, 25 Jan 2011, Tom Zeller Jr. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/25/business/energy-environment/25fuel.html?ref=earth
The United States would derive no meaningful military benefit from increased use of alternative fuels to power its jets, ships and other weapons systems, according to a government-commissioned study by the RAND Corporation scheduled for release Tuesday. 

The report also argued that most alternative-fuel technologies were unproven, too expensive or too far from commercial scale to meet the military’s needs over the next decade. 

In particular, the report argued that the Defense Department was spending too much time and money exploring experimental biofuels derived from sources like algae or the flowering plant camelina, and that more focus should be placed on energy efficiency as a way of combating greenhouse gas emissions. 

The report urged Congress to reconsider the military’s budget for alternative-fuel projects. But if such fuels are to be pursued, the report concluded, the most economic, environmentally sound and near-term candidate would be a liquid fuel produced using a combination of coal and biomass, as well as some method for capturing and storing carbon emissions released during production. 

The findings by the nonprofit research group, which grew out of a directive in the 2009 Defense Authorization Act calling for further study of alternative fuels in military vehicles and aircraft, are likely to provoke much debate in Washington. 

The Obama administration has directed billions of dollars to support emerging clean-energy technologies even as Congress has been unwilling to pass any sort of climate or renewable energy legislation. 

Meanwhile, the Pentagon is seeking to improve the military’s efficiency and reduce its reliance on fossil fuels over the coming decade, devoting $300 million in economic stimulus financing and other research money toward those goals. 

RAND’s conclusions drew swift criticism from some branches of the military — particularly the Navy, which has been leading the foray into advanced algae-based fuels. 

“Unfortunately, we were not engaged by the authors of this report,” said Thomas W. Hicks, deputy assistant secretary of energy for the Navy. “We don’t believe they adequately engaged the market,” he said, adding, “This is not up to RAND’s standards.” 

The analysis has also irked environmental groups and biofuels proponents, who argued that RAND had underestimated the commercial viability of algae and overestimated the availability and efficacy of carbon capture and storage technology. 

The Air Force is engaged in extensive testing of biofuel blends in its aircraft, and the Navy received 20,000 gallons of algae-based fuel for testing and certification from the California company Solazyme last summer. Solazyme signed a contract with the Defense Department to deliver another 150,000 gallons this year. 

Proponents of these endeavors argue that the military, with its substantial buying power, can help spur the expansion of renewable fuel markets into the civilian sphere. 

“This would not be the first example of a military-driven research project where the civilian benefit far outweighs the military benefit,” said Paul Winters, a spokesman for the Biotechnology Industry Organization in Washington. “Witness the Internet,” he said. 

Mr. Hicks of the Navy also took issue with the notion that there was no military benefit to the pursuit of oil alternatives. 

“We are doing this because there are energy security issues at play,” he said. “Every barrel of oil we can replace with something that’s produced domestically, the better we are as a nation, and the more secure and more independent we are.” 

In the report, however, James T. Bartis, a senior policy researcher at RAND and the lead author of the analysis, argued that while the military consumes substantial amounts of liquid fuels — about 340,000 barrels each day — this accounts for less than 2 percent of the nation’s total use, which is estimated to be 19 million barrels a day. 

As such, the greenhouse-gas benefits arising from the military’s efforts along these lines are likely to be minuscule. The authors argued that both the Defense Department and Congress should “reconsider whether defense appropriations should continue to support the development of advanced alternative fuel technologies.” 

Further, the report said that the Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007 required that any alternative and synthetic fuels bought by federal agencies for “mobility-related use” must have lower greenhouse gas emissions — or at least no greater — than those of conventional fuels. 

The full life-cycle emissions of many plant-based fuel alternatives are still not fully understood, Mr. Bartis argued — particularly the degree to which they cause, directly or indirectly, changes in land use around the globe. 

Alternative fuels made from plants also compete with food crops for land. Producing just 200,000 barrels of such fuels a day — or about 1 percent of total oil consumption in the United States — would require an area “equal to about 10 percent of the croplands currently under cultivation in the United States,” Mr. Bartis said. 

The most promising alternative fuels, according to the report, are those derived from what is known as the Fischer-Tropsch process, a method developed almost a century ago by Germany for turning coal into a liquid fuel. The method is still in limited use in a handful of countries, and it can be used with a variety of feedstocks — coal, natural gas, even biomass. 

The conversion process, however, is extremely energy-intensive, and when coal is used, it produces vast amounts of planet-warming carbon dioxide — far more than conventional fuels. 

But a blend of coal and sustainably produced biomass as feedstocks, combined with carbon-capture technology, could be a viable low-carbon alternative, the report said. 

Meanwhile, other advanced fuels like those derived from algae are far from commercially ready, RAND said. “Large investments in research and development will be required before confident estimates can be made regarding production costs and environmental impacts,” the authors said. 

RAND’s findings rankled industry and environmental groups. 

Brian Siu, a policy analyst with the Natural Resources Defense Council, said he was still analyzing the report, but he called coal-based fuels a nonstarter. “Any liquid coal deployment would increase coal mining beyond today’s levels,” he said. “That would drive more mountaintop removal, groundwater contamination, biodiversity loss and other mining impacts.” 

In an e-mail, Mary Rosenthal, the executive director of the Algal Biomass Organization, a trade group, said the report’s characterization of algae as a mere research topic was “both demeaning and patently false.” 

“We have more than 100 companies, academic institutions and national laboratories working to develop the algae-to-fuels industry,” she said. “We believe algae commercialization is far closer than RAND suggests.” 

The Future of Algae Fuels Is … When?
NY Times, 25 Jan 2011, Tom Zeller Jr.
http://green.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/01/25/the-future-of-algae-fuels-is-when/?ref=earth
As I write in Tuesday’s Times, a new study from the Rand Corporation, the global policy think tank based in Santa Monica, Calif., and formed more than 60 years ago to advise the American government on military issues, suggests that Department of Defense is wasting its time exploring alternative fuels. 

It raised particular questions about the near-term viability of algae-based fuels, which the study’s authors considered to be more or less laboratory-level stuff — and certainly not likely to scale up to any significant extent in the next 10 years. 

Given that the military has gone to great lengths to publicize its ongoing efforts to go green, and in particular, algae-green, the report did not sit well with with everyone. 

“We’ve talked to the companies working on algae-based fuels,” said Tom Hicks, the deputy assistant secretary for energy with the United States Navy. “We’ve also talked to private equity firms, venture capital firms — we have a good understanding of what’s happening in the marketplace.”

Indeed, several critics of the study suggested that its authors failed to engage a number of sectors that might have given them a better understanding of algae’s potential as a liquid fuel, its overall state of development and its potential for ramping up to commercial scale at some point in the future. 

Certainly a number of investors continue to bet on the promise of squeezing oil from algae in amounts substantial enough to put a dent in the use of petroleum-based fuels. And dozens of companies and academic labs are busy chasing that dream. 

Despite all this, the Rand study’s lead author, Jim Bartis, remained steadfastly skeptical that the technology would be ready for prime time within the next decade — and certainly not ready for widespread military use. 

“We think algae is great, but it’s a research topic,” he said in an interview. “There is no evidence that we can produce it economically anytime soon.” 

“The less the you know about a technology,” he added, “the better it looks.”

West Coast senators push Pacific shore drilling ban
LA Times, 25 Jan 2011, Richard Simon
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/greenspace/2011/01/west-coast-senators-introduce-pacific-coast-drilling-ban.html?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+GreenspaceEnvironmentBlog+%28Greenspace%29
Democratic senators from the California, Oregon and Washington state launched a new drive Tuesday to ban drilling off the Pacific coast but face long odds of getting the bill past the House’s new Republican majority, especially at a time of high gasoline prices.

The bill’s sponsors cited the economic and environmental risks of offshore drilling highlighted by last year’s Gulf of Mexico spill. “One of the lessons learned from the disastrous BP oil spill is that without a fundamental transformation of the oil industry, another spill is possible, even likely," said Sen. Maria Cantwell (D-Wash.), one of the sponsors.

A long-standing congressional ban on new Pacific offshore oil drilling expired in late 2008 as high gasoline prices became a hot political issue. Currently, the Pacific Coast is only protected by President Obama’s pledge that there will be no new offshore drilling, Cantwell said. The legislation, she said, would enact a permanent moratorium into law that could not be overturned at the whim of a future administration.

The bill could become part of an effort to pass new environmental safeguards for offshore drilling, a higher liability cap for spill damages and other measures in response to last year's spill. But even that effort has faced strong resistance in Congress from pro-production lawmakers who say it would increase U.S. dependence on foreign oil and threaten jobs.

Cantwell said, however: "More offshore drilling will not lower gasoline prices or reduce our nation’s dangerous overreliance on foreign oil, which is why we should be focusing on the promising clean energy alternatives that are better for consumers and can provide long-term sustainable solutions to America’s energy needs.”

“We cannot afford to put California’s coastal economy at risk by drilling offshore," Sen. Barbara Boxer (D-Calif.) said in a statement.   

Absence of climate change in Obama address a sign of the times
The Hill, 25 Jan 2011, Ben Geman
http://thehill.com/blogs/e2-wire/677-e2-wire/140231-lack-of-sotu-climate-discussion-a-sign-of-the-times
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President Obama’s State of the Union speech Tuesday includes repeated calls for expanding green energy, but the lack of explicit mentions of climate change and greenhouse gases reflects the sagging fortunes of emissions-capping bills on Capitol Hill.

Flashback: In his February, 2009 address to a joint session of Congress (which was not technically a State of the Union), Obama explicitly called for a cap-and-trade plan after touting the benefits of green energy and efficiency.

“[T]o truly transform our economy, protect our security, and save our planet from the ravages of climate change, we need to ultimately make clean, renewable energy the profitable kind of energy. So I ask this Congress to send me legislation that places a market-based cap on carbon pollution and drives the production of more renewable energy in America,” Obama said in 2009.

Obama’s 2010 State of the Union also called for climate legislation as a way to help create “clean energy jobs.” He said boosting these jobs means expanding use of nuclear power, and investments in biofuels and other technologies. He added: “And, yes, it means passing a comprehensive energy and climate bill with incentives that will finally make clean energy the profitable kind of energy in America.”

This year, according to Obama’s prepared remarks, there is no mention of climate change, global warming or greenhouse gases, although he does call for a massive increase in the types of energy sources that are needed to curb greenhouse gases (without mentioning these gases specifically).

The absence of climate discussions may reflect the political landscape on Capitol Hill. A big cap-and-trade and energy bill cleared the House in the summer of 2009 but sputtered in the Senate, and even a scaled-back version was not brought up for a vote in 2010. Now, bills to impose mandatory emissions curbs are dead in the current Congress. 

Climate advocates are playing defense against legislative attacks by Republican and some centrist Democrats on the Environmental Protection Agency’s climate rules.

Obama’s speech Tuesday does, however, appear to make an oblique reference to climate when it notes that the upcoming budget plan he’ll submit to Congress would help protect the planet. “We’ll invest in biomedical research, information technology, and especially clean energy technology — an investment that will strengthen our security, protect our planet, and create countless new jobs for our people,” Obama said.

Senate Republicans lay down markers in bid to block EPA climate rules
The Hill, 26 Jan 2011, Ben Geman
http://thehill.com/blogs/e2-wire/677-e2-wire/140349-senate-republicans-lay-down-markers-in-bid-to-block-epa-climate-rules
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The scores of Senate bills introduced Tuesday include a measure to block Environmental Protection climate change rules, and there’s more to come.

Sen. David Vitter (R-La.) introduced a bill to “prohibit the regulation of carbon dioxide emissions in the United States until China, India, and Russia implement similar reductions,” according to the Congressional Record.

There’s more en route. Sen. John Barrasso (R-Wyo.) is planning a bill that would broadly prevent EPA and other federal agencies from addressing greenhouse gases under the Clean Air Act, the National Environmental Policy Act, and other statutes.

Bills to completely nullify EPA’s authority to regulate greenhouse gases are highly unlikely to clear the Senate. 

But some lawmakers — led by Sen. Jay Rockefeller (D-W.Va.) — are hoping to pass legislation that would delay regulation of power plants, refiners and other sources for two years. 

Sen. Joe Manchin (D-W.Va.) told reporters Tuesday that he plans to co-sponsor Rockefeller’s forthcoming bill, which Rockefeller also pushed last year but failed to get to the floor.

Petroleum industry concerned about safety, too
The Hill, 25 Jan 2011, Jack N. Gerard
http://thehill.com/blogs/congress-blog/energy-a-environment/140117-petroleum-industry-concerned-about-safety-too
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Since the tragedy in the Gulf of Mexico nearly one year ago, several investigations have been launched, many changes have been made to the regulatory structure for the industry, and numerous industry actions to improve safety have been implemented. But the recent report from one of those investigations reminds me of the saying by former New York Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan: you can have your own opinions, but you can’t have your own facts.

It’s a fact that exploring for and producing oil and natural gas involves risk: oil and natural gas reservoirs are often deep underground, including under the sea floor, and these reservoirs are generally high pressure environments.  Industry workers are, therefore, highly skilled, and participate in many hours of training and drills, to ensure their safety.

Insinuations that the millions of men and women who work in the U.S. oil and natural gas industry don’t have their safety, and the safety of their colleagues, in mind are offensive.  Further, to suggest that oil and natural gas company executives are “complacent” when it comes to the safety of their employees is unfair and outrageous.  Even the industry’s biggest detractors must grant that no business would be careless with the billion-dollar investment that is an oil rig.

And another fact: the American Petroleum Institute was founded on the goal to improve safety and performance standards in the U.S. oil and natural gas industry. For almost 100 years, in collaboration with the government, we have developed and promoted industry standards and practices that are recognized around the world and routinely incorporated into international and federal regulations. These standards are developed using the best experts, through an open and transparent process, which is accredited by the same organization that oversees our national labs. 

The regulatory system for overseeing offshore regulations is, as Interior Department Secretary Ken Salazar has noted, one of the most exhaustive and stringent in the world, combining both prescriptive and performance based requirements to achieve high-levels of operational performance.  At least 27 statutes, 88 regulatory parts, and 24 significant approvals and permits are required throughout the various stages of offshore development. 

Our energy reality is easily lost in the political debate. 

The U.S. relies on oil and natural gas for 60 percent of its energy needs, and government estimates show that will continue for several decades.  Fortunately, we have domestic resources that can help us meet that demand, particularly if areas currently off-limits to production are opened: the Eastern Gulf of Mexico, the Atlantic, the Pacific, and ANWR.

This is good news for our country. A recent study by Wood Mackenzie found that by 2025, opening those areas would create a half million jobs and provide $150 billion to the federal treasury in rents, bonus bids, royalty payments and taxes. Already the oil and natural gas industry pays about $95 million dollars a day to the federal treasury.

But that’s a fact that could change, if oil and natural gas production in the Gulf of Mexico and other areas is prohibited, limited or delayed.  We are already seeing significant impacts from permitting delays, with the Energy Information Administration revising its estimates for domestic production considerably downward from 2011 through 2018.  This year could be the first year with no Gulf lease sale since 1964.  

But our future does not have to be one of less; it can be one of more -- more domestic energy and more safety.  Immediately after the Gulf accident, before investigators held their first meeting, the industry looked for ways to get safer in prevention, containment and response, emphasizing the areas of research, planning, equipment, procedures, and training.         

The result of that emphasis: the industry has held workshops on the implementation of a "safety case," produced new guidance on well cementing, begun a new standard on deep water well construction, seen its safety management practices adopted into government rules, launched an industry-funded enterprise on state-of-the-art well containment systems, and initiated work on a new, independently-audited safety body. 

Producing energy safety has always been our first priority, and many of the recommendations being advanced by the Washington Post and the commission are already being carried out by industry and government.  Operations in the Gulf are safer today.  That’s important, first and foremost for the men and women who manage the risks to produce the energy for the benefit of all Americans. 

Those are the facts.

We believe these changes, along with carefully improved regulations, represent real progress on safety.  More than that, we believe they will do more to enhance offshore safety and prevent another tragedy than anything else that will be done.

Jack N. Gerard is president and CEO of the American Petroleum Institute, the national trade association that represents all aspects of America’s oil and natural gas industry.
Obama's SOTU nod unleashes lobbying on clean-power goal

Greenwire, 26 Jan 2011, Anne C. Mulkern

http://www.eenews.net/Greenwire/2011/01/26/1/
The lobbying, negotiating and deal making now begins on clean energy legislation.

With President Obama in his State of the Union describing the framework for a "clean energy" measure, environmental, business and other groups this morning began to determine how they move forward.

Those who favor the concepts Obama laid out called the speech an important jump start for action.

"The approach now is for all those involved to figure out what's possible underneath that very ambitious goal that the president laid out last night," said Josh Freed, director of the Clean Energy Program at Third Way, a progressive think tank. "Particularly, are there enough Republican senators who are willing to sit down at the table and talk about what they would like to see in this."

Others said they were likely to fight the president's proposal.

"If there was a broad standard that put natural gas, nuclear and clean coal in same category as renewable we would have serious, serious trouble finding a way to support that bill," said Sean Garren, clean energy advocate with Environment America, a federation of state-based environmental advocacy groups. "I don't see ourselves supporting something that would put all those in the same category."

Obama called for the country to produce 80 percent of its electricity from clean energy by 2035, a goal that he said would require a serious investment in technology and innovation and a reduction in oil company subsidies.

The president's speech came as many are talking about a clean energy standard, or CES, which would require utilities to generate a portion of power from sources that emit less carbon pollution like solar and wind but also nuclear, coal with carbon capture and sequestration, and natural gas. It would expand on the renewables-only mandates that failed to pass the last Congress.

Parts of Obama's proposal are likely to hit strong opposition from Republicans, businesses and powerful trade groups.

"The devil is in the details; what will qualify and in what proportions," said Scott Segal, a lobbyist for coal-fired utilities and other energy companies at Bracewell & Giuliani LLP. "A poorly calibrated clean energy standard can be as harmful to the economy as a restrictive renewable portfolio standard.

"The cost impact of the president's proposal must be viewed in the context of the substantial regulatory burdens his administration is also imposing on the power sector," Segal added. "[These] regulations, which include clean air standards, waste regulations and water regulations, collectively place approximately half of U.S. electric generation at risk."

The president's words on coal as part of a clean energy future were "encouraging," said Lisa Camooso Miller, spokeswoman for American Coalition for Clean Coal Electricity, a trade group of coal companies, coal-fired utilities and railroads.

But the organization's main lobbying focus is on U.S. EPA and stopping that agency from regulating greenhouse gas emissions, Miller said.

"Our group has consistently said we're not in favor of EPA legislation before there's comprehensive energy legislation," Miller said.

The kind of measure Obama described is likely to create a division in the environmental community. Groups like the Sierra Club and Environment America said they are likely to oppose any clean energy mandate that includes nuclear, natural gas and some coal as options, while other environmental groups issued more cautious support.

The Natural Resources Defense Council supported the call for a clean energy future. But NRDC did not specify whether it could support a CES with nuclear, natural gas and coal with carbon sequestration.

"I applaud the president's ambitious goals in striving to boost clean energy generation in the United States," said NRDC President Frances Beinecke. "But the specifics are important. A true clean energy standard will foster more renewable electricity and energy efficiency and encourage us to leave behind old, dirty technologies we've propped up for too long already."

The president's goal, Garren said, might be less far-reaching than it first appears. If you include natural gas and nuclear as sources, he said, the country already is at close to 50 percent "clean energy." Already, he said, the country's power comes about 23 percent from natural gas, 20 percent from nuclear and 4 percent from renewable energy for a total of about 47 percent.

"We're already close to 50 percent, which makes 80 percent by 2035 a much less ambitious goal," Garren said, adding, "It's easy to pass something that looks more ambitious but doesn't get us very far ahead."

Freed with Third Way questioned whether environmental groups' opposition was counterproductive.

"How much are the environmental groups willing to compromise to get a significant accomplishment?" Freed said. "Too many in the environmental community have been willing to sacrifice the good at the altar of the perfect."

Third Way already has been meeting with businesses, environmental groups and lawmakers on the best way to proceed, Freed said.

"What we found is a high level of interest in the concept," Freed said.

The Blue-Green Alliance, a coalition of labor and environmental groups, plans to meet tomorrow to confer on how to approach a number of issues including a clean energy standard.

There could be division, as environmental groups that are part of that alliance have criticized the idea of a CES with nuclear, natural gas and coal with carbon sequestration. But some labor unions favor expansion of nuclear.

Immediately after the speech, the group kept its focus on the goal of a renewable electricity standard.

"Congress should take up the president's challenge and pass policies to jump-start the development and production of clean energy technologies in the United States, including a federal renewable electricity standard and the critical investments in manufacturing, infrastructure, education and broadband that will support the American economy of the future," the coalition's executive director, David Foster, said.
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Energy and Commerce Republicans assail Obama's regulatory czar

Greenwire, 26 Jan 2011, John McArdle

http://www.eenews.net/Greenwire/2011/01/26/2/
Republicans on the House Energy and Commerce Committee don't have much confidence that the new White House executive order to promote regulatory reform will really produce a reduction in government red tape.

Rep. Joe Barton (R-Texas) was particularly blunt in his criticism at the committee's first hearing of the new Congress.

Barton pressed the panel's lone witness, White House Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs Administrator Cass Sunstein, on why Congress should believe the new policy will be effective considering the "explosion" of new regulations during the first two years of the Obama administration.

"I don't see that your organization has done anything to slow that down," Barton said. "What gives us the confidence to think this new executive order is going to do anything different?"

Sunstein argued that the data do not support the claim and that the number of finalized regulations is approximately the same today as it was under the final two years of the George W. Bush administration.

But in his opening statement, Oversight and Investigations Subcommittee Chairman Cliff Stearns (R-Fla.) seemed to be longing for the days of the Bush White House when it came to reining in agency rulemaking.

The Bush administration "made little change to the existing regulatory guidance, but it made extensive use of the available tools to return rules and ask questions and prompt additional review," Stearns said.

Stearns noted that the Bush White House issued 19 return letters on agency regulations in its first two years, while the Obama administration "has not even sent one" return letter.

"It is important that the rhetoric is matched with measurable action and results," he said.

Sunstein called a return letter a "nuclear option" and said that the Obama administration prefers to work through the process to come up with less burdensome rules.

Several Republicans also expressed concern that independent agencies, such as the Federal Communications Commission and Federal Reserve, would be excluded from the order.

Led by subcommittee ranking member Diana DeGette of Colorado, Democrats sought to strike a balance between supporting the president's regulatory reform efforts and keeping Republicans from taking the effort too far.

"I believe eliminating unnecessary government regulation is integral to ensuring effective government," said Rep. Henry Waxman (D-Calif.), the full committee's ranking member. "But this is an area where it is easy to paint with too broad a brush. We need to remember that federal regulations also play a vital role in growing our economy and protecting our health and environment."

Waxman reminded panel members that the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico last summer wreaked havoc on the economies of Gulf states.

That disaster "was caused by too little oversight and regulation, not too much," Waxman said.

Obama, announcing clean energy standard, looks for compromise 

Climatewire, 26 Jan 2011, Evan Lehmann
http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/print/2011/01/26/1
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President Obama's pursuit of a clean energy standard reflects the heightened political challenges facing his administration and makes it more apparent that his campaign promises to cap carbon emissions will be unfulfilled before he runs for re-election.

Obama unveiled a plan to promote renewable energies from sources like wind and the sun by slashing $4 billion annually in government subsidies to oil and gas companies. The cash would finance an effort to obtain 80 percent of the nation's electricity from renewable sources and also nuclear, "clean coal" and natural gas by 2035.

"Some folks want wind and solar," Obama said in his State of the Union address. "Others want nuclear, clean coal and natural gas. To meet this goal, we will need them all -- and I urge Democrats and Republicans to work together to make it happen."

The president is adjusting to circumstances. The plan is far more modest than his call in the same address a year ago for Congress to pass an aggressive climate package aimed at restricting carbon dioxide in the nation's industrial sectors: transportation, electric utilities and manufacturing plants.

It also nods to Republicans' expanded power by including fuels barred by a Renewable Electricity Standard, which was passed in the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee last Congress with cooperation from both parties. The tune now, with Republicans controlling the House, is compromise.

"I am encouraged by the president's continuing commitment to clean energy," said Sen. Jeff Bingaman (D-N.M.), who as chairman of the energy committee resisted suggestions, just months ago, to include nuclear power in a renewable electricity standard. "Congress has a real opportunity to work together on bipartisan legislation to achieve his goals."

Despite the reduced goals, Obama placed clean energy investments at the top of his agenda, saying it "will strengthen our security, protect our planet and create countless new jobs for our people."

"We're not just handing out money," he said. "We're issuing a challenge. We're telling America's scientists and engineers that if they assemble teams of the best minds in their fields, and focus on the hardest problems in clean energy, we'll fund the Apollo Projects of our time."

$4 billion isn't that much

The president's budget, to be released next month, will propose new funding for electric vehicle manufacturers, consumer rebates to make those cars more affordable, and research and development. The plan is meant to advance Obama's goal of putting 1 million "advanced technology" cars on the road by 2015, reducing oil consumption by about 785 million barrels by 2030.

The White House also said the president's budget would redirect the $4 billion in oil and gas subsidies annually toward increased research in energy efficiency for consumers and industrial businesses, renewable energy, and funding for scientists and engineers focusing on the "hardest problems in clean energy."

That level of funding could help renewable energy become more affordable -- and competitive with cheap natural gas and coal-fired electricity -- but much more is needed, said Michael Greenstone, former chief economist of the president's Council of Economic Advisers. He said between $10 billion and $20 billion will be needed annually in five years.

"I'm absolutely amazed and impressed that he spent so much time at the beginning of the speech talking about clean energy," said Manik Roy, vice president of federal government outreach at the Pew Center on Global Climate Change. "It potentially offers something for people on both sides of the aisle."

No mention of climate

Sen. John Kerry (D-Mass.), who helped lead the failed climate effort last year, called Obama's pitch a "pragmatic vision."

"This year we need to double down instead of walking away," Kerry said in a statement. "I want to get serious bipartisan energy security legislation passed this year."

The president's speech comes at an awkward time. He's pinned between weakened Democrats, who failed to use their majorities last year to pass aggressive climate legislation, and Republicans, who were thrust into power by a vigorous electorate demanding less spending.

Last night, Obama did not mention climate change. That didn't surprise some environmentalists.

"We still have to make that case to the American public," Roy said of climate change. "While we make that case, let's see if we can move forward on clean energy that also has the benefit of reducing emissions."

But the absence will likely disappoint other green groups, who see warming temperatures as a threat caused by human consumption and bad public policy.

"President Obama should use the bully pulpit of the presidency to call Americans' attention to this [climate] challenge and the fact that while time is running out, solutions are still attainable," Friends of the Earth said in a statement before the speech.

Obama also did not address the contentious regulations being developed by U.S. EPA to restrict greenhouse gases at major emission sources, like utilities and factories.

Recycling the 'energy tax' attack

Prominent Republicans, however, were connecting the failed cap-and-trade effort last year with those regulations, even before the speech began. They believe they can frame the regulation as a job-slashing overreach that can be used to attack Obama's re-election effort next year.

Rep. Fred Upton (R-Mich.), chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, warned in a joint statement that he will attempt to "permanently eliminate" EPA's ability to reduce carbon emissions through the Clean Air Act.

"This Congress has no intention of allowing the administration to regulate that which it has been unable to legislate," Upton said in a statement with Sen. Jim Inhofe (R-Okla.) and Rep. Ed Whitfield (R-Ky.), who chairs a subcommittee on Upton's panel. "The cap-and-tax scheme was soundly rejected last year, and the Clean Air Act must not be used as a backdoor route to impose the same costly national energy tax."

Some environmental groups had hoped Obama would firmly defend the agency from legislative derailment by promising to veto any measure seeking to block the regulations.

But with few options left on energy and climate, Obama said his plan for a clean energy standard would ramp up demand for low-emitting sources of power.

Demand is exactly what the wind industry needs, said Denise Bode, CEO of the American Wind Energy Association. Come-and-go tax incentives for wind developers have caused the industry to move in lurches. Still, jobs are being created, as seen by the rise in turbine components being built in the United States, now at about half of all parts needed.

But Bode expressed some concern that a clean energy standard might minimize the growth of wind power, by fueling a rise in natural gas, for example.

"If you pile in basically all of the sources of generation that already have 80 or 90 percent of market share in with renewables ... you're not going to achieve the goal of having cleaner energy," she cautioned.

Obama places energy investments at center of economic argument

Climatewire, 26 Jan 2011, Joel Kirkland
http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2011/01/26/2/
In a State of the Union address that focused like a laser beam on the U.S. economy, President Obama last night called on Congress to slash federal spending but invest more in developing cleaner sources of energy.

"This is our generation's Sputnik moment," the president told a joint session of Congress.

The Space Race analogy has been a handy White House tool for galvanizing support from entrepreneurs and companies interested in renewable energy. For much of his first two years, Obama had cloaked an appeal for legislation aimed at cutting industrial greenhouse gas emissions across the economy in a push to create jobs in the wind and solar power industries.

But today, the climate legislation is dead, and there is almost zero chance of a resurrection anytime soon.

With Republicans wielding greater influence on Capitol Hill, Obama last night dragged his energy and climate agenda toward the center. In that context, it became about reinventing the American economy and creating jobs in a more competitive world. It also meant reaching out to every corner of the energy industry except for oil.

"The competition for jobs is real. But this shouldn't discourage us," Obama said. "It should challenge us."

Obama proposed doubling, to 80 percent, the share of electricity generated from "clean energy" sources by 2035. Under a White House plan that must pass Congress, new standards for electricity generators would incentivize investments in renewable resources, nuclear power, natural gas, and in technology that strips carbon dioxide emissions from coal-fired power plants. In theory, those investments would translate into U.S. jobs.

Nudging lawmakers, Obama said, "Clean energy breakthroughs will only translate into clean energy jobs if businesses know there will be a market for what they're selling."

Obama proposed a five-year freeze on discretionary spending to slash $400 billion from the federal deficit, and he proposed corporate tax reforms. But he warned against overreaching on spending cuts, particularly in research and development.

'Clean energy,' an expanding term

Obama signaled a different approach to energy earlier this month, when he visited a General Electric plant in Schenectady, New York. There, alongside GE CEO Jeffrey Immelt, who Obama recently tapped to lead an advisory panel on job creation, the president toured GE's expanding campus. Inside the giant factory hangers, GE produces wind turbines and electric batteries, but also natural gas turbines and gasification technology for coal plants.

That day, the White House made it a point to highlight GE's $750 million contract to build steam and natural gas turbines for India's Reliance Power.

A former official in the George W. Bush administration said yesterday, on the condition of anonymity, that it sent a subtle signal to some in energy circles that the scope of "clean energy," as defined by Obama, is expanding.

Arno Harris, CEO of Recurrent Energy, a San Francisco-based solar project developer, came to Washington this week to meet with other clean energy business executives and financiers. Yesterday afternoon, as the White House started leaking tidbits of information about Obama's upcoming speech, Harris said he hoped the president would reach out to spend-thrift members of Congress but keep the focus on zero-emissions renewable technology.

"The key mission for me coming out here was to figure out what's a viable political strategy that can be connected to a meaningful policy," Harris told ClimateWire. "We need to remind everybody here in Washington that renewable energy isn't a partisan issue."

Harris and other CEOs of renewable energy companies are slowly coalescing around a more politically palatable "clean energy' standard. Utilities would be required to generate a certain percentage of electricity from fuels and technology that release less carbon dioxide than standard coal-burning power plants.

Yet that policy direction is a far cry from what advocates for a federal standard tied to renewable energy alone had envisioned. Suddenly, nuclear power and natural gas are folded under the same federal incentive designed to help a nascent industry.

"We need to make the tent bigger," Harris said, "and I think it's about welcoming the contribution that some of those other technologies can make."

Widening the field for non-renewable energy sources, including for the fossil fuel natural gas and unproven "clean coal" technology, is undoubtedly a shift toward moderation and a political challenge for supporters on the left, Harris said.

Bringing the gas lobby into the debate

David Crane, chief executive of NRG Energy, the Princeton, New Jersey-based power generator, said before Obama's address that Americans aren't opposed to the "green" movement. "But in the immediate wake of the Great Recession, the American people have lost faith in the government's ability to fairly and effectively implement any complicated policy," Crane said.

"So that's what caused the great anxiety about what many of us would have to admit was very complicated legislation," he said, referring to the cap-and-trade bill that passed in the House in 2009.

Crane pointed to a handful of political realities. First, he contends that members of the 2011-12 Congress lack the will to aggressively pursue a "clean economy" agenda. Second, there's an energized and empowered minority that believes it's in its political interest to harm the environmental movement. Thirdly, he noted, the government is deeply in debt, so he expects grants, subsidies and tax benefits for cleaner energy sources to be phased out.

A clean energy standard that kicks in until 2025, Crane offered, could be preceded by a federal renewable portfolio standard that starts in 2015. "It gives the wind and solar business basically 10 years to catch up," he said. "Given that the pipeline of cash, credits and tax benefits is going to come to an end, it's critically important to keep the progress going."

To bring the natural gas lobby into the debate, the NRG chief said as an interim step before 2050, the federal government could fashion policy that incentivizes the repowering of old coal-burning power plants to natural gas. "That would make a meaningful reduction in the country's carbon reductions by the year 2020," he said.

Analysts at Clearview Energy Partners, led by Kevin Book, predicted in a note to clients before the speech that "post-election political divisions will leave little room for grand designs."

Noting that Obama had predicted last year that energy policy stood the best chance in "bite-sized chunks," the Clearview analysts said they're looking for the White House to continue expanding its definition of clean energy. "Instead of an overriding vision," said the note, "we will be watching for further signposts toward compromise regarding coal-fired power plants, a potential anchor for an energy bill."

Michael Levi, a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, said in a blog posted shortly after the address that Obama's latest plan appears more ambitious than a Senate climate bill that Democratic leaders pulled from consideration in July.

Under a business-as-usual scenario, according to Levi, 55 percent of U.S. electricity in 2035 would be generated from lower emissions sources. The Senate proposal, negotiated by Sens. John Kerry (D-Mass.), Joseph Lieberman (I-Conn.) and Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.), increased that share to 74 percent. "The goal that Obama proposed tonight is considerably more ambitious," Levi said.

"The amount of clean energy deployed to meet the Obama goal would be far greater than it would have been under the sort of utility-only cap-and-trade scheme that was being bandied about last spring," Levi wrote. "This is not trivial."

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce, one of the president's toughest critics, applauded Obama's focus on U.S. competitiveness. "America must move swiftly to create millions of jobs, unshackle entrepreneurs and small businesses, and restore America's economic leadership around the global, or we will be left behind," said President and CEO Thomas Donohue.

CANADA

Government-appointed panel nudges Canadians toward cap-and-trade program

Climatewire, 26 Jan 2011, Christa Marshall

http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2011/01/26/7/
Canada should not tie its climate policy so closely to the United States' if it wants to protect economic competitiveness and ensure emission reductions, according to a new report from a panel appointed by the Canadian government.

Because Canada has faster-growing emissions than the United States and a different fuel mix, its stated goal of a 17 percent reduction in emissions below 2005 levels by 2020 will be more expensive than similar planned cuts in the United States, the report from the National Round Table on the Environment and the Economy says.

For that reason, the study says, the Canadian government should act now on putting a cap-and-trade system in place, along with a new technology fund, regardless of the actions of its southern neighbor. Early action will ensure the country meets targets without any economic difficulty, the group said. Without a price on carbon, Canada will reduce emissions 10 percent by 2020, rather than the desired 20 percent.

Researchers said a carbon price in Canada should be higher than that of the United States because of Canada's tougher economic challenge in reducing greenhouse gases, but should not rise more than $30 a ton of carbon dioxide equivalent above any potential U.S. price to ensure competitiveness. Such a price would slow economic growth by a manageable one-tenth of a percentage point, says the report, titled "Parallel Paths: Canada-U.S. Climate Policy Choices."

"In this way, we get ahead of the curve, but carefully so, ensuring economic impacts on Canada are manageable and sustained environmental progress toward achieving our 2020 target occurs," the assessment says.

The report comes as prospects for a climate bill appear dead in the United States. U.S. EPA is moving forward with plans to regulate greenhouse gases by requiring new and modified facilities to obtain emission permits. A Canadian bill that would have capped the country's emissions stalled in Parliament last year.

Environment Canada says follow U.S. lead

In the meantime, many environmentalists are targeting a proposed TransCanada pipeline called Keystone XL that would double U.S. imports of oil from Canada's oil sands, where oil production is more carbon-intensive than that of traditional oil. The U.S. State Department has yet to make a decision on approval of the pipeline.

The National Round Table report cites the growth of emissions in the oil sands, along with the country's dependence on hydropower, as reasons why reducing greenhouse gases in Canada will be more expensive per ton of carbon dioxide. The United States has the cheaper option of switching aging coal-fired power plants to natural gas, the group said.

The oil-sands industry argues it is being unfairly targeted, since Canada constitutes 2 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions and the oil sands constitute a fraction of that number (ClimateWire, Dec. 16, 2010).

Environment Canada, an arm of the national government, said in a statement that the report's focus on a cap-and-trade system was "outdated, and no longer relevant." With the U.S. moving away from an emission cap, Canada should also take a regulatory approach, the department said. Last year, Environment Canada announced new greenhouse gas rules for cars and light trucks to parallel U.S regulations, as well as plans to phase out most coal-fired power plants in the next 15 years.

"The government of Canada will continue to implement its plan of addressing emissions on a sector-by-sector approach," the statement said. "Aligning to the U.S. is key to achieving the emissions reductions we need without putting the economic recovery at risk."

[image: image10.png]



Does Peter Kent even care about emissions? 
Globe and Mail, 26 Jan 2011, Jeffrey Simpson
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/opinions/opinion/does-peter-kent-even-care-about-emissions/article1882673/
It was a pity, although quite predictable, that new Environment Minister Peter Kent should have leaped to defend the oil sands even before being briefed by his department.

Mr. Kent was briefed, of course – by the Prime Minister’s Office, where the lines had been scripted for the oil sands’ new song-and-dance man.

The oil sands are going to be developed. The issue is how, at what rate and under what circumstances. In that connection, it’s too bad Mr. Kent didn’t read, among other things, the latest report by the Royal Society of Canada.

That body – arguably the most eminent collection of minds in the country – decided to carefully study the oil sands. The report is balanced and fair. It exonerates the industry developing the resource from charges that surface water is being endangered. It notes approvingly that the intensity of greenhouse gas emissions per unit of production has fallen 39 per cent since 1990. It says the claim “by some critics of the oil sands industry that it is the most environmentally destructive project on Earth is not supported by the evidence.”

The oil sands currently produce about 5 per cent of Canada’s GHG emissions, the report notes. This figure is touted by unreconstructed defenders of the industry to justify little further action to curb emissions.

Alas, the Royal Society observes that “the predicted future of GHG emissions from the oil sands industry pose a major and growing challenge to Canada’s ability to meet national GHG emission reduction targets in keeping with international GHG reduction targets.” In other words, emissions from the oil sands are going to grow, unless there is a major course correction, without which Canada will be hard-pressed to meet the Harper government’s own reduction target of 17 per cent from 2005 levels by 2020.

Canadians might have thought that such a prospect would at least bother the federal Environment Minister. Apparently not. As the Royal Society observes, carbon sequestration is unlikely to work easily with the oil sands, and in situ production of the kind to be used in future produces more GHG emissions than surface mining.

Then again, maybe the new minister will follow his predecessor and just keep repeating the 17-per-cent figure, even though everyone in the field knows it to be unattainable under current policies. If anyone still doubts that, please check Tuesday’s report from the National Roundtable on the Environment and the Economy. It forecasts that on a business-as-usual basis, Canadian emissions will rise significantly for the next decade, rather than falling, as the government keeps predicting.

Perhaps Mr. Kent, like others at the government’s highest levels, simply doesn’t believe the science of global warming. Perhaps he believes, like other deniers, that the hundreds of scientists who contribute to the United Nations climate-change panels are wrong. Perhaps he and his government colleagues believe the scientists are a bunch of left-wing pinkos, or perhaps they just don’t like the United Nations.

Okay, then look at the latest findings of that notoriously pinko institution, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. It just reiterated all its previous warnings about man-made climate change, saying the “facts about Earth’s climate are not in dispute.” NASA yet again demolished theories that global warming is caused by solar changes such as sun spots, a favourite theory of some deniers.

Or, check out the recent report from another pinko group, the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. It found that 2010 tied with 2005 for the warmest combined global land and ocean surface temperatures since records began in 1880. It noted, in passing, that 2010 in Canada ranked “as the warmest year on record since national records began in 1948.”

As for Canada’s own record, it might have interested Mr. Kent to know that the NRTEE, in a previous report, ranked Canada a lamentable sixth of eight leading countries in “low-carbon performance.” He might also have noted that his own department’s statistics show that Canadian emissions came down slightly because of the recession in 2008 and 2009, but even with that decline remained higher than at the beginning of the decade.

With the recession over, emissions will climb again. We might have hoped that the federal Environment Minister would care.

Arctic security means more than Arctic sovereignty 
Globe and Mail, 26 Jan 2011, Tony Penikett

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/opinions/opinion/arctic-security-means-more-than-arctic-sovereignty/article1882672/print/
A new poll asked Canadians and citizens of seven other Arctic countries, “From what you know or have heard, is the Northwest Passage within Canadian waters, an international waterway or in dispute?” Seventy-eight per cent of Canadians living in the three territories and 74 per cent of Canadians living in the provinces said within our waters. A majority of respondents in the other countries – the United States, Russia, Denmark (Greenland), Norway, Sweden, Finland and Iceland – said they didn’t know.

The Northwest Passage could be part of Canada’s internal waters. It could be an international strait. That debate continues, as illustrated by the results of the poll on Arctic security, which was released this week by researchers at the Canada Centre for Global Security Studies at the Munk School of Global Affairs and the Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation.

But would anybody argue that this is the single critical issue facing the Canadian Arctic today? Surely, it is not.

Canadians want their government to secure its sovereignty in the Arctic, and they believe there is a continuing role for the Canadian military there. A majority of Canadians agree their country “should strengthen its military presence in the North in order to protect against international threats.” At the same time, fighter jets and warships alone do not make Northerners feel secure.

An overwhelming 98 per cent said better access to high-quality health care, education and drinking water is important too. This finding illustrates a tendency to view security in the Arctic in broad terms. To many Canadians, cultural, linguistic and environmental security are as important as national security.

Eighty-one per cent of Northerners and 71 per cent of Southerners agree that “the best way to protect Canada’s interest in the Arctic is to have Canadians living there.” Some have said that Canada needs to “use it or lose it” in the Arctic, but there are enduring human communities who have been “using it” there since time immemorial. Indeed, the greatest threat of Canada “losing” its Arctic might arise not from foreign warships or bombers but from the social, climatic and economic challenges that keep those living there from fully benefiting from Canadian citizenship.

Sovereignty can be undermined by Canada’s Arctic citizens not having access to clean drinking water. It can be undermined by low educational attainment rates. It can be undermined by shrinking ice cover that leads to changes in the migratory patterns of the animals Northerners rely on to supplement their food sources. And it can be undermined by high unemployment rates that force many young Northerners to move South to find work.

The best demonstration of Canadian sovereignty would be to ensure that residents of our North are able to continue living in their communities. No less than 90 per cent of Northerners and 83 per cent of Southerners agree that “all Canadians should be able to experience the same quality of life.” By fighting housing shortages, low educational attainment and drug and alcohol abuse, Canada’s Arctic sovereignty can be greatly strengthened. We can reinforce our national relationships with the Arctic by investing in the region’s economic and social foundations, by fully implementing nation-building land-claim settlements with indigenous peoples and by investing in military hardware.

During the final speech of his tour last August, Prime Minister Stephen Harper said his emphasis on the North is about nation-building. “This is the frontier. This is the place that defines our country,” he said. Our country is widely recognized as one that broadly defines its security by seeking to promote environmental, cultural and food security at home in Canada and throughout the world. This commitment should hold true in every part of the country – from sea to sea to sea.

Canada won't jump into cap-and-trade carbon market on its own: Kent
Montreal Gazette, 25 Jan 2011, Mike De Souza

http://www.montrealgazette.com/technology/environment/Canada+should+move+battle+climate+change+report+urges/4162858/story.html
 

OTTAWA — Canada's new environment minister is rejecting the advice of a government advisory panel that has urged him to moved ahead with made-in-Canada climate change policies, despite uncertainty about U.S. measures and regulations.

In a report entitled Parallel Paths: Canada-U.S. Climate Policy Choices, the National Round Table on the Environment and the Economy said Tuesday that Canada's plan to harmonize its climate change policies with the U.S. is "sensible and realistic."

But it also recommended that the government implement transitional measures, such as the introduction of a national cap-and-trade system in which large industrial polluting companies would be required to buy credits from greener companies that are reducing emissions at a price set by the market.

"Canada faces some economic competitiveness risks in moving too far ahead of the U.S., but also faces both environmental and economic risks by simply waiting," the report said.

"Delay leads to rising carbon emissions each year, and a higher financial and economic cost in ultimately acting to meet our stated GHG emission targets for 2020 or beyond. Neither outcome is desirable or inevitable."

Climate change scientists and governments around the world have agreed that human activity and industrial pollution are causing dramatic changes to the atmosphere that, if left unchecked, would cause irreversible damage to the earth's ecosystems and the disappearance of many species.

Environment Minister Peter Kent, who was in Washington for meetings with his U.S. counterparts, said that his government is not interested in setting up a Canadian cap-and-trade system on its own.

"We have no plan to do that at the moment," said Kent, who took on his new portfolio following a cabinet shuffle in early January. "We've chosen to move ahead with regulation and we believe that we're seeing early results.

"We're a little ahead of the Americans, for example, on the electricity-generating front. But we believe we'll get solid results and achieve our targets for 2020."

He noted that his government has already worked with the U.S. on regulations to limit tailpipe emissions in vehicles and is continuing to develop regulations for trucks, while it is ahead of the U.S. in terms of planning regulations to crack down on emissions from coal-fired electricity.

The coal electricity draft regulations are expected to be introduced in the spring.

The advisory panel said in its report that the Canadian government could proceed with a plan to tackle industrial pollution by setting caps on emissions and issuing an auction of permits, while using the revenues to address regional and sectoral concerns. It also proposed that the government introduce a new framework surrounding the purchase of international permits, as well as domestic offsets to keep the market prices low for Canadian firms.

It also highlighted the importance of cracking down on industrial pollution from the oil-and-gas sector in order to meet the government's own targets of reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 2020.

"As we start on this path, we can adjust our own efforts as needed depending upon U.S. actions," the report read. "In this way, we get ahead of the curve, but carefully so, ensuring economic impacts on Canada are manageable and sustained environmental progress toward achieving our 2020 target occurs."

An offset would be a credit purchased by a Canadian firm from another company that is rewarded for reducing emissions. The firm that buys the offset can use the credit to lower its own level of emissions and reach its own target, set by the government.

The report also recommended the creation of a technology fund to promote new investments in sectors such as clean energy.

"Canada needs to strategically plan for harmonization," said the report. "Canada needs to ensure that we use this time and opportunity to prepare for low-carbon economic success by investing in and developing new environmental technologies."

But Kent said the report has acknowledged the government's early progress and that his department is continuing to develop policies in collaboration with provinces, territories and industrial sectors, while considering all of the economic realities and challenges faced by business and industry.

He said the agricultural sector would be one of the next sectors to be tackled by the government.


Big cities are not always biggest polluters
Montreal Gazette (AFP), 26 Jan 2011, 
http://www.montrealgazette.com/technology/environment/cities+always+biggest+polluters/4169927/story.html
 WASHINGTON (AFP) – Big cities like New York, London and Shanghai send less pollution into the atmosphere per capita than places like Denver and Rotterdam, said a study released Tuesday.

Researchers examined data from 100 cities in 33 nations for clues about which were the biggest polluters and why, according to the report in the peer-reviewed journal Environment and Urbanization.

While cities across the world were to blame for around 71 percent of the world's greenhouse gas emissions, urban dwellers who can use public transport rather than drive helped to lower per capita emissions in some cities.

For instance, the sprawling western US city of Denver's per capita emissions were nearly double those in New York City, home to eight million inhabitants and a gritty, heavily used subway system.

"This is mainly attributable to New York's greater density and much lower reliance on the automobile for commuting," said the study.

Even Denver's per capita emissions, at 21.5 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent, were sharply higher than Shanghai at 11.2 tCO2e, Paris (5.2) and Athens (10.4).

Chinese cities stood out from the rest of the world because their average emissions were far higher -- for instance with Beijing emitting 10.1 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent -- than the country as a whole which emits 3.4 tCO2e.

"This reflects the high reliance on fossil fuels for electricity production, a significant industrial base within many cities and a relatively poor and large rural population," said the study.

Looking at greenhouse gas emissions per GDP, researchers found that "citizens of Tokyo are 5.6 times more efficient than Canadians."

The port city of Rotterdam in the Netherlands got a particularly bad rap because of its links to shipping and heavy industry.

"Rotterdam's per capita value of 29.8 tCO2e versus 12.67 tCO2e for the Netherlands reflects the large impact of the city's port in attracting industry, as well as fuelling of ships," said the study.

"This is similar to cities with busy airports and highlights the need to view the city-based GHG emissions cautiously and holistically."

Other trends included the tendency for cities in cold climates to have higher emissions, and for poor and middle income countries to have lower emissions per capita than wealthy countries.

When researchers looked at cities in Asia, Latin America and Africa, they found low emissions per person across the board.

"This paper reminds us that it is the world's wealthiest cities and their wealthiest inhabitants that cause unsustainable levels of greenhouse gas emissions, not cities in general," said editor David Satterthwaite, a senior fellow at the International Institute for Environment and Development.

"Most cities in Africa, Asia and Latin America have low emissions per person. The challenge for them is to keep these emissions low even as their wealth grows."

An analysis of three neighborhoods in Toronto found that the highest emissions came from the suburbs, where streets are lined with large single family homes that are far from commercial centers.The lowest levels of emissions came from areas with apartment complexes in walking distance to shopping and transit.
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UNEP or UN in the news
UN-REDD lauds C. Sulawesi’s active support for forests

The Jakarta Post, Jakarta | Sat, 01/22/2011 12:33 PM | National

Central Sulawesi, which has been chosen as a pilot project for the United Nations REDD plus program, has been very active in ensuring the success of the forest-protection program, a UN official says.

National Programme Director for UN-REDD, Yuyu Rahayu, said Friday that local communities, including forest-dependent indigenous people, particularly in Central Sulawesi, had arranged initiatives related to REDD plus issues, showing an increased awareness of the importance of good management of forests and wise use of forest resources as part of global efforts to fight climate change.

Citing an example, he said the Central Sulawesi governor would establish a REDD plus task force team in 2011, comprising representatives from the local government, civil society organizations and NGOs, and indigenous people.

“It will make Measurement, Reporting and Verification (MRV) of forest carbon as the subject at the center of a future REDD plus mechanism more transparent since all stakeholders will be represented in the task force,” he told The Jakarta Post, adding that the task force would arrange the implementation of UN-REDD activities at province, district, and community levels.

Central Sulawesi was selected as the main pilot province of the UN-REDD Program Indonesia in October last year due to its sizable forests.

Yuyu said that a relentless consultation process involving multi-stakeholders both at national and sub-national levels and facilitated by UN-REDD Indonesia had increased public awareness of the importance of their involvement in REDD plus.

Local NGOs, he said, had developed some activities to prepare for their participation in the implementation of UN-REDD at all levels.

“Local government and NGOs [in Central Sulawesi] are very active in supporting UN-REDD activities,” he said, adding that UN-REDD Indonesia needed to ensure that the benefits of REDD plus could reach the communities in the field.

UN-REDD Indonesia is a collaborative initiative between the Forestry Ministry, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). It assists the implementation of REDD plus projects carried out by the Indonesian government.

Indonesia was chosen as one of the UN-REDD Pilot Countries, along with Bolivia, Congo, Panama, Papua New Guinea, Paraguay, Tanzania, Vietnam and Zambia.

The UN granted US$5.6 million for REDD programs in Indonesia, of which US$2.95 million is managed by the UN-REDD Program Indonesia under the assistance of three UN agencies: FAO, UNEP and UNDP.

Forestry Ministry Secretary-General Hadi Daryanto said the government had made efforts to prevent any negative impact of REDD plus by jointly discussing the free, prior and informed consent of REDD plus projects before implementing any of the projects.

According to The United Nations’ Commission on Human Rights, free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) recognizes the inherent and prior rights of the indigenous people to their land and resources.

Despite achievements, UN-REDD Indonesia activities and projects under UNEP and FAO have been delayed due to different rules and regulations of the two UN agencies.

UN-REDD Indonesia is the first of its kind in terms of a project managed by those three different UN agencies — FAO, UNEP and UNDP — which have different rules and regulations.

Yuyu said the UN-REDD Indonesia project in Central Sulawesi should have been completed in May this year. However, the project has to be extended to May 2012 due to the late start of the project resulting from technical differences among three UN agencies.

FAO, for example, used to provide technical assistance instead of grants, resulting in difficulties in implementing the UN-REDD Indonesia program. Meanwhile, UNEP has experience in arranging proposal-based programs.

Of the US$2.95 million managed by UN-REDD, only $250,000 has been disbursed. (ebf)
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2010 was the hottest year on record in the world!

COLOMBO – When a globally-recognised scientist from Sri Lanka addressed a major United Nations (UN) session on climate change last week, the hall was filled to capacity. Not only that; the high level country delegates listened to the presentations and the ensuing discussions were lively!

Climate change and global warming are becoming critically important to the world.

File photo : A flooded street owing to heavy rains

Normally when a leader of a country addresses the UN General Assembly, mostly delegates from that country are in the hall. Others are not interested. But this issue generated tremendous interest.

“The 3-hour session on climate and development drew a packed house.” noted Mohan Munasinghe, nobel co-laureate and an acknowledged world expert on sustainable development and climate change. Two other top experts-Achim Steiner, Executive Director of UNEP (United Nations Environmental Programme), and Martin Koh, Executive Director of the South Centre, also addressed the same meeting.

The meeting is a preparatory one ahead of the 2012 Earth Summit in Brazil, also called Rio+20. Two days later, Prof. Munasinghe briefed senior managers (Vice Presidents, etc) of the World Bank at its headquarters in Washington on the same issues.

Prof Munasinghe, who is advising many governments on sustainable development, spoke on the need for an integrated approach to address both climate change and sustainable development, based on his world-recognised Sustainomics methodology that he first unveiled at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit.

“You can’t isolate climate change from sustainable development, as they interact with one another,” he said explaining the points he made at both meetings.

Closer home; when asked about the erratic behaviour of the weather in the past few weeks where a cold wave and floods swept Sri Lanka, Prof. Munasinghe told the Business Times in a telephone interview that he believed this was because the El Nino (a regional phenomenon which heats up parts of the Pacific region, affects South America and rest of world) – and La Nina – which also starts in the Pacific and sets off a cold spell – happened one after the other. More than 40 people died and over a million others were affected. Thousands of acres of paddy and other crop were destroyed by the floods resulting in a shortfall in the rice harvest while vegetable prices are seen rising due to the shortage.

He said 2010 was the hottest year on record in the world. “We have had extreme hot and extreme cold weather (in recent weeks). El Nino brought in warm moist air into the Indian Ocean, and the cooler La Nina which followed, condensed the moisture and caused heavy rains in the region,” explained the Sri Lankan scientist who has just returned from one of his extensive overseas visits on work connected with global warming and climate change.

Asked whether climate change scientists have predicted such sudden changes in weather patterns, Prof. Munasinghe pointed to the IPCC’s Fifth assessment report which is being prepared for release around 2012-13.

IPCC reports are released once in 5-6 years and the last one was in 2008. Having contributed in a major way to IPCC work for the past 20 years, he cautioned that climate change is still a relatively new phenomenon and scientists are conservative in making predictions. “What the previous four reports have done is to show that the climate was going from bad to worse,” he added.

In the Sri Lankan case, Prof. Munasinghe strongly believes that the country’s main priority is to reduce the vulnerability of the poor to climate change impacts. “Our carbon emissions are low. While we may need to reduce it in the future – that’s not the main issue. Our main problem is reducing vulnerability as it affects the poor most. It is very unfair, because it is the CO2 emissions of the rich countries which have caused the problem”.

He said the main areas of concern in Sri Lanka are; 1) vulnerability to droughts and high temperatures in the dry zone, and the impact on agriculture and rice where up to 20% drop in yields could happen by 2050, 2) floods and earthslips in the wet zone due to excessive rain, 3) sea level rise and storms that would affect fisheries and coastal dwellers, and 4) worsening of water-borne and mosquito-borne diseases which are already prevalent in the country due to unsustainable development. “We need to climate–proof Sri Lanka by making our development path more sustainable,” he said coining a new word that would soon be international jargon.

Prof. Munasinghe work is increasingly recognised overseas as the world faces multiple crises involving energy, food and water, amidst rising demand from fast-growing economies like India and China. He is doing a lot of work briefing world leaders on sustainable development and the green economy concept, most recently in countries like Brazil, China and Turkey where there is greater political will than in western countries (to change the way business and development is done).

Last month in China, he addressed three separate high level meetings covering government officials, civil society and business where each sector is concerned about the environment and wants to change the way things are done. The first was a green conference for government officials followed by a business conference that (apart from the Chinese) also drew big multinationals like General Electric and Siemens, and then a civil society discourse on climate change organised by the Chinese Academy of Sciences for world experts.

On the world stage where his views are now being taken more seriously than some years back, Prof. Munasinghe believes there are multiple crises and in this context refers to the three bubbles – financial, social (where a number of the poor are increasing and unemployment is rising), and the environment (including climate change).

The West will take several more years to recover from their financial meltdown, while on the other hand, emerging economies are moving ahead swiftly. He says unsustainable economic practices can worsen poverty while growth without equity makes only a few rich. Economic activities which disregard sustainability principles can also ruin the environment. “We have to look at a wider, integrated approach that addresses all issues together,” he said suggesting that one way is to ‘bend the curve of development in developing countries’ and reduce consumption by the rich.

Prof. Munasinghe believes that piece-meal decision-making often worsen problems. As one example, the climate expert spoke of how some years back the US pushed for corn-produced fuels. He added however that the US ‘experiment’ turned into a disaster in 2008 because a drought led to a worldwide shortage in grains which was further aggravated by the diversion of US corn for bio-fuel production. “The US programme didn’t solve the fuel crisis at the time, but simply aggravated the food crisis.” By contrast, Brazil began producing ethanol from sugar in the 1980s, without side effects. “I helped the Brazil process while working at the World Bank, which reduced their oil imports significantly” he said.

He points out to four fundamental drivers that underlie all earth’s main problems. To save the planet, there is a need to focus on; 1) Consumption – what people buy and use; 2) Production and how this happens (the technology used); 3) Governance – are we efficient?; and 4) Population – how numerous we are.

“If we can focus on these issues we can solve all our problems together – that’s what I told the meetings (in the US),” he said. Prof. Munasinghe put forward a solution based on sustainable consumption and production. For example 85% of all consumption in world is done by the highest 20 percentile (1/5th) of the income earners (rich). Thus 1.4 billion people are consuming 85% of the world output.

“If they can be more sustainable in consumption, it can reduce the environmental burden by tremendous amount,” he said urging the world to develop what he calls ‘Millennium Consumption Goals (MCG) for the rich’. “We now have Millennium Development Goals (MDG) for the poor. We should extend that to the rich and make sure they consume more sustainably.”

Prof. Munasinghe is working with many multinationals on sustainable development issues, and companies like TESCO and Unilever are actively trying to reduce carbon emissions and energy and water use, with ambitious goals ahead.

On the governance side, he says the lack of political will is an issue and believes business and civil society cannot wait for the state to act. Instead these groups should reach out to non state actors to effect change and bring about a low carbon and low energy environment, he says.

On population, the professor believes the number of people on the planet could stabilise around 9 billion by 2050, from the current 7 billion – to ensure everyone has (an equal share) of the earth’s resources. “To do this we need to educate women and empower them.”

On rising temperatures, he says anything more than 2 degrees C which is the current temperature would be very dangerous to the environment. “At the current, galloping rate of development we could reach 3-4 degrees C. Something (desperately) must be done to curtail temperature rise.”

He says people must take principled and ethical positions. Children must be taught in schools that consumption and production must become more sustainable and based on ethics. They should learn that greed is unsustainable, while altruism and enlightened self-interest is good for mankind.

http://www.sundaytimes.lk/110123/BusinessTimes/bt09.html
Negotiators meet to discuss U.N. treaty on curbing release of mercury

TOKYO (Kyodo) -- Representatives from around 130 countries began discussions in Chiba, east of Tokyo, on Monday on formulating the first comprehensive U.N. treaty for cutting the release of mercury to protect human health and the environment.

About 600 participants including government officials and members of nongovernmental organizations will discuss a draft treaty presented last fall by the U.N. Environment Program, which would basically prohibit the export of mercury and sales of products containing it, during the meeting through Friday. UNEP aims to adopt the treaty in 2013.

The participants are expected to take part in the second session of the UNEP Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee, which plans to hold a total of five sessions through early 2013, following the first session in Stockholm in June.

Shoichi Kondo, Japan's senior vice environment minister, said in his opening speech, "In order to further promote measures to prevent mercury contamination around the world, our country will actively work toward formulating the treaty."

The committee on Monday endorsed a Japanese proposal to convene a meeting in Japan for the signing of the treaty in 2013.

The draft treaty would limit mercury exports to specific purposes and require exporters to submit documentation to and obtain prior approval from importing countries. It also states a desire to cut the amount of mercury released into the environment, possibly to zero.

Japan has proposed that the treaty be named after Minamata mercury-poisoning disease, caused after a chemical maker dumped water contaminated with mercury into the sea at its plant in Minamata, Kumamoto Prefecture, southwestern Japan.

But as the country remains an exporter of the poisonous chemical, it would have to make changes to its treatment and management of mercury if discussions proceed along the lines of the draft treaty.

Minamata Mayor Katsuaki Miyamoto, who also addressed the event, said disasters like Minamata disease must "never occur again," adding he feels the importance of widely spreading the message.

Following the first confirmation of Minamata disease in the 1950s, Japan has been switching to processing that does not require the use of mercury in the chemical industry, leading the amount of mercury used within Japan each year to fall to 10 tons from a peak of around 2,500 tons in 1964.

But 20 to 30 tons of mercury is still emitted into the air in Japan from the combustion of coal at power plants and the country exports more than 100 tons due to difficulties in storing its excess mercury.

http://mdn.mainichi.jp/mdnnews/news/20110124p2g00m0dm065000c.html
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Climatewire: Obama, announcing clean energy standard, looks for compromise


Climatewire: Obama places energy investments at center of economic argument





CANADA


Climatewire: Government-appointed panel nudges Canadians toward cap-and-trade program


Globe and Mail: Does Peter Kent even care about emissions?


Globe and Mail: Arctic security means more than Arctic sovereignty


Montreal Gazette: Canada won't jump into cap-and-trade carbon market on its own: Kent


Montreal Gazette: Big cities are not always biggest polluters
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