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United Press International (US): UNEP warns of fish stock depletion

29th December 2010

Government subsidies on fishing are contributing to the depletion of global commercial fish stocks, the U.N. Environment Program warned from Geneva.

UNEP in a report on the fishing sector said "the clock is ticking" on sustainability of global fish stocks, highlighting the need to draft an international agreement on finding ways to better manage the marine environment.

The report reviews ways to end what UNEP describes as harmful government subsidies, noting 80 percent of the world's commercial fish stocks are depleted to the tune of about $50 billion in losses per year.

Government subsides, the report adds, are primary causes of excessive exploitation of the marine environment.

"This is an enormous waste of natural capital and it is threatening food security, development and the marine habitat," said Steven Stone, a UNEP economist, in a statement.

The report calls on world governments to examine and reform their subsidy practices.

"These harmful fisheries subsidies run contrary to the very ethos of a green economy, which promotes investing in the environment as an engine for economic recovery and sustainable growth," added Stone.
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IPS: A Year for Limited Optimism
30th December 2010

Nearly 12 months ago, when the U.N. heralded 2010 as the ‘International Year of Biodiversity’, unrealistic goals seemed to indicate failure for the ambitious initiative. But now that the year is drawing to a close, some experts also see the year’s progress as encouraging, and a reason for optimism.

The January 2010 inauguration of the ‘International Year of Biodiversity’ (IYB) was met with scepticism by the international community, which noted that the European Union (EU) target of halting regional decimation of species by December - formulated in 2003 - was unrealistic. 

And yet leading German environmental and biology experts are labelling IYB a success. "The very fact that the U.N. called 2010 the International Year of Biodiversity was a strong signal and a warning, which moved many world leaders to finally act to protect flora and fauna around Earth," Josef Settele, head biologist at the Helmholtz Centre for Environmental Research (UFZ) told IPS. 

The UFZ is the leading German centre of research on biodiversity. Settele, an expert on conservation and evolutionary biology, is editor of the UFZ ‘Atlas Biodiversity Risk’, the first of its kind to be published. 

Settele admitted that the present state of biodiversity is dismaying. In Germany alone, more than 40 percent of all species inventoried in the country are considered at risk. "The overall situation of biodiversity is worrisome," Settele said. "But the EU was too ambitious in formulating the objective of stopping the decimation of biodiversity by 2010. Such a target is very unlikely to be fulfilled. Ever." 

However, Settele said, several important initiatives have been launched this year that address the issue of biodiversity protection, such as the U.N. biodiversity agreement of Nagoya, and the presentation of the newest report on the Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB), both in October. 

With the TEEB report, Settele pointed out, the "economic importance of the world's natural assets is now firmly on the political radar. This study showcases the enormous economic value of forest, freshwater, soils and coral reefs, as well as the social and economic costs of their loss." 

As an example, Settele pointed to the economic value of bees. "Thanks to TEEB, we now know that when bees pollinate flora worldwide, they produce an enormous economic value," he said. 

TEEB estimated that the worldwide pollination carried out by bees in 2005 was worth some 153 billion euros (about 200 billion dollars). 

At the tenth meeting of the Conference of the Parties to Convention on Biological Diversity held in Nagoya in Japan, world leaders approved a key measure to protect biodiversity: a goal of eliminating all subsidies for agriculture and fishery, which provoke decimation of flora and fauna, by the year 2020. Worldwide, these subsidies amount to some 670 billion dollars. 

Kai Frobel, professor of geology and ecology at the German university of Bayreuth, praised the Nagoya conference as a major step in the international protection of biodiversity. Frobel told IPS that the implementation of such measures in Europe constitutes a litmus test for the political will of European leaders to live up to their own environmental commitments. 

Official subsidies for European agriculture and fisheries constitute the largest chunk of the EU budget, and must be revised before 2013. "We will see… whether the governments in France and Germany are willing to continue wasting taxpayers' money to finance the destruction of nature," Frobel warned. 

Frobel also praised the Nagoya decision for including language regulating access and benefit sharing. According to one clause, industrialised countries must pay each time they use biological resources, including genetic material, from developing countries. 

Furthermore, the Nagoya agreement establishes the expansion of new protected areas. "All these measures constitute a clear progress towards protecting biodiversity," Frobel said. 

However, Frobel pointed out, actions speak louder than words. 

"The measures must be implemented," he warned. "As of now, the Nagoya agreement constitutes only a binding declaration of intentions. Nagoya will only be a success if the measures the world leaders agreed upon there last October are actually put in practice." 

Frobel worries that in the coming year biodiversity may disappear from the political agenda. "During 2011, the EU must negotiate its agricultural policy after 2013, and therefore the subject of biodiversity will be present in Europe," he said. "But otherwise, biodiversity won't dominate the political agenda as much as it did in 2010." 

Frobel urged his colleagues worldwide to promote the importance of protecting biodiversity. "Biodiversity must become an integral part of the elementary syllabus, in order to teach younger generations to appreciate the social and economic value of flora and fauna. 

"People have also come to realise that the protection of biodiversity does not mean protecting one particular species, but whole ecosystems," he said. 

*This story is part of a series of features on biodiversity by Inter Press Service (IPS), CGIAR/Biodiversity International, International Federation of Environmental Journalists (IFEJ), and the United Nations Environment Programme/Convention on Biological Diversity (UNEP/CBD) - all members of the Alliance of Communicators for Sustainable Development.
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Significance Magazine (US): New Year's Resolution: Consume World Resources more fairly? 

30th December 2010

It is New Years Eve, so it is time for good resolutions. Working to reduce the gap between rich and poor nations seems one that individuals and society as a whole could try. But can it be done? And if so, what approach would be best?   

It is known that the developed countries make up only 18% of the word population but consume about 80% of the resources used by the whole world and produce wastes and pollutants in a similar range. The population of the developed world is roughly static; the population of the developing world is growing fast – see the projections on the graph below. So, if these percentages remain about the same what would be the fate of developing nations by the year 2050 or even later? And, given that the earth’s resources are finite, does it make any sense to try to bring the whole world to the consumption rates of the developed countries? 

Accepting the consumption behaviour of currently developed nations to be correct, trying to bring the developing nations into the developed status is rather meaningless if all the currently available resources of the whole world, assuming they are not increasing, are not sufficient to cater all. Most probably they may not be sufficient. Therefore before implementing development plans and policies it may be necessary to estimate such things as (a) the quantity of world’s current resources, (b) whether there is any increase or decrease of it and if so at what rate, (c) if all the nations in the world were developed in the sense of current developed nations then the required quantity of resources for the whole world - and similar quantities on production of waste and pollutants, etc. and so on. Such estimates have to be made statistically because many uncertainties - both ‘known uncertainties’ and ‘unknown’ ones - are there. 

Clearly for any sensibly defined developed status, estimation of those world quantities is immensely complicated; even identifying what to estimate can be very difficult. Also one can understand that defining the resources of the world itself is not easy. And, to add to the difficulties, some resources cannot be shared - water that falls in rainy Ireland cannot be shared with drier climates – though economists have pointed out that hotter, water-stressed nations do in fact export their water in the form of fruits, vegetables and manufactured goods which have taken scarce water to produce.


The United Nations Environment Programme lists some things that we should make a concerted effort to do towards these ends.  All these necessary actions are based on statistics. They are: (a) Expand or promote databases on production and consumption and develop methodologies for analyzing them; (b) Assess the relationship between production and consumption, environment, technological adaptation and innovation, economic growth and development, and demographic factors; (c) Examine the impact of ongoing changes in the structure of modern industrial economies moving away from material-intensive economic growth – in other words, examine the post-industrial societies; (d) Consider how economies can grow and prosper while reducing the use of energy and materials and the production of harmful materials; (e) Identify balanced patterns of consumption worldwide which the Earth can support in the long term. (see http://www.unep.org/documents.multilingual/default.asp?DocumentID=52&ArticleID=52&l=en ). 


Though such objectives can be identified and defined by many professionals from a diverse range of disciplines such as economics, sociology, and agriculture, the role of the statistician is essential to all of them. If we wish to work for a more equal world, we shall need statisticians to help us. 

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

The Mainichi Daily News (Japan): Environmental devastation causes damage worth $6.6 trillion

4th January 2011

Environmental devastation caused by global warming or air pollution brought about some $6.6 trillion (530 trillion yen) worth of damage in 2008, equal to 11 percent of global GDP, according to a study by a research group that includes the U.N. Environmental Program.

Such damage will more than quadruple to $28.6 trillion in 2050 if the current situation remains unchanged, UNEP said, warning that neglect of environmental measures will pose huge risks to the global economy.

The group estimated the figure through damage inflicted on agricultural products or human health.

Global warming-related damage caused some $4.53 trillion in losses, while waste of water resources and water contamination brought about $1.23 trillion worth of damage, the group said.

It also said about one-third of all damage is attributable to 3,000 major corporations in the world, particularly in electric power, oil and gas development as well as in mining fields.
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Daily Independent (Nigeria): Devising state-level climate change responses

2nd January 2011

State governments in Nigeria appear to have taken up a campaign to address the impact of the changing global climate. If the outcome of a series of presentations at a recent forum in Lagos is anything to go by, indications are that a basketful of adaptation and mitigation initiatives has either been set in motion or in the pipeline waiting to be unleashed.

Faced with numerous environmental degradation measures (such as forest degradation, desertification, erosion, oil spillage, gas flaring and ocean surge) that have to a large extent aggravated the climate change phenomenon, no fewer than seven out of the nation’s 36 states have joined forces to turn around their fortunes.

The states are Lagos, Niger, Cross River, Akawa Ibom, Delta, Anambra and Sokoto. 

Courtesy of the State Climate Change Dialogue (SCCD) facilitated by the Lagos State Government and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), state governments are being provided a platform for exchange of ideas and information on climate change and ultimately charting a course for synergistic sub-nationally driven interventions as the foundation for appropriate national response.

According to Joseph Asuquo of the Akwa Ibom State Ministry of Environment & Natural Resources, possible climate change causes in the state are bush burning, improper waste management, deforestation, gas flaring, construction activities and emissions from mechanical generators. He lamented the heavy and prolonged rainfall and porous nature of the soil, which he said had aggravated soil wash and accelerated formation of gullies in the state.

While disclosing that over N16 billion had so far been expended by the state government towards the documentation of gully erosion sites in the state, commissioning of consultants to study/design selected critical gully sites for intervention and carry out engineering/ biological control measures, Asuquo noted that a Climate Change Division had likewise been created in the ministry.

He added that an Independent Gas Powered Plant (IPP) had been embarked upon to generate 741 megawatts of electricity in the first and second phases and reduce gas flaring; a tree planting campaign commenced to plant two million trees annually for 10 years, establishment of 1,000 hectares of tropical hardwood forest plantation annually for the next 10 years, building ministry staff capacity on climate change issues, embarking in collaboration with NGOs on advocacy visits and awareness programmes in communities and schools, and printing of educational materials on climate change issues for public enlightenment.

Executive Director, Anambra State Emergency Management Agency (SEMA), Nwabufo Ijezie, submitted that, in the context of climate change, disaster risk reduction, preparedness and response were important components of disaster management. He added that, if properly articulated and implemented, they would contribute to climate change-related disaster management practices in Anambra.

Ijezie listed the state’s climate change-related programmes to include: assessment and identification of activities contributing to global warming, advocacy, public education and training, policy and legislation, implementation and enforcement of policy and legislation, surveillance/monitoring to ensure compliance, preventive interventions, discouraging indiscriminate tree cutting and bush burning, reforestation and tree planting projects.

Others are identifying and hooking onto alternative energy sources (solar power, micro-dams) and energy-efficient transport systems (electric motor cycles, cars, trains), embarking on pilot project on control of flood/erosion using bio-engineering, as well as pilot project on renewable energy.

Arikpo Arikpo of the Cross Rivers State Forestry Commission (CRSFC) disclosed that the state government took a major step towards the sustenance and strategic management of its vast forest reserves when last September Governor Liyel Imoke signed into law the State Forestry Commission Law.

“The law empowers the Forestry Commission to regulate the activities of ministries, parastatals, local governments, departments, organisations, statutory bodies, as they relate to forest and forest resources and wildlife conservation issues in the state. The law also enables the Commission to establish links with relevant national and international regulatory policy making and funding bodies for the benefit of bio-diversity conservation and sustainable forestry in the state,” he said.

Besides what he termed a “robust” Forestry Commission Agenda on Ecological Restoration, Arikpo emphasised that a programme to plant at least one million indigenous trees a year had commenced, as well as the inauguration of 14 forest protection and  compliance units.

He added that project proposal for REDD readiness was in progress, and a mission by UN-REDD partners (UNDP, UNEP and FAO) was recently conducted in the state.

Arikpo stressed that future climate actions would be undertaken via building capacity for development of adaptation measures in small local communities, understanding the nature of community vulnerability, identifying opportunities for strengthening the adaptive capacity of communities, promoting a combination of bottom-up and top-down mechanisms to implementation, supporting the engagement of local stakeholders at each stage of the assessment process, and  mainstreaming of adaptation into state development planning and local decision-making processes.

Permanent Secretary in the Delta State Ministry of Environment, William Riebelle, described the state’s vulnerability to climate change as three-pronged: land-, economic- and population-based.

Riebelle, a town planner, emphasised that, apart from a Climate Change Team (CCT) to coordinate climate change activities already in place, the state had likewise prepared a Draft Climate Change Policy Document. CCT members are drawn from Ministries such as Environment, Agriculture, Energy, Education, Health, Information, Commerce and Transport, as well as some NGOs, he added.

According to him, the Delta government had signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the UNDP to develop the Territorial Approach to Climate Change (TACC), which is aimed at enhancing energy access and the creation of new economic activities through the development of clean production and consumption options.

The state has reportedly paid $1million seed investment for the implementation of TACC, and has commissioned a consultant to develop the TACC document which is currently being reviewed.

Riebelle said that, in partnership with the International Chambers of Commerce (ICC), the state recently embarked on the Delta Beyond Oil programme, which is aimed at developing a global green economy initiative, and demonstrate how SMEs can benefit from a low carbon economy. Similarly, the state has commissioned a team of United States experts to develop a 50-year oil damage assessment and 2020 restoration and sustainability plan.

“The way forward is to stop gas flaring, ensure the preparation of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) document before every project /programme implementation, restore degraded land and water bodies, as well as adopt a low carbon economy while creating green jobs,” he said.

Lagos Environment Commissioner, Muiz Banire, listed strategies aimed at tackling climate change in the state to include public awareness creation, as well as mitigation and adaptation programmes.

He said, “The School Advocacy Programme is an outreach programme whereby students of primary and post primary institutions in the city of Lagos are educated on the issue of climate change and environmental management by specially trained instructors. 

“The idea is to catch them young and use them as agents of change in reaching out to the larger society. Under the arrangement, the climate change club has been established in virtually all primary and post primary institutions in the state with specially trained instructors engaged to educate them on all aspects of environmental protection.”

According to him, government would utilise wind and solar energy in all parks and gardens in the state, explore business opportunities in carbon trading courtesy of the National Carbon Credit Desk established in Lagos, and take up business opportunities in green economy and renewable energy resources.

Director, Flood and Erosion Control Department in the Sokoto State Ministry of Environment, Ibrahim Umar Gatawa, stated that, based on the fact that the state is agrarian and agriculture one of the areas being critically affected by climate change, the state government in collaboration with UNDP developed the “Farmers guide on climate change” to inform farmers on how to go about their work. The document was translated in Hausa for wider use and circulation among rural dwellers, it was gathered.

Shedding some light on the pilot adaptation project, he said, “The project was implemented in three communities, each selected from the three senatorial districts. As suggested in the ‘Famers Guide,’ farmers were made to understand the role of tree planting as a strategy in addressing climate change challenges. A consultant facilitated the establishment of community nurseries in those selected communities with high rate of deforestation. They were trained on how to raise seedlings, manage and nurture them until they are ready for planting.

“The communities are now equipped with the skills of raising tree seedlings, and are now doing it themselves, providing trees (mainly economic trees) to farmers and their neighbouring communities, while generating funds for sustainability of the project.”

On achievements so far, he explained, “Government has established a Special Climate Change Unit in the Ministry of Environment. The unit is responsible for the coordination of climate change activities in the state. The state government has also made it mandatory for all the local government councils to at least plant a two-km shelter belt annually, to serve as a vegetative cover which will sequester the CO2 in the atmosphere.”

On the state’s plan for the future, Gatawa said, “We plan to extend the adaptation strategies on establishment of more community seedling and nursery centres for the provision of more economic trees for planting at the community level. Also, a new project on alternative and renewable energy is also being planned in order to reduce deforestation in the state.”

In a related presentation, Deputy Director, Energy Commission of Nigeria (ECN), Okon Ekpenyong, described energy production and utilisation as the main source of environmental degradation. He added that the solution involved making major changes in the choice of energy supply mix and developing new energy supply and demand strategies for a better environment.

Ekpenyong, an engineer, recommended the setting up of awareness creation and extension programmes for the widespread dissemination and use of environmentally sound alternative energy technologies.

He added that the ECN was intensifying research, development and production in clean energy technologies like renewable energy, energy efficiency and conservation, clean fossil fuel technologies, including especially, technology adaptations, resource data acquisition and mapping.

He said, “Besides promoting efficient transport system in cities and encouraging the use of vehicles with minimum exhaust emission standard, the ECN was carrying out training and manpower development for the design, production, installation and maintenance of clean energy components and systems. The body is also providing adequate incentives to promote the demand, supply and local manufacture of sustainable, alternative energy components and systems.

“It will provide basic engineering infrastructure for the local manufacturing of sustainable energy components and systems, while establishing appropriate institutional framework focusing on renewable energy development, energy efficiency and conservation in Nigeria.”

Workshop facilitator, Emmanuel Oladipo, warned that land loss due to climate change-induced sea level rise could put facilities worth about $12 billion in jeopardy in the country.

“Niger Delta could lose up to 15,000 km2 by 2100; while Victoria Island and Lekki (both in Lagos) up to 584 km2 and 602 km2 respectively,” he said, listing other climate consequences as: increase in storm intensity and flooding, complications in water supplies, and changes in deltas and estuaries ecosystems.

He called on the authorities to ensure a future of gas capture rather than flaring, urging the

promotion of clean energy by requiring that at least 50 percent of electricity comes from its abundant renewable sources such as water, solar, certain types of bio-fuels, wind and energy efficiency by 2020.

Oladipo described the SCCD as part of the UNDP support to encourage inter-state interactions for significant awareness creation and advocacy for climate change in Nigeria.
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Dawn News (Pakistan): Don’t wait for the government to act
2nd January 2011

“NEVER doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it`s the only thing that ever has.” 

Margaret Mead, the 20th-century cultural anthropologist was not wrong. This is a maxim that should be adopted by all advocacy groups, and particularly by the awakening `civil society` of this country.

Mead`s emphasis was on `small group`, `thoughtful` and `committed`. Rather than swearing at the government and the venal kleptocrats who run it, it would be far better were individuals and small groups to use, in a thoughtful and committed manner, the myriad opportunities available to Pakistan`s citizens to change their world, fight corruption and mis-governance, and, vitally, protect their environment.

Over the past two decades the emergence of independent regulatory agencies (National Electric Power Regulatory Authority, Oil & Gas Regulatory Authority, Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority, Pakistan Telecommunications Authority, Public Procurement Regulatory Authority, Environmental Protection Agency, Securities & Exchange Commission of Pakistan, Competition Commission of Pakistan and so forth), the move towards greater dissemination of information (freedom of information laws, increased media coverage — including WikiLeaks, solicitation of citizens` objections, public hearings, etc), and the escalating emphasis on democracy give each of us an opportunity to speak up and be heard.

When utility tariff/licence hearings are held or when environmental impact assessments are conducted, we can analyse the issues being deliberated and hold forth in an informed manner to influence the factors that affect our daily lives.

`Engineers and the Environment: why and how practising professionals must protect the deteriorating ecology of Pakistan` is the theme of a joint presentation by the Institution of Engineers Pakistan (Karachi Centre) and Shehri (that `small group` committed to the environment) to be held tomorrow in Karachi. All engineers and concerned citizens have been invited to learn where we are heading — annual environmental degradation equal to six per cent of GDP — and what we can do about it.

What do engineers actually do? They design, manufacture, operate and maintain everything that we use in our daily lives: the buildings in which we live, study, worship, recreate, receive medical treatment, and so on; the land, sea and air vehicles in which we travel; the systems that generate the food we eat and clothes we wear; the electricity, water, sewerage and gas utilities we utilise; the communications systems (radio, TV, cellphone, computer, satellite, roads/bridges, etc.) that make life easier; and so much more.

Engineers apply the principles of science and mathematics to develop economical solutions to technical problems.

Since the mid-18th century Industrial Revolution, engineers have steadily increased the standard of life for all, and with it man`s avaricious consumption of this earth`s finite resources. That is the crux of the problem we face today. The exploding population (due to advancing medical science, cleaner water and improved sanitation systems) consistently consumes more and more, stressing Planet Earth`s ability to service humanity`s needs and polluting the air, sea and land — essentially, ravaging the environment.

The Pakistan Environmental Protection Act 1997 includes under the umbrella of `environment` the air, water, land; layers of atmosphere; organic/inorganic matter and living organisms; ecosystems and ecological relationships; buildings, structures, roads, facilities and works; social/economic conditions of community life; and all inter-relationships. There is little left out.

Worldwide, environmentalism came into its own after the Second World War, based on the pioneering work of European and American protectionists, and spurred by the growing amount of environmental damage and accidents.

In 1972, the first UN Conference on the Human Environment was held in Stockholm, leading to the establishment of the UN Environment Programme to assist countries in implementing environmentally sound policies and practices. In 1988, UNEP and the World Meteorological Organisation created the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize co-winner).

The outstanding 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development (Earth Summit) in Rio de Janeiro brought together more than 100 heads of state and government (including Pakistan`s then prime minister Nawaz Sharif), 150 nations, over 1,400 NGOs, 8,000 journalists and nearly 35,000 participants.

In 2002, the UN World Summit on Sustainable Development was staged in Johannesburg. Although there have been ups and downs in achievements, over these years there has been a growing awareness of the criticality of the environment over the years since 1972 while the world population exploded from 3.8 to 6.9 billion (from merely one billion in 1825, less than 200 years ago!).

UCLA`s Professor Jared Diamond lists eight primary factors responsible for the collapse of historical societies: deforestation and habitat destruction; soil problems (erosion, salinisation, fertility losses); water-management problems; over-hunting; over-fishing; effects of introduced species on native species; population growth; and increased per-capita impact of people. 

And, four new factors may contribute to the weakening and disintegration of present and future societies: human-caused climate change, build-up of toxins in the environment; energy shortages; and full human utilisation of the earth`s photo-synthetic capacity. A similar alarmist view is detailed by Clive Ponting In His New Green History of the World: The Environment and the collapse of Great Civilisations.

Most of the above factors obtain in Pakistan. Government policies show a shocking lack of knowledge and disinterest in the issues involved, so citizens need to rise to the challenge. In 2011, this will be the message propagated during tomorrow`s seminar initiated by the IEP, by Roland deSouza and Shehri to which the concerned and qualified have been invited, and are further hereby invited.

We must not to wait for the government to act; we must participate aggressively in citizen actions and shape the environment of Pakistan in a sustainable fashion for our future generations.
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Bc Local News (Canada): Thinking about water usage in the Cowichan Valley

3rd January 2011

With the rainy season squarely upon us maybe it an appropriate time to review some facts about the essence of life. 

Let’s start with the big picture and move from global to local.

So how much water is there on the planet?

Earth isn’t called the Blue planet for nothing. The United Nations Environment Program reports the there are 1.4 billion cubic kilometres of water on Earth. 

Is the amount of water increasing or decreasing?

Neither. The oft quoted sentence appearing in the National Geographic in October 1993 captured it. “All water that will ever be, is right now.” The amount of water on Earth water has remained constant for millions of years. Water is simply recycled and in redistributed. -Sea levels may rise and fall, ice caps and glaciers may expand or contract, and all the while water evaporates, condenses and is returned as precipitation –this time of year we in the Cowichan become increasing familiar with the latter phenomenon.

And how much of the Earth’s water is fresh?

The world of water is pretty salty. Only 2.5 per cent of the earth’s water is fresh. And currently, just over two thirds of that is frozen. The remainder falls into three categories: surface water (predominantly lakes but also rivers); groundwater (underground might be a better name); and, water that has evaporated and condensed (interestingly although the world’s clouds hold only about four one-hundredths of all fresh water, that represents more water than there is in all of the world’s rivers).

Who are the biggest users of water?

Agriculture is by far the biggest user of water in the world at 64 per cent. Much of that use comes from groundwater. Unfortunately, ground water is becoming seriously depleted in many parts of the world 

How much water does the average person use at home each day?

Domestic water use varies greatly by country and in particular according to how developed a country is and how much water costs. 

The United States has the highest average daily domestic water use in the world, at roughly 380 litres per capita. Canada ranks second and roughly 330 litres per capita per day. 

Both by world and Canadian standards, British Columbians are real water hogs. According the BC’s Ministry of Environment our domestic use averages 490 litres. 

BC is second only to Newfoundlanders in Canada. Where water is metered and unit price increases with volumes used water use is generally lower. 

Per capita daily domestic water use in Ladysmith is roughly 280 litres. The CVRD State of Environment report noted that since 2002 when water was metered total domestic water use in Ladysmith has declined by 23 per cent despite a 17 per cent population increase. The Town of Lake Cowichan is currently in the process of applying for a Towns for Tomorrow grant to support the completion of domestic water metering. 

Per capita domestic water use in Lake Cowichan is estimated to be well above the provincial average.

Rodger Hunter is a member of the Cowichan Lake and River Stewardship Committee (CLRSC), a volunteer group of lake and river residents who are dedicated to the monitoring, protection and rehabilitation of the Cowichan Lake Watershed. 
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The Global Herald: Indian Premier League Commits to Carbon Neutral Cricket

4th January 2011

The Indian Premier League has teamed up with the United Nations Environment Programme to commit the national sport to carbon off-setting and greener practices. The Indian Premier League will start on 12th March 2010, when the new climate-friendly programme will commence.

Achim Steiner, the UN Under-Secretary-General and Executive Director of UNEP, said:

Together the IPL and UNEP are sending a clear and powerful signal to millions upon millions of spectators and fans: namely that if we all bat together, we can score fours and sixes for a more sustainable future.

Resisting the opportunity for puns, Lalit Modi, Chairman and Commissioner, Indian Premier League said:

As the most innovative sporting league in the world we fully comprehend our responsibility towards saving the planet by protecting our environment. The IPL is thus proud to join hands with the UNEP and under their guidance we are committed to ensuring a carbon neutral league soon.

The IPL will help the cause of the environment by the offsetting the carbon used for games and other operations, changing waste management practice, increasing energy efficiency and reducing water usage. The UNEP will assist the IPL in reducing emissions through the introduction of renewable energy and compensating for emissions. They will also provide the Indian Premier League with green merchandizing.

The IPL will utilize its popularity promote UNEP initiatives such as the Climate Neutral Network, the Billion Tree Campaign and World Environment Day, as well as promote environmental awareness by highlighting the 2010 International Year of Biodiversity, the Clean-Up the World Campaign and other initiatives in coming years.
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Agence Science Presse (Canada): Atlas du PNUE: l’Amérique latine et les Caraïbes sous la loupe

2nd January 2011
Lien hypertexte vers la nouvelle : http://www.actualites-news-environnement.com/24734-PNUE-atlas-Amerique-Latine-Caraibes.html 

Un nouvel atlas publié par le Programme des Nations Unies pour l’Environnement (PNUE) met en lumière les principaux changements environnementaux en Amérique latine et aux Caraïbes. Il combine des images satellites précises avec une analyse basée sur des données rigoureuses. Les principaux problèmes soulevés sont la croissance des villes, le réchauffement climatique, la déforestation, le changement d’utilisation des terres agricoles, la disparition de la biodiversité et la dégradation des régions côtières.

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Témoigagnes (Fr): Protéger la forêt, sauver l’environnement

3rd January 2011
La Chine réitère son programme de protection forestière, en fixant l’objectif d’augmenter à 312 millions d’hectares, d’ici fin 2020, la superficie des terres couvertes par des bois, soit plus de 32,5% du territoire.


La route des Tamarins est le point de départ de la reforestation de l’Ouest de notre pays, comme le rappelle l’opération “Un moun, un piedboi” organisée en 2009. (photo Toniox)

L’Empire du Milieu entre pleinement dans le Programme des Nations Unions pour l’Environnement, et attache une « grande importance à protéger les forêts, en particulier les arbustes, dans les régions écologiquement vulnérables, et à garantir que l’on puisse reboiser des régions pour une surface égale aux forêts occupées ou utilisées », a indiqué le Bureau de l’Information de Chine.
Lancé en 2000, dans des régions en amont du fleuve Yangtze, les cours moyen et supérieur du fleuve Jaune et les régions Nord-Est du pays, le programme a permis à l’éco-système local de se pérenniser. Celui-ci a également réduit l’érosion des sols, et protégé la biodiversité dans ces régions, a annoncé le communiqué publié mercredi 29 décembre, après une conférence du Conseil des Affaires d’Etat.

Extension du programme chinois
Le gouvernement chinois a indiqué qu’il allait « continuer et élargir son programme de protection forestière pour les dix prochaines années ». Le but est de « sauvegarder la sécurité écologique nationale et de lutter contre le changement climatique ».
Les participants à la conférence, présidée par le Premier ministre Wen Jiabao, ont convenu de lancer la deuxième phase de ce programme pour la période 2011-2020 et d’ajouter 11 districts, villes et districts situés autour du réservoir Danjiangkou à ce programme.
Le Conseil des Affaires d’Etat, en présence du Premier ministre Wen Jiabao, a approuvé la restauration et l’utilisation durable des forêts pour une période allant de 2010 à 2020. Cette directive prévoit de porter la couverture forestière à 223 millions d’hectares d’ici fin 2020, ce qui représenterait plus de 23% de la surface du pays. En Chine, le terme de forêt regroupe les bois couvrant une superficie de plus de 0,667 hectare (un mu), avec un taux de recouvrement du sol égal ou supérieur à 20%, a précisé l’Administration d’Etat des Forêts.
De plus, le communiqué indique que le gouvernement va poursuivre le moratoire sur l’abattage de forêt le long de l’amont du fleuve Yangtze, des cours moyen et supérieur du fleuve Jaune, et continuera à réduire la production du bois dans les régions du Nord-Est et dans la région autonome de Mongolie intérieure.

Investir, et planter des arbres
Pour mener à bien cette politique environnementale, le gouvernement a décidé d’investir 219,5 milliards de yuan (plus de 21 milliards d’euros). Pékin a également demandé plus d’efforts pour améliorer le reboisement, et les revenus des ouvriers-sylviculteurs. 
Depuis l’entrée en vigueur en 2003 des “Règlements sur la transformation des terres cultivées en forêts”, la protection de la faune et de la flore est mise en place dans 25 provinces, régions autonomes et municipalités de Chine. En 2004, 13,33 millions d’hectares de terres défrichées ont été transformés en zone forestière dans l’ensemble du pays. Cela a permis l’amélioration de l’état de l’érosion par ruissellement dans certaines régions, et la protection des ressources forestières, dont les forêts naturelles. Le gouvernement tente de lutter contre l’abattage des forêts, et prône pour la plantation d’arbres. 
Dans la suite du Programme des Nations Unies pour l’Environnement (PNUE), la Chine a intégré la Campagne pour un milliard d’arbres de l’organisation internationale. Cette campagne réunit sous le slogan « Plantons pour la Planète », encourage les particuliers, groupes communautaires, entreprises et industries, la société civile ainsi que les gouvernements et les populations du monde entier à planter un arbre pour sauver la planète.

Un hectare d’arbres peut absorber jusqu’à 6 tonnes de CO2 par an
Comme l’explique le site du PNUE, « les arbres jouent un rôle décisif en tant que composants essentiels de la biodiversité, fondement des réseaux et des systèmes vivants qui nous procurent santé, richesse, nourriture, matières combustibles ainsi que les services dont nous dépendons tous ». Garant d’un air respirable, d’une eau potable, des sols fertiles et d’un climat stable. Les milliards d’arbres plantés contribuent à la biodiversité de la planète entière. Pour cette nouvelle année, le PNUE réitère son message de protection de la planète, que cela soit par la plantation d’arbres, ou d’autres gestes, comme l’utilisation limitée de nos voitures, éteindre la lumière quand on quitte une salle ou éteindre un appareil plutôt que de le mettre en veille.
Le professeur Wangari Maathai, lauréate du Prix Nobel de la Paix et fondatrice du Green Belt Movement (mouvement écologiste panafricain au Kenya), avait expliqué en 2006 que « Le temps presse et il faut à tout prix limiter les conséquences du réchauffement planétaire. Il est temps d’agir : planter des arbres et entreprendre d’autres activités concrètes. Nous montrerons ainsi aux instances politiques de par le monde que l’inaction n’est plus de mise, et que grâce à l’action positive de la Campagne pour un milliard d’arbres, il est possible de contrer les effets nocifs des émissions de dioxyde de carbone dans l’atmosphère. Planter un arbre dans un jardin, dans un parc, à la campagne, en forêt est un acte tout simple à la portée de tout un chacun. Mais cette action répétée un milliard de fois laissera une empreinte à long terme ». Aujourd’hui, cet appel reste intact, notamment après l’échec du Sommet de Copenhague, et les réticences sorties du Sommet de Cancún.
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Vanguardia (Mexico): Los 10 sucesos ambientales más relevantes del 2010

1st January 2011
Este 2010 hubo avances positivos en materia ecológica. Uno de ellos fue el reconocimiento del derecho al agua como fundamental por la ONU. Hubo también retrasos, como la escasa prevención ante inundaciones 

Los últimos días del año son excelentes oportunidades para hacer balances. Por ello hay muchas evaluaciones acerca de lo que salió bien y de lo que salió mal. En el mejor de los casos, se hacen análisis para extraer las lecciones aprendidas y aplicarlas para mejorar el año siguiente.

Aprovechando este espíritu de fin de año, es buena oportunidad para también realizar una breve evaluación en materia ambiental y hacer sugerencias para el siguiente año. Con este objetivo enumero 10 sucesos destacados del 2010 en material ambiental:

1. La COP 16 celebrada en Cancún hace unas semanas.  Salió bien para México, la diplomacia y para fortalecer el sistema de Naciones Unidas.  La Cancillería mexicana fue sin duda de las más beneficiadas por su gran trabajo para alcanzar acuerdos, aunque sean mínimos. Se salvó así el escenario de Naciones Unidas para continuar negociando hacia los resultados que necesitamos en aras de contrarrestar el cambio climático.  Fue un buen paso hacia delante, aunque pequeño.

2. Los acuerdos durante la COP 16 no salieron tan bien, pues  el nivel de compromiso que el planeta necesita es mucho mayor,  sobre todo de los países más desarrollados. Las naciones acordaron controlar las emisiones para evitar que el planeta se caliente por encima de 2 centígrados. Sin embargo, un informe del Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA) y científicos alrededor del mundo concluyó que existe una brecha gigante (equivalente a nueve gigatoneladas de dióxido de carbono) de emisiones que es esencial disminuir, pero que, con los acuerdos actuales, no se lograría.  Para el 2011 es vital que los acuerdos sean más ambiciosos, para que alcancen los niveles requeridos, ya no hay más tiempo para diplomacia.

3. Reconocimiento del derecho al agua como un derecho humano por parte de las Naciones Unidas. Esta fue una excelente noticia después de años de insistencia. Ahora falta implementarlo y México y América Latina tienen un gran reto por delante, pues aún millones de personas no tienen acceso a agua potable y los niveles de contaminación continúan afectando gravemente nuestros ríos y fuentes de agua dulce.

4. Hubo tres buenas noticias en conservación de ecosistemas frágiles por proyectos mineros. Primero, la suspensión del permiso para Paredones Amarillos en México, un proyecto minero que iba a desarrollarse en la península de Baja California Sur, amenazando el agua dulce y a esta frágil región.  Segundo, el Tribunal Contencioso Administrativo de Costa Rica canceló el proyecto minero Crucitas por los inmensos daños ambientales que causaría. 

El tercero, en Colombia, donde la Corte Constitucional suspendió Mande Norte, un proyecto inmenso de minería a cielo abierto, que no cumplía con las normas ambientales ni respetaba los derechos de comunidades locales. Estos son ejemplos de buenas decisiones gubernamentales para proteger el ambiente y pensar más allá de las típicas inversiones que salen más costosas para la sociedad que los beneficios que traen.

5. Buena noticia es también el Nuevo Atlas, publicado por el PNUMA y otros, para conocer el estado del ambiente en América Latina y el Caribe. Las imágenes están increíbles y, aunque a veces dan ganas de llorar, el tener más información da una herramienta adicional para responder con acciones positivas y más efectivas ante estos problemas.  Las fotografías no dejan mentir. La explosión urbana, la degradación de los suelos, la minería y el cambio climático están dentro de los principales factores de degradación ambiental que requieren atención inmediata.

6. Fue muy positiva la celebración del Año de la Biodiversidad. En su marco se dio la creación de un nuevo Panel Intergubernamental que ayudará a entender la importancia de la biodiversidad, las causas de las pérdidas y las opciones para recuperación. Ante la triste y acelerada pérdida de biodiversidad es positivo que los gobiernos hayan acordado acciones para evitarla. Los resultados concretos están aún por verse.

7. Salió bien la reciente sentencia de la Corte Interamericana de Derechos Humanos a favor de los famosos ecologistas Teodoro Cabrera y Rodolfo Montiel.  Debido a su trabajo en defensa del ambiente, ellos fueron perseguidos y torturados por el gobierno mexicano. A comienzos de diciembre, la Corte les dio la razón y reconoció que el gobierno había violado sus derechos humanos.

Se ordenó al gobierno mexicano restituir sus derechos y compensarlos. Esta decisión, aunque la Corte no lo diga textualmente, es un buen paso adelante para reconocer los derechos de quienes protegen el ambiente. Algo esencial ante la vergonzosa evidencia de investigaciones por terrorismo que el FBI hizo a movimientos indígenas, como el de los mapuches, en Chile, en 2008, ante la solicitud de la Embajada.

8. Fueron muy tristes las noticias de las inundaciones en muchas regiones de México, como Tabasco, Oaxaca y Chiapas. Este año también se inundaron Monterrey y aun Tlacotalpan, Patrimonio de la Humanidad. Lo mismo ocurrió fuera de México, por ejemplo, en Colombia, donde poblados enteros ahora deben ser reubicados, pues desaparecieron con las lluvias; Venezuela también sufrió graves inundaciones. Es evidente que estos desastres no son del todo naturales; si bien las lluvias lo son, no lo son la devastación y el grado de daño que empeora con la falta de planeación y prevención de las autoridades. Además, empeorarán cada vez entre más se tarden el control de emisiones.

9. Fue una muy mala noticia la explosión del Deepwater Horizon de BP en las costas de Louisiana. Este incidente produjo derrames inmensos de petróleo por meses y evidenció las graves consecuencias que la falta de control gubernamental puede tener sobre actividades riesgosas para el ambiente. Los correctivos son la lección que esperamos resulte de ello.

10. Siguen siendo malas noticias el desarrollo de grandes represas en muchos países, sin que se evalúen las alternativas que existen para producir el agua y la energía que se pretende. En México se comenzó a construir la represa de El Zapotillo en contra de la opinión de los pobladores y sin que se cumplieran las normas aplicables. Brasil está a punto de comenzar la de Belo Monte, que sería la tercera más grande del planeta. Más de 20 mil indígenas y ribereños se oponen a ella. ¡Esperamos que el 2011 sea el año de pensar creativamente y buscar buenas opciones que no sean los mismos grandes proyectos de antes!

¡Despedimos un gran año, dando la bienvenida al 2011 y esperando que sea un año de cambios, de mayor sostenibilidad y coherencia con el planeta!  
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Ilmuminet (Mexico): Iluminación eficiente para países en vías de desarrollo y emergentes 
2nd January 2011

México reducirá 5 millones de toneladas de emisiones de CO2 al año gracias al plan Luz Sustentable que se anunció en diciembre de 2010 en el que se reemplazarán focos incandescentes por lámparas ahorradoras; si esto de traduce a dinero equivaldrá a 900 millones de dólares. Además, con la electricidad ahorrada tres plantas eléctricas de carbón serán innecesarias.

Lo anterior es parte las conclusiones de la Evaluación de la Iluminación en 100 Países de la iniciativa “en.lighten”, una asociación dirigida por la Convención sobre el Clima por el Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA por sus siglas en inglés), financiada por el Fondo Global Ambiental (GEF, por sus siglas en inglés) y los principales fabricantes globales de iluminación, como OSRAM y Philips. El informe en.lighten fue presentado en la COP 16, en Cancún, en diciembre pasado, y en él se analizaron los beneficios de cambiar de la tecnología incandescente por fluorescentes compactas.

En su momento Monique Barbut, directora Ejecutiva y presidenta del Fondo para el Medio Ambiente Mundial señaló que “durante las últimas dos décadas, el GEF ha defendido los esfuerzos del mercado para ampliar la iluminación eficiente a los países en vías de desarrollo en el mundo entero. En.lighten es la última iniciativa financiada por el GEF en sociedad con el PNUMA y los fabricantes globales principales de la iluminación para acelerar la transformación del mercado de las tecnologías eficientes de la iluminación a una escala global. A través de esta iniciativa, esperamos construir una asociación sólida con el sector privado para fomentar la innovación y ayudar a aquellos que más necesitan nuestra ayuda para construir un futuro mejor hoy y para la próxima generación”.

en.lighten representa más de 20 mil millones de dólares activos bajo gestión, de la red más grande jamás reunida de inversionistas e intermediarios financieros que exigen una acción sobre el cambio climático.

Achim Steiner, subsecretario General y director Ejecutivo del PNUMA, dijo: “En realidad los beneficios económicos reales podrían ser aún mayores. Un cambio en la iluminación eficiente en Indonesia, por ejemplo, evitaría la necesidad de construir 3,5 centrales térmicas de carbón con un costo de 2,5 billones de dólares y conclusiones similares provienen de otras evaluaciones del país”.

“Estos cálculos no incluyen el beneficio adicional, para el medio ambiente en la salud y en la ‘economía verde’ de las comunidades y los países, de cambiar, por ejemplo, los combustibles como el queroseno y la reducción de las emisiones provenientes de fuentes tales como las centrales basadas en combustibles fósiles. Alrededor de 1,8 millones de muertes al año están relacionadas con la contaminación del aire en el interior y 800.000 muertes al año en el exterior: una iluminación más eficiente tiene un papel que jugar aquí también”.

Según Wolfgang Gregor, vicepresidente de OSRAM Sostenibilidad GmbH, “No sólo somos responsables de lo que estamos haciendo, sino también por lo que no estamos haciendo. Las empresas multinacionales de iluminación no pueden descuidar más a la población en desarrollo y a los mercados emergentes. Esa es la razón por la que OSRAM ha dado su firme compromiso con la iniciativa “en.lighten”, así como a la lucha contra el uso de queroseno como parte de nuestro proyecto de iluminación de la red”.

“Creemos que la iniciativa “en.lighten” es un ejemplo excelente de una nueva categoría de asociaciones público-privadas que ayuden a acelerar el crecimiento sostenible en las economías emergentes y los países en desarrollo”, dice Harry Verhaar, director de Energía y Cambio Climático de Philips Lighting. “El cambio a soluciones de alumbrado eficiente representa una triple ventaja para estos países, ya que estas aproximaciones a la iluminación sectorial es también una iniciativa de abajo hacia arriba que complementa el proceso de arriba hacia abajo de CMNUCC”.

Las evaluaciones a 100 países vienen a raíz de un estudio del PNUMA, realizado en colaboración con investigadores de 25 centros principales de modelos climáticos en todo el mundo.

Esto demostró que si todos los países reunieran la totalidad de sus compromisos vinculados con el Acuerdo de Copenhague del año pasado, las emisiones para el año 2020 podrían caer a 49 gigatoneladas (mil millones).

Podría dejar una brecha de 5GT entre esta ambición actual y donde los científicos dicen que las emisiones deben ser en 2020 para tener alguna posibilidad razonable de mantener un aumento de la temperatura mundial a menos de 2 grados C en 2050.

Reportes de algunos países
Indonesia podría ahorrar mil millones de dólares al año y reducir sus emisiones de gases de efecto invernadero por ocho millones de toneladas de CO2 al año, el equivalente a sacar dos millones de automóviles de la carretera al año, al cambiar a bombillas de bajo consumo de energía.

Sudáfrica podría ahorrar 280 millones de dólares al año y eliminar las emisiones equivalentes a 625.000 automóviles al año, siguiendo un camino similar,

Se espera que Brasil ahorre 2 billones de dólares al año y 4 millones de toneladas de CO2 -las emisiones equivalentes de 1 millón de automóviles – cuando la legislación del país finalice, a mediados del 2012.

Para Ucrania, una economía en transición, los ahorros de costes podrían ser de 210 millones de dólares anuales con la reducción de gases de efecto invernadero de 2 millones de toneladas de CO2 al año – el equivalente a sacar medio millón de automóviles de las carreteras al año.

Las evaluaciones muestran que en África, un país como Nigeria podría reducir su consumo de electricidad en más del 15 por ciento en un cambio a la iluminación eficiente de energía y reducir las emisiones de CO2 de la combustión de combustible en cerca de un cinco por ciento.

En Asia, un país como Camboya podría ahorrar más del 30 por ciento de su consumo de electricidad y reducir las emisiones de CO2 en más del 13 por ciento.

En Uzbekistán, el ahorro de consumo de electricidad podría ser de más del 20 por ciento, en Croacia, cerca del 10 por ciento, en Guatemala también cerca del 10 por ciento y en el Yemen poco más del 10 por ciento.

Un estudio reciente realizado por la Universidad de Yale estima que si Estados Unidos cambiara a las bombillas fluorescentes compactas, el ahorro de energía en las centrales eléctricas llevaría a recortes en las emisiones de mercurio de 25.000 toneladas al año.

El mundo necesita victorias rápidas para mostrar que el cambio climático se puede controlar. Una transición global a la iluminación eficiente es quizá el método más fácil. Si se logra rápidamente, esta victoria podría generar el impulso necesario para lograr una mayor reducción de CO2 en otros sectores y ayudar a la estabilización del clima por debajo de 2 grados.

En paralelo al trabajo de evaluación, en.lighten convoca a expertos de más de 30 países desarrollados y en vías de desarrollo y de varios sectores, incluyendo los gobiernos, la sociedad civil y el sector privado, para desarrollar un giro en la ruta para la retirada global progresiva de la iluminación ineficaz. Esta ruta incluirá la política, recomendaciones técnicas y financieras para apoyar esta transición. El PNUMA espera que el giro en la ruta sea propuesto para consulta global en la segunda mitad de 2011.

Datos clave de iluminación
• A nivel mundial, del 50 al 70% de las ventas totales de iluminación del mercado siguen siendo de las bombillas incandescentes ineficientes. Un cambio en el mercado, de las bombillas incandescentes a las alternativas de bajo consumo, reduciría la demanda mundial de electricidad para la iluminación en más de un 2%.

• Un informe de los analistas de EE.UU. Global Industry Inc, indican que para el año 2010, el mercado de la iluminación industrial, comercial, residencial y pública superará los 94 mil millones de dólares con una gran parte del crecimiento de las economías en desarrollo.

• Usando las tendencias actuales de eficiencia energética y económica, se prevé que la demanda global de luz artificial será de un 80% más en 2030 si el cambio no se produce, con una gran cantidad vinculada a la construcción y operación de nuevos edificios en las economías en desarrollo, incluido China.

• La Agencia Internacional de Energía (AIE) estimó en 2007, el consumo total de electricidad debido a la iluminación en 2650 TWh. Esto representa casi el 19% del uso mundial de electricidad (15-17% mayor que la energía nuclear o hidráulica).

• El total de las emisiones globales de GEI obtenidos por el consumo de luz eléctrica se estimó en 2005 por la AIE en 1889 Mt de CO2, de los cuales los sistemas de red basados en la iluminación contribuyen a 1.528 Mt CO2. Esto equivale aproximadamente al 8% de las emisiones mundiales o al 70% de las emisiones de los vehículos de pasajeros del mundo.

• Si las tecnologías de iluminación y la eficiencia no mejoran, la demanda mundial de electricidad de iluminación llegará a casi el doble de la salida de todas las plantas de energía nuclear moderna por valor de 4.250 TWh. (Horas terrawatt).

• Hasta el 95% de la energía emitida por bombillas incandescentes es calor, y su eficiencia es intrínsecamente baja. Comparando los dos tipos de iluminación, las bombillas incandescentes duran alrededor de 1.000 horas lo que es apreciablemente más corto que bombillas de ahorro de energía, con una vida de 6.000 a 12.000 horas.

• Unos 40 países están actualmente involucrados en la transformación de sus mercados, incluida la fase de retirada paulatina de las antiguas bombillas, entre ellos Cuba, Australia y los 27 Estados miembros de la Unión Europea, los Estados Unidos, Canadá y Filipinas.

Algunos otros países en desarrollo están también haciendo esfuerzos para promover la adopción de CFL y de retirar paulatinamente bombillas incandescentes—algunas con el soporte del GEF y con la participación del Programa para el Desarrollo de la ONU (PNUD) y el Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA).

• Éstos incluyen China, Rusia, Vietnam, Marruecos y Costa de Marfil.

Antiguamente, la principal barrera que obstaculizaba el despliegue de energía eficiente de productos de iluminación era su alto coste inicial.

• Cuando por primera vez se lanzó a principios de 1980, los CFL eran de 20 a 30 veces más caros de producir que las incandescentes equivalentes. Sin embargo, el coste de los CFL se ha disminuido constantemente por el uso y el crecimiento de la competencia. Ahora se venden en cuatro veces el precio de una bombilla incandescente.

Los consumidores han sido tradicionalmente lentos para animarse y, según algunos informes, inicialmente no se mostraron impresionados por los primeros modelos, no gustándoles la apariencia y funcionalidad de los primeros modelos.

Los fabricantes dicen que los consumidores necesitan entender que usando las bombillas de ahorro energético les permitirá un ahorro a largo plazo, así como estar seguros de la cualidad y la fiabilidad de nuevos modelos.

Como todas las bombillas fluorescentes, los CFL contienen mercurio, lo que complica su eliminación. El mercurio es una sustancia dañina para la salud en las bombillas fluorescentes.

• La media de mercurio dentro de una bombilla CFL es de aproximadamente 3 miligramos – aproximadamente la cantidad que se necesitaría para rellenar la punta de un bolígrafo. En comparación, los antiguos termómetros contenían 500 miligramos de mercurio – el equivalente a más de 100 CFL.

Los expertos enfatizan que el mercurio se emite también por las centrales térmicas de carbón. Los estudios indican que el nivel de emisiones de las centrales vinculadas a la iluminación con antiguas bombillas es de lejos mucho más alto que las vinculadas con la eliminación de las bombillas energéticamente eficientes.

• Algunos productores han reducido voluntariamente el mercurio contenido en los CFL en alrededor de un 80% en la pasada década, hasta un mínimo de 2 mg por bombilla.

Continúan las investigaciones para lograr nuevas reducciones de mercurio.

• Una de las prometedoras innovaciones en la iluminación no nacional es el desarrollo de la iluminación de estado sólido (SSL, por sus siglas en inglés).

Esta tecnología espera lograr una eficiencia por lo menos diez veces mayor que las lámparas incandescentes y hasta dos veces mayor que las lámparas fluorescentes.

Las bombillas de diodo emisor de luz (LED), además de que no contienen mercurio tienen otras ventajas como la larga vida, un color de luz cálida similar a las lámparas incandescentes, baja generación de calor y la capacidad de que algunas bombillas puedan trabajar con interruptores de oscurecimiento.

La iniciativa “en.lighten” — Iluminación Eficiente para Países en Desarrollo y Emergentes —incluida la evaluación de Iluminación de 100 Países está disponible en: www.enlighten-initiative.org
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IPS: Vegetación sufrida de Brasil puede salvar la agricultura
30th December 2010

Una visión del "Apocalipsis, todo quemado, negro de cenizas y de humo", fue lo que vio la fotógrafa Mila Petrillo al regresar en octubre a lo que era su edén, aparentemente perdido, en el municipio brasileño de Alto Paraíso, a 230 kilómetros de Brasilia.

Los incendios se extendían cerca de su residencia, en el área boscosa de la Chapada dos Veadeiros, una extensa formación montañosa con mesetas, en "muchas líneas de fuego y altas llamaradas", porque se quemaban árboles, no solo vegetación rastrera. 

Casi un mes después, al volver de otro viaje, Petrillo se sorprendió con la "fuerza impresionante del verde" que había recobrado con creces la vegetación. "Nunca había visto la naturaleza tan bonita en la Chapada", una belleza "proporcional a la devastación anterior", enfatizó. 

Ese rápido paso del "infierno al paraíso" comprueba la resiliencia de la vegetación del Cerrado, que aún sorprende a la fotógrafa, pese a las cuatro décadas que lleva viviendo en ese bioma de dos millones de kilómetros cuadrados en el centro de Brasil. 

Las sequías graves, como la de este año, causan allí miles de incendios espontáneos. 

La gran resistencia del Cerrado a la sequedad, a los grandes altibajos de temperatura e incluso al fuego debería contribuir a la adaptación de la agricultura al cambio climático, esperan los científicos. Sus especies, que evolucionaron en las condiciones más adversas, constituyen recursos genéticos que pueden salvar el futuro agrícola. 

Dos décadas atrás, el Cerrado era el "primo pobre" de los biomas brasileños. Similar a las sabanas, ahora gana nueva importancia. "De problema se convirtió en solución", dijo el biólogo José Felipe Ribeiro, de la estatal Empresa Brasileña de Investigación Agropecuaria (Embrapa, por sus siglas en ingles). 

Los estudios realizados por 48 investigadores desde la década de 1990 se reunieron en el libro "Cerrado: Ecologia e Flora", publicado en 2008 como un esfuerzo para sistematizar el conocimiento acumulado sobre realidades y necesidades de protección del bioma, recopilando las especies vegetales conocidas hasta entonces. 

Las investigaciones avanzaron, y hoy hay más de 12.000 especies identificadas, cerca de 30 por ciento del total brasileño, y entre ellas 38 leñosas que aparecen en la mayor parte del Cerrado, lo que indica una capacidad mayor de adaptarse a variadas condiciones de clima y suelo, destacó Ribeiro, coorganizador del libro. 

Esas 38 especies despiertan una atención especial por su "habilidad" para adaptarse a un clima de notables oscilaciones, "de norte a sur y del este a oeste", dijo Ribeiro para este artículo. 

Cinco de esas especies fueron elegidas en investigaciones que buscan "identificar los genes de esa adaptabilidad, y cómo introducirlos en los cultivos" de gran relevancia agrícola, informó Eduardo Assad, investigador del centro de informática agropecuaria de Embrapa. 

Se trata de arbustos de gran densidad, que soportan "grandes variaciones de temperatura y clima", dijo Assad a IPS. Su material genético puede agregar capacidad de adaptación climática a la agricultura. 

Embrapa, una institución decisiva en el proceso que convirtió a Brasil en el mayor exportador mundial de varios productos agrícolas, es un conjunto de 42 centros de investigación, uno de ellos especializado en el Cerrado, y tres de servicios, como el de transferencia de tecnología. 

Los objetivos del grupo que participó en el libro son reunir el conocimiento sobre la riqueza del Cerrado, evaluar qué se puede hacer con él y transferirlo a los productores agrícolas o de otras actividades relacionadas con la biodiversidad del bioma, explicó Ribeiro. 

En la última década aparecieron heladerías que utilizan frutas del Cerrado como materia prima, contribuyendo a valorizar especies antes menospreciadas y en rápida depredación, ejemplificó. Y hay especies medicinales que son explotadas hace mucho por la población local e incluso por grandes empresas farmacéuticas transnacionales. 

La variedad de especies de flora y fauna del Cerrado, cuyos datos recientes sorprendieron por su cantidad a científicos y opinión pública, constituye "un privilegio concedido por la naturaleza", pero que se está perdiendo por el avance de la deforestación, señaló Ribeiro. 

El área de esta sabana dejó de ser considerada infértil y poco útil para la siembra hace cerca de tres décadas. Así avanzaron sobre sus tierras cultivos como soja, café y caña de azúcar, impulsados por investigaciones y fertilizantes. 

La deforestación del Cerrado tiene un ritmo dos veces mayor que la de la Amazonia, y "menos de 20 por ciento de su área mantiene su vegetación nativa", según Valmir Ortega, director del Programa Cerrado y Pantanal de la organización no gubernamental Conservación Internacional (CI). 

Oficialmente se estima que poco más de la mitad del bioma mantiene su cobertura vegetal original, pero CI descuenta la parte "degradada, donde entra el ganado y las principales especies fueron expulsadas", para concluir que solo 17 por ciento sigue intocado y "relativamente protegido", y de él ocho por ciento está en áreas de conservación estatal. 

La legislación brasileña exige conservar la vegetación original en 20 por ciento de cada predio rural, lo que se denomina reserva legal, y eleva el límite a 35 por ciento si la propiedad se encuentra en la llamada Amazonia Legal, una región política que comprende nueve estados de este país, algunos de ellos sólo en parte ocupados por los densos bosques amazónicos. 

El cambio climático constituye una buena razón para preservar el Cerrado, pero la protección es "muy insuficiente", se lamentó Ortega. Como frontera de expansión agrícola, sufre la presión de la creciente demanda de alimentos de países como China e India, además del crecimiento del consumo interno brasileño, observó. 

Para Ortega, el principal factor de la deforestación es el precio de la tierra, que se eleva aceleradamente por esa demanda y la fuerte especulación inmobiliaria. La tierra deforestada vale mucho más: el precio de una hectárea en el Cerrado se multiplicó por cuatro y hasta por seis en los últimos años, dijo el activista. 

Para contener la deforestación es necesario remunerar a los propietarios que conservan los recursos naturales, defiende Ribeiro. El costo de proteger la biodiversidad "no debe pesar solo sobre el productor rural", arguyó. 

Los conocimientos de Embrapa pueden contribuir a que la reserva legal sea rentable, así como otras áreas de protección en las orillas de ríos y en los altos de montañas, con la extracción controlada de plantas medicinales y de frutas para la venta o la industrialización, sostuvo. 

La emergencia del cambio climático favorece una "nueva percepción" sobre el Cerrado, acotó Ribeiro. 

Se trata, sin embargo, de una conciencia limitada a pocos. 

Visitar Brasilia entre julio y septiembre suele ser desagradable. El aire seco, con una humedad tan baja como la de los desiertos, irrita la garganta y los ojos, provoca problemas respiratorios y hemorragia nasal. 

Todo se vuelve mágicamente verde con las primeras lluvias y, sin embargo, la población en general ignora que ese fenómeno puede ser la llave para asegurar su alimentación en el futuro. 

* Este artículo es parte de una serie de reportajes sobre biodiversidad producida por IPS, CGIAR/Bioversity International, IFEJ y PNUMA/CDB, miembros de la Alianza de Comunicadores para el Desarrollo Sostenible (http://www.complusalliance.org).
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IPS: Un año de limitado optimismo
30th December 2010

Hace casi 12 meses, cuando la ONU declaró 2010 Año Internacional de la Biodiversidad, las ambiciosas metas trazadas parecían augurar un fracaso de la iniciativa. Pero ahora que este año llega a su fin, expertos ven progresos y tienen razones para el optimismo.
La inauguración en enero pasado del Año Internacional de la Biodiversidad fue vista con escepticismo por gran parte de la comunidad internacional, que consideraba poco realista la meta asumida por la Unión Europea (UE) en 2003 de poner fin a la aniquilación regional de especies para diciembre de 2010. 

Sin embargo, ambientalistas y expertos en biología alemanes califican este año de un éxito. 

"El propio hecho que la ONU (Organización de las Naciones Unidas) designara a 2010 Año Internacional de la Biodiversidad fue una fuerte señal y una advertencia, que llevó a muchos líderes mundiales a actuar para proteger la flora y fauna en la Tierra", dijo a IPS Josef Settele, jefe biólogo del Centro Helmholtz para Investigación Ambiental (UFZ, por sus siglas en alemán). 

El UFZ es el principal centro alemán de investigación sobre biodiversidad. Settele, experto en conservación y en biología evolucionaria, es editor del "Atlas de riesgos de la biodiversidad" publicado por el instituto, único en su clase. 

Settele admitió que el estado actual de la biodiversidad es preocupante. Solo en Alemania, más de 40 por ciento de todas las especies registradas en el país son consideradas en riesgo. 

"La situación general de la biodiversidad es preocupante", dijo Settele. "La UE fue demasiado ambiciosa al formular el objetivo de detener la destrucción de biodiversidad para 2010. Es muy improbable que se cumpla esa meta". 

Sin embargo, varias iniciativas importantes han sido lanzadas este año para proteger la flora y fauna, como el acuerdo sobre biodiversidad de la ONU en la central ciudad japonesa de Nagoya y la presentación del nuevo informe sobre Economía de los Ecosistemas y Biodiversidad (TEEB), ambos en octubre. 

Con el informe TEEB, señaló, "la importancia económica de los bienes naturales del mundo ahora están firmemente en el radar político. Este estudio muestra el enorme valor económico de los bosques, del agua dulce, de los suelos y de los arrecifes de coral, así como los costos sociales y económicos de sus pérdidas". 

Como ejemplo, Settele señaló el valor económico de las abejas. "Gracias al TEEB, ahora sabemos que, cuando las abejas polinizan la flora en el mundo, producen un enorme valor económico", dijo. 

El TEEB estimó que la polinización mundial realizada por las abejas en 2005 equivalió a un valor económico de 153.000 millones de euros (unos 200.000 millones de dólares). 

En la décima Conferencia de las Partes de la Convención sobre Diversidad Biológica, celebrada en octubre en Nagoya, líderes mundiales aprobaron medidas clave para proteger la biodiversidad, como la meta de eliminar para 2030 todos los subsidios a prácticas agrícolas y de pesca que aniquilan la flora y fauna. Estas subvenciones llegan a 670.000 millones de dólares en todo el mundo. 

Kai Frobel, profesor de geología y ecología en la alemana Universidad de Bayreuth, elogió la conferencia de Nagoya como un importante paso hacia la protección internacional de la biodiversidad. 

Frobel dijo a IPS que la implementación de esas medidas constituye una prueba de fuego a la voluntad política de los líderes europeos para cumplir sus propios compromisos ambientales. 

Los subsidios oficiales para la agricultura y la pesca europea constituyen la mayor parte del presupuesto de la UE, y deben ser revisados antes de 2013. "Veremos… si los gobiernos de Francia y Alemania están dispuestos a seguir gastando el dinero de los contribuyentes para financiar la destrucción de la naturaleza", dijo Frobel. 

El científico también elogió la decisión en Nagoya de incluir pautas para regular el acceso a los bienes de la naturaleza y compartir equitativamente sus beneficios. Según una cláusula, los países industrializados deben pagar a las naciones en desarrollo cada vez que utilizan sus recursos biológicos, incluyendo material genético. 

Además, el acuerdo de Nagoya establece la expansión de nuevas áreas protegidas. "Todas esas medidas constituyen un claro progreso hacia la protección de la biodiversidad", destacó Frobel. 

No obstante, subrayó que las palabras deben traducirse en acciones. 

"Las medidas deben ser implementadas", alertó. "Hasta ahora, el acuerdo de Nagoya constituye solamente una declaración vinculante de intenciones. Nagoya sólo será un éxito si las medidas que acordaron los líderes mundiales allí en octubre pasado son efectivamente puestas en práctica". 

El científico teme que la biodiversidad desaparezca de la agenda política el año próximo. "En 2011, la UE deberá negociar su política agrícola para después de 2013, y por tanto el tema de la biodiversidad estará presente en Europa", afirmó. "De otra manera, la biodiversidad no dominará la agenda política como lo hizo en 2010". 
Frobel llamó a sus colegas en todo el mundo a promover la protección de la diversidad biológica. "La biodiversidad debe convertirse en una parte integral de los planes de estudio en la educación elemental, para enseñarle a las generaciones más jóvenes que aprecien el valor social y económico de la flora y fauna", sostuvo. 

"Las personas también deben darse cuenta de que el cuidado de la biodiversidad no significa proteger alguna especie en particular, sino de los ecosistemas completos", añadió. 
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The Independent (UK): Tax on carbon: The only way to save our planet?

4th December 2011

He first warned about climate change 30 years ago. Now James Hansen wants us to get serious about a tax on carbon. He tells Phil England why it's our last chance.
Grave warning: Climate scientist Professor James Hansen , who has spent the past 30 years advising US administrations from Jimmy Carter to George W Bush, says action must be taken now.
Professor James Hansen's last formal engagement was delivering a keynote paper to the American Geophysical Union Autumn meeting. After that, he spent the holidays not enjoying wintry walks or taking advantage of the sales, but doing something altogether more industrious. "I'm writing a paper to provide the scientific basis for [law] suits against the government – just to make them do their job," he says.

Hansen, director of the Nasa Goddard Institute for Space Studies and one of the world's leading climate scientists, has not always been as politically engaged as he is now. He had hoped that politicians would respond to the scientific community by taking action to minimise the risks from climate change. But over the course of 30 years advising US administrations from Jimmy Carter to George W Bush, he has seen how the influence of the energy companies has corrupted the political process. Now with just a small window of opportunity left in which to stabilise our climate before it slips out of our control, he has been busying himself with writing to key heads of state around the globe, advocating civil resistance against the coal industry and getting himself arrested while campaigning against mountain-top removal coal mining. 

After his famous testimony before a Congressional committee in 1988 that human-induced global warming had begun, Hansen spent the next 15 years turning down most requests for talks and interviews, preferring to focus on research. He overcame his reticence in 2004, when he became angered by the Bush administration's political interference in climate science. He was seized by the need to ensure the public had the facts about the risks posed by climate change, but he also became outspoken on policy issues, crossing a line that many scientists steer clear of. 

"I realised that if we [scientists] don't help to connect the dots from what the science says to what the implications are for policy, then those dots get connected by people who have special interests," says Hansen, explaining his decision. "I think scientists are able to be objective. Governments just don't face the facts clearly. And it's scary because as scientists we can see what the implications are for our own children and grandchildren." 

At a time when many scientists are on the back foot after the pre-Copenhagen attack on the climate science initiated by the release of internal emails by researchers based at University of East Anglia, it's a brave position to take. It's also one that was recognised in 2006 when the American Association for the Advancement of Science honoured him with its Scientific Freedom and Responsibility Award for "his courageous and steadfast advocacy in support of scientists' responsibilities to communicate their scientific opinions and findings openly and honestly on matters of public importance". 

In 2008 he published a landmark paper along with some ten co-authors, "Target Atmospheric CO2: Where Should Humanity Aim?" which redefined our understanding of what constitutes dangerous climate change. Its conclusion that we need to reduce the levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere from 390 parts per million (ppm) to below 350, set the stage for a global campaign to put the number 350 at the heart of international climate policy. By the time of the UN climate talks in Copenhagen in December 2009, a majority of more than 100 countries had signed up to the target. But the weak agreement that emerged from the UN talks in Cancun does not endorse the 350 figure and instead refers to the outdated threshold for average global temperature rise of 2C. 

"Two degrees Celsius is guaranteed disaster," says Hansen scornfully. "It is equivalent to the early Pliocene epoch [between 5.5 and 2.5 million years ago] when the sea level was 25m higher. What we don't know is how long it takes ice sheets to disintegrate, but we know we'd be starting a process which then is going to be out of control. Because the way it works – the planet is out of energy balance, most of the additional energy is going into the ocean, which melts the ice shelves, which then allows the ice sheets to discharge ice more rapidly – if you want to stop that and you've pushed it up to two degrees, then you've got to cool off the ocean. Well that's going to take hundreds of years. So you would have a situation which can't be fixed except with some geo-engineering, which is a pretty awful inheritance to leave for our children." 

For Hansen, the recent UN talks were doomed to failure since they did not address what he calls "the fundamentals". The starting point should be recognising the physical boundary constraints of the Earth's climate system and working out how to live within them. 

"We've reached a point where it's clear we can't burn all the coal or unconventional fossil fuels [such as oil from tar sands, deepwater drilling and sources revealed by melting ice]. We've got to phase them out. The large pools of oil and gas that are readily available to Russia, Saudi Arabia and the Middle Eastern countries is enough to get us well over 450ppm." 

At the UN talks, the rich countries still had high expectations that markets in carbon dioxide would play a central role in the final deal agreed in Durban, South Africa at the end of 2011. Carbon markets, or what's often called "cap and trade", provide access to "offsets" for rich countries which allow them to buy in carbon reductions from developing countries instead of reducing emissions within their national borders. However a 2008 Stanford University study found these supposed carbon cuts to be largely illusory. 

For some time Hansen has been on record slamming this approach. He says that in talks with officials in the UK, the US, Norway, Sweden, Australia, Japan and Netherlands, government representatives all say they will bring down emissions by using carbon markets. "You can prove that this is horseshit because they're building more coal plants. The fossil-fuel industry wants to continue with something close to business as usual and that is what they get with cap and trade and with offsets. But governments are supposed to be operating for the benefit of citizens not for the benefit of powerful industries that have money." 

Hansen's solution is a framework built around the introduction of a carbon tax in both the US and China, and he has recently turned his attention to focusing on the benefits to China from adopting this approach. 

"It's as certain that as long as fossil fuels are the cheapest energy, we will just keep burning them. So we have to put a tax on carbon which rises over time. China has said flat out that they will not accept a cap. However, China has every reason to tax carbon because they have invested a lot in carbon-free energy. They're now number one in production of solar, wind and nuclear. But clean energy is not going to take over from dirty energy if fossil fuels remain the cheapest. So they need to put a price on carbon within their country and they're now actually thinking about that. They can see that economically they will be better off if the world starts to move towards clean energy, as they will be in a great position to sell these technologies to the rest of us. 

They want to solve their air pollution and water pollution problems; they don't want to have the fossil-fuel addiction that has the United States sending soldiers all around the world; they don't want to suffer the climate damages because they are much more vulnerable than most countries." 

Hansen's idea is that 100 per cent of the revenue collected from a carbon tax is returned in equal amounts to citizens, which means that those with lower carbon footprints are likely to be better off. In his latest book, Storms of My Grandchildren, Hansen says that Congress liked cap and trade because "it thinks the public will not figure out that it is a tax" and a tax in which energy companies and financial speculators reap the dividends. 

Daphne Wysham, a fellow at the Institute for Policy Studies think tank, is part of a growing coalition that supports the idea of a carbon tax. With cap and trade legislation a dead duck in the new Republican-dominated House of Representatives, Wysham figures that campaigners in the US have two years to start educating the public about the benefits of "tax and rebate" before the political complexion of Congress shifts again. In the meantime she's bullish about the potential for US action. "We may exceed the targets that the US has put on the table through a switch to natural gas from coal and a ramping up of wind energy; in addition, there's a major pushback from the grassroots against existing and proposed coal-fired electricity plants based on their mercury and other emissions." But however the political climate changes, and despite the shifting sands of globalisation, Hansen will be using his expertise to try and avert a toxic timebomb for our descendants and their planet. 
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The Guardian (UK): Chris Huhne promises Britain will speed up switch to green energy

3rd January 2011

• Oil price reaches $92 a barrel – highest since October 2008 
• UK energy target of getting 15% from renewables by 2020

UK investment in green energy projects has started to pick up particularly in offshore wind farms. Photograph Murdo MacLeod 

Chris Huhne, the energy and climate change secretary, has accused Labour of leaving a "pretty damn poor" legacy on renewables, as oil prices hit their highest for more than two years.

Labour were in power for 13 years but had "only began to change right at the end", Huhne told the Guardian in an interview.

But he promised that over the next decade Britain would increase the amount of energy it gets from renewable sources more quickly than any other state in the European Union.

According to the latest official figures, in 2008 the UK ranked third from bottom on renewable energy in the EU ahead of only Luxembourg and Malta.

"We are exceeded in our paucity of delivery only by Malta and Luxembourg. This is the legacy we have inherited. The essential legacy is pretty damn poor. We have got massive catch up. We will be the fastest improving country on renewables in the EU between now and 2020. I'm absolutely determined about that and it will happen."

The UK has been sluggish in getting its renewable industry off the ground, but investment has started to pick up dramatically in the last few years, particularly in offshore wind farms.

A recent report carried out by Bloomberg Energy Finance for Pew Charitable Trusts forecast that, based on current policies, $114bn (£73bn) would be invested in renewable energy in Britain between 2010 and 2020, the fourth highest amount in the world. Germany will spend more, but its rate of investment will fall, according to the report. Huhne's comments will reassure environmentalists that David Cameron's post-election pledge to be the "greenest government ever" remains a priority.

The government consulted its advisory body, the Committee on Climate Change (CCC), on whether to increase Britain's existing challenging target to derive 15% of energy from renewables by 2020, which Tony Blair had signed up to. Chairman Lord Turner advised against it. Huhne explains: "The CCC said 'nice try you are going to have enough difficulty meeting that one [the existing target], don't get too ambitious, learn to walk before you can run'. They put it more politely but that's what they told me."

But he argues that oil would still need to be produced from environmentally sensitive deepwater areas such as the Shetland Islands, despite the risks evidenced by BP's Gulf of Mexico disaster last April.

"Although I am a great believer in much of what Greenpeace argues and I hear what they say about leaving oil in the ground West of Shetland, the reality is that we have a transition to a low carbon economy. It's like turning an oil tanker around. This is not a dinghy it's very, very big – probably an eco-tanker. It will take a lot of time and energy to turn it round."

He says that banning drilling off the Shetlands, as Greenpeace has argued, would not stop drilling in countries which have lax safety standards.

"It [the alternative] wouldn't be no deepwater drilling, it would be that it would be going on in places which are much less capable than we are of insisting on high environmental standards."

Today crude oil prices hit their highest level since October 2008, at just over $92 a barrel in New York.

Analysts polled by news service Bloomberg forecast an average price of $87 in 2011, the second highest average ever, and compared to an average of just below $80 for 2010.

The average price rose by 15% last year compared to 2009, following a 78% annual surge in 2009 as the global economy recovered from the downturn.
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The Independent (UK): We bin 10 Wembleys full of food a year – what a waste of energy

2nd January 2011

Wales has shown the way by collecting and reusing kitchen rubbish, but most UK councils lag behind

Thousands of tons of food are being needlessly buried or burned as councils across the UK fail to meet recommendations on how to deal with biodegradable waste. An Independent on Sunday survey of local authorities has revealed that while the vast majority collect garden waste for composting, less than half pick up food waste separately from general household rubbish.

As a result, food waste that could be used for composting or to generate power is being sent for landfill or incineration. But there is growing opposition to the spread of a new generation of incinerators across the UK. More than 80 sites have been earmarked as part of a so-called "dash for ash", which could see the amount of household waste that is burnt more than double. 

Many councils also warn that public sector cutbacks mean they can no longer afford to implement rubbish separation and collection plans.

UK households throw away enough food each year to fill 10 Wembley stadiums, according to Wrap, the government-funded waste reduction adviser. Yet only 173 of 380 councils who responded to the survey offer any form of kerbside food collection. While all councils in Wales collect food separately, other UK countries are lagging behind.

EU guidelines require countries to establish prevention – reducing the amount of rubbish from the outset – as a top priority in waste management. After that, priorities include preparing material for reuse or other recovery (such as energy recovery); and, lastly, disposal (such as landfill). Wrap suggests UK households throw away around 8.3 million tons of food and drink – worth £12bn – every year.

Michael Warhurst, of Friends of the Earth, said: "We would urge the Government to fully enforce the hierarchy so that councils have to recycle food waste. If the Government is serious about being the greenest ever it should be doing this rather than having the European Parliament constantly going on about different collection methods." 

An IoS survey found that all 22 Welsh councils offer a separate food or combined food and garden waste collection. About 60 per cent of homes have access to food waste services and the Welsh Assembly has committed £34m between 2009 and 2011 to extend collections to every household.

Jane Davidson, the Assembly's environment minister, said waste prevention and home composting were first steps, but that the country wanted to ensure that thrown-away rubbish is utilised as far as possible. "This is a classic invest/save argument. The regulations are tightening and those authorities ahead of the game put themselves in a better position," she said. It is "short-sighted" to make cuts in the short term, with councils making decisions for 25 years in the future when deciding about waste.

However, some local councils argue that the cost of introducing food collections is prohibitive. A spokesman for East Lothian, where food constitutes 10 per cent of recyclable waste, estimates it would cost about £1m per year to introduce a food waste collection for its 40,000 households. 

The IoS survey found just over a third of Scotland's 32 councils offer food waste collections, including small-scale trials. A Scottish government spokesman said it was consulting on measures, including banning food from landfill, which would complement work by the government-funded body, Zero Waste Scotland, to collect food waste, develop composting and anaerobic digestion facilities and develop markets for recycled material. 

In Northern Ireland, 65 per cent of its 26 councils offer food recycling and officials expect this to increase. The Northern Ireland Executive's environment department last year made £5m available to councils to promote the development of recycling and composting infrastructure, with successful bids from 16 projects so far. 

A spokesman said the department was also developing "higher aspirational targets" in excess of the EU directive commitment of recycling 50 per cent of household waste by 2020. In November, Wales became the first UK country to introduce statutory recycling and composting targets for local authorities. It aims to recycle 70 per cent of waste by 2025.

Only 41 per cent of the 300 English councils responding to the survey collect food separately. The research, conducted between last August and November, revealed huge disparities. For example, while two-thirds of eastern England's councils have food collections, none in the North-east do. Within eastern England, all Hertfordshire councils boast kerbside food recycling schemes, but only around a half in neighbouring Essex provide a similar service. 

Some councils collect organic material separately but fail to compost it. Herefordshire sends garden waste collected through its kerbside scheme to landfill. However, garden waste taken to household waste sites is composted by a different contractor. A council spokeswoman said it was not easy to change long contracts. 

The Isle of Wight sends separately collected food waste to its gasification plant to generate energy, following the closure of its contractor's in-vessel composting facility in 2009. A spokeswoman said it maintained the separate collection to record tonnage data and because it would be costly to withdraw the service and then have to reintroduce it should other facilities become available.

Most the councils surveyed treat separated food waste via a process called in-vessel composting. But, a Wrap report last year showed that anaerobic digestion – a source of 100 per cent renewable energy – is the preferable option for dealing with food waste. The process produces a methane-rich biogas that can generate heat and power, plus a soil improver. According to the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), there are 37 such plants in the UK, with another 60 planned. It suggests digesting one ton of food waste rather than sending it to landfill cuts greenhouse gas emissions and saves up to one ton of CO2 equivalent.

Lincolnshire County Council, which recycles just under 52 per cent of its rubbish, recently signed a 25-year contract to send "non-recyclable waste" – including food – to a £145m energy-from-waste facility at North Hykeham from mid-2013. Ian Taylor, waste operations team leader, said the main drawback of anaerobic digestion was that it dealt only with food, and Lincolnshire faced a bigger problem with other non-recyclable waste ahead of EU fines for excess landfilling and rising landfill tax. Its seven district councils would also need to make investments "beyond their means" to create separate food collection systems, he added.

The coalition has pledged to increase anaerobic digestion, with Defra due to publish an action plan this year.
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The Telegraph (UK): Wind turbines 'less efficient than claimed'
2nd January 2011

Wind turbines are 25 per cent less effective than the renewable energy industry claims, according to research. 

The John Muir Trust (JMT), one of Scotland's leading conservation bodies, has challenged the common assertion that wind farms run at an average of 30 per cent capacity over a year. 

A study carried out for the Trust into the energy generated by dozens of wind farms, the majority of which are in Scotland, between November 2009 and last month, found they actually ran at 22 per cent of capacity. 

Campaigners insist the figures, drawn from data provided by the National Grid, challenge the role of wind farms as an efficient source of renewable energy. 

They said hundreds of wind farms had secured planning permission across Scotland based on inaccurate assumptions of their output. 

"This analysis shows that over the course of a year, the average load factor fell well short of what the industry claims, yet the 30 per cent figure is peddled at every public inquiry into a proposed wind farm," said Helen McDade, head of policy at the JMT. "This data is needed to counter that hype." 

The JMT examined the performance of 47 wind farms capable of producing 2,430 megawatts (MW) of green energy. They include Whitelee wind farm, near Glasgow, which comprises 322 turbines, and the 164-turbine Crystal Rig 2 development in East Lothian. Apart from Burbo Bank, Barrow and Thanet, which are offshore sites south of the border, all of the wind farms are in Scotland. 

The research found over 395 days, the wind farms could have produced 17,586,000 MW hours of energy running at full capacity. In reality, 3,881,900MW hours was generated, equivalent to 22.07 per cent. 

And over the past two years, wind generation across the sites fell below 20MW on 123 separate days for a combined duration of 25 days. For a total of nine days, output dipped below 10MW, barely enough power to boil 3,300 household kettles. 

The website of RenewableUK, which represents about 650 wind and marine companies, states that over a year, a turbine will generate about 30 per cent of the theoretical maximum output. 

"This is not a snapshot of wind energy output, it is a robust appraisal over a significant period of time," said Stuart Young, who was commissioned to investigate wind power by JMT. "It doesn't matter how many wind farms you build, if the wind isn't blowing, the blades aren't turning." 

Niall Stuart, chief executive of Scottish Renewables, which represents renewable energy companies in Scotland, said the winter of 2009/10 was one of the calmest on record and that it was "no surprise" output figures for the year were below average. 

He said: "It's well understood that there are variations within and between years, but no form of electricity works at 100 per cent capacity 100 per cent of the time." 

A spokesman for the Scottish government said it was on track to exceed a target of meeting 31 per cent of electricity demand from renewables by 2011. He said wind energy would play a part in hitting an 80 per cent target by 2020. 

"Our approach to low-carbon electricity is broad and includes improving our energy efficiency and generating more electricity from renewable sources – including wind turbines offshore and onshore, hydro, wave, tidal, and biomass-combined heat and power – as well as the use of carbon capture and storage technology." 

Meanwhile, the SNP is seeking full devolution of the Crown Estate to ensure Scotland benefits from the offshore renewable energy boom. The Crown Estate is responsible for about half of Scotland's foreshore and the seabed out to a 12 nautical-mile limit. 
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Reuters: Tessera sells Calico solar project to K Road Power

29th December 2010

NTR’s Tessera Solar has sold its 663.5-megawatt Calico solar power project to K Road Power less than a week after utility Southern California Edison canceled a long-standing contract to buy electricity from the power plant that was to be built in the Mojave Desert.

Terms of the sale were not disclosed.

The deal is the latest twist for Calico, which nine weeks ago won approval from California and federal regulators after being put on a fast track so as to qualify for then-expiring tax incentives for renewable energy projects.

Tessera also received the green light for its 709-megawatt Imperial Valley solar power plant but had not secured the financing to build the $4.6 billion pair of projects.

K Road said a subsidiary, K Road Sun, will replace Tessera’s SunCatcher Stirling dish technology with photovoltaic panels for a 750-megawatt phase of the project but will use the solar dishes in a second, 100-megawatt phase.

The parent company, based in New York City, is run by William V. Kriegel, a former chief executive of Sithe Energies, a power developer.

“We are excited to move the Calico Solar Project into a financeable position,” Gerrit Nicholas, K Road’s managing partner, said in a statement.

But the road ahead could  be a long one for K Road.

The sale, the loss of the Southern California Edison power purchase agreement and the reconfiguration of the project likely means K Road’s plans will need to undergo further environmental review by the California Energy Commission and the United States Bureau of Land Management, which is leasing the land for Calico.

“K Road is in ongoing discussions with both and while they will have to have some of the permits amended, K Road is optimistic that will happen,” Anton Nicholas, a K Road spokesman, said in an e-mail.

Regulators had insisted the project be reduced from the planned 850 megawatts to 663.6 megawatts to reduce the impact on the desert landscape and protected wildlife.

Nicholas said Calico is K Road’s first publicly announced solar project.

On Monday, a Native American organization and other plaintiffs filed a lawsuit in United States District Court in San Diego alleging that the federal government failed to adequately consider the environmental and cultural impact of six large-scale solar projects, including Calico and Imperial Valley. In a statement, Tessera said it is continuing efforts to obtain financing to build the Imperial Valley project.

Earlier this month, a federal judge  issued a preliminary injunction barring the start of construction until a suit filed by the Quechan Native American tribe could be heard. The Quechan contend the federal government failed to adequately consult the tribe about the impact of the project on their ancestral lands.
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AFP: Ombudsman probes 'outdated' Hong Kong pollution rules

4th January 2011
Hong Kong's Ombudsman is probing why the city has not changed its air quality standards since the late 1980s despite increasingly vocal criticism of pollution in the global financial hub.

The watchdog has sent a letter to the territory's government asking for an explanation of its outdated air quality objectives, said Thomas Choi, a senior environmental affairs officer at Friends of the Earth Hong Kong.

"The government has said it would update the (Air Quality Objectives), but nothing has happened," he told AFP on Tuesday.

Choi said the watchdog's probe would last between three and six months, although its findings are non-binding.

The Ombudsman's office -- which acted on a complaint filed by Choi -- declined comment Tuesday, citing privacy laws.

The investigation comes as Hong Kong is set to record its worst-ever year for roadside air quality, according to government figures for 2010, sparking renewed calls for action on the hot-button public health issue.

Emissions from the factory belt in southern China, which seep over Hong Kong's border, combined with local emissions from power plants and transport, have generated a thick blanket of haze over the teeming metropolis in recent years.

New air quality standards in line with World Health Organization recommendations were presented to the city's Legislative Council last summer, the first update since 1987, but no further action has been taken, Choi said.

The city's Environmental Protection Department said it had received the ombudsman's letter, but declined to comment on Choi's complaint.

"Similar to the handling of any other complaints to the Ombudsman about air pollution, we would cooperate with the Ombudsman by providing the necessary information but would not comment on individual cases," it said in statement e-mailed to AFP on Tuesday.

The department added that it was "considering carefully the relevant policy aspects and implementation details with an aim to find the best way forward".

A survey released last month by public policy think tank Civic Exchange found one-quarter of residents would like to leave Hong Kong to escape its pollution.

Green groups say authorities' efforts to combat the problem -- including fitting old buses with emissions-busting devices -- fall woefully short.
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Time: The Northeast Snowstorms: One More Sign of Climate Change

3rd January 2011

It's become as much a winter tradition as eggnog at Christmas and champagne on New Year's Eve - the first major snowstorm of the year bringing out the climate-change skeptics. And the bona fide blizzard that has frozen much of the Northeast just a few days after winter officially began definitely qualifies as major. But while piles of snow blocking your driveway hardly conjure images of a dangerously warming world, it doesn't mean that climate change is a myth. The World Meteorological Organization recently reported that 2010 is almost certainly going to be one of the three warmest years on record, while 2001 to 2010 is already the hottest decade in recorded history. Indeed, according to some scientists, all of these events may actually be connected.

One theory is that a warmer Arctic may actually lead to colder and snowier winters in the northern mid-latitudes. Even as countries like Britain - suffering through the coldest December on record - deal with low temperatures and unusual snow, the Arctic has kept on warming, with Greenland and Arctic Canada experiencing the hottest year on record. Temperatures in that region have been 5.4°F to 7.2°F (3°C to 4°C) above normal in 2010. As a result, the Arctic sea-ice cover has continued to shrink; this September, the minimum summer sea-ice extent was more than 770,000 sq. mi. (2 million sq km) below the long-term average, and the third-smallest on record. Snow may be piling up in midtown Manhattan, but the Arctic is continuing its long-term meltdown. (See photos of the blizzard that slammed the Northeast.)
The loss of Arctic sea ice helps accelerate the warming of the atmosphere in the far north, thanks to what's known as the albedo effect. White ice reflects sunlight into space, cooling the air, but when ice melts and is replaced with dark ocean water, the effect is reversed and more of the sun's heat is absorbed. As the Arctic air warms, it raises the altitude of discrete areas of high pressure, which can then alter wind patterns. This, in turn, can weaken the jet stream, allowing more cold air to seep out of the Arctic and into Europe and the eastern U.S. As the authors of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's recent "Arctic Report Card" put it, "There is evidence that the effect of higher air temperatures in the lower Arctic atmosphere in fall is contributing to changes in the atmospheric circulation in both the Arctic and northern mid-latitudes. Winter 2009-2010 showed a new connectivity between mid-latitude extreme cold and snowy weather events and changes in the wind patterns of the Arctic; the so-called Warm Arctic–Cold Continents pattern." (See the top 10 green stories of 2010.)
The theory seems counterintuitive, but as Jeff Masters, a meteorologist who writes the great Wunder Blog at Weather Underground, put it in a recent post, it makes sense: "This pattern is kind of like leaving the refrigerator door ajar - the refrigerator warms up, but all the cold air spills out into the house." The planet overall is still warming - and the Arctic fastest of all - but the cold air from the far north can result in biting winter weather and major storms, for a while at least.

That's not the only theory. Judah Cohen, the director of seasonal forecasting at the environmental research firm AER, has written that increasing seasonal snow cover in Siberia may drive extreme winter weather. Even as the planet has continued to warm and the Arctic has melted, seasonal snow cover has increased in Siberia, especially north of high Asian mountain ranges like the Himalayas. (As the climate warms overall, the atmosphere can hold more moisture, which can lead to more precipitation - falling as snow in places like Siberia that remain relatively cold.) All that Siberian snow creates a dome of cold air near the mountains, which bends the passing jet stream. Instead of flowing west to east, the jet stream moves in a more north to south fashion, carrying cold air south from the Arctic in the eastern U.S. and in Europe. (See photos of climate change in Europe.)
Cohen's theory isn't accepted by all climate and weather scientists, but the National Science Foundation has said that in past years his model has predicted winter weather more accurately than traditional forecasts. Of course, it's important to remember that weather isn't the same as climate - a single storm, or even a single cold winter, can tell us little about the overall climate. Anomalies do happen, and sometimes they dump 20 inches (50 cm) of snow on Central Park. The systems that govern weather on this planet are incredibly complex, and our ability to understand why individual events occur - and to forecast them for the future - is still imperfect.

That more than anything is what drives - and distorts - so much of the stubborn debate over climate change. Just because climate models predict that the planet will continue to heat up in the future as we continue to pour greenhouse-gas emissions into the atmosphere doesn't mean that warming will be a steady, even process. Far from it - and as parts of the planet warm far faster than others, extreme events, including winter ones, may become more common. New Yorkers cursing Al Gore as they dig out their cars should recall this past July - the second hottest month on record in the city. (Comment on this story.) 

Unfortunately, that unpredictability is going to make adapting to a warmer world even tougher. As climate change appears to trigger harsher winter events in parts of the world, that's not an effect that will last forever. As the world warms, even cold air from the Arctic or Siberia may not be enough to offset the greenhouse effect, and major snowstorms like the one the Northeast just experienced could be a thing of the past. That might make for less snow shoveling - but on the whole, it won't be a very pleasant planet to live on.
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The Independent (UK): 'Biblical' floods displace 200,000 Queenslanders

2nd December 2011

Area the size of France and Germany combined is swamped after days of torrential rainfall.
The worst floods in Queensland's history, described yesterday as "a disaster of biblical proportions", have swamped an area the size of France and Germany combined and displaced more than 200,000 people.

With 22 towns inundated following Australia's wettest spring on record, many Queenslanders endured a miserable start to the new year. The next few days are forecast to be no better, with swollen rivers expected to rise still further before starting to subside later this week. As the Queen sent "sincere sympathies" to those affected, the state government began counting the cost, which will include not only a massive clean-up bill, but also lost farming, mining and tourism income. 

A giant inland sea, peppered with islands of dry land crowded with stranded livestock, stretches across Queensland. Yesterday small boats and helicopters ferried people and emergency supplies around. In the tropical north of the state, authorities warned that the rains – which have inundated coal mines and cut major highways – might have washed crocodiles and poisonous snakes into flooded homes.

For families living in evacuation centres, unable even to return home to assess the damage, the situation could hardly be more depressing. The Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, who announced a disaster relief fund after touring the flood-stricken town of Bundaberg, said yesterday that the crisis was still far from over.

The floods, caused by six river systems breaking their banks following torrential rains, are a reminder of the extremes of the Australian climate. An end to the prolonged drought was announced in Queensland only a fortnight ago; now farmers are contemplating vast acres of ruined crops. In Victoria and South Australia, meanwhile, searing temperatures have triggered major bushfire alerts.

In Queensland, the flood-ravaged towns include Theodore, where the entire 300-strong population has been evacuated and the Dawson river – already at 49 feet – has yet to peak. With the floodwaters making their way towards the sea, the coastal city of Rockhampton – home to nearly 77,000 people – was cut off yesterday, with roads flooded and the airport closed to commercial flights.

Residents were evacuated from low-lying areas, and the Rockhampton mayor, Brad Carter, warned that 40 per cent of the city could be affected by the time the Dawson peaks on Wednesday. He said people who refused to leave their homes would be forcibly removed, for their own safety. He also predicted that the airport might have to remain shut for up to three weeks.

In the central Queensland town of Emerald, 80 per cent of which was submerged last week, the picture was slightly more cheering yesterday, with a limited number of people expected to be allowed home after the Nogoa river receded slightly. Aerial shots show that at least 1,000 properties have been flooded, while another 3,000 have been damaged. The mayor, Peter Maguire, said it could be months before life returned to normal.

The Department of Community Safety said supplies of food and bedding were delivered by road and by military aircraft on Friday to the towns of Rockhampton, Emerald, Springsure and Blackwater in Central Queensland.

The waters have also retreated in the sugar town of Bundaberg, where authorities have begun cleaning up. But other communities – such as Condamine, in the Darling Downs region – could remain abandoned for another week.

"In many ways, it is a disaster of biblical proportions," Andrew Fraser, the state's treasurer, told Australian Broadcasting Corporation radio. "The list of towns affected is a long one. The cost to the state will be huge – both in direct costs, such as rebuilding roads and other damaged infrastructure, and providing relief payments to families, but also in lost income while the mining, agriculture and tourism sectors recover."

Anna Bligh, the premier of Queensland, has said the recovery will cost "literally billions of dollars".

Four Army Blackhawk helicopters and a Chinook were on standby yesterday to make food drops to isolated properties. 

The Queen said she had been following news of the floods "with great concern", and sent her sympathies to "all the people whose communities and livelihoods have been so badly damaged".
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AP: Munich Re: Costs of catastrophes jumped in 2010

3rd January 2011
A leading reinsurer said Monday that extreme natural catastrophes in 2010, including severe earthquakes, floods and heat waves, led to the sixth-highest total of insurers' losses since 1980 and showed evidence of climate change.

Munich Re AG said in its annual review that insured losses came in at $37 billion (euro27.69 billion) this year, up from $22 billion in 2009. It said total economic losses, including losses not covered by insurance, rose to $130 billion from last year's $50 billion.

"The high number of weather-related natural catastrophes and record temperatures both globally and in different regions of the world provide further indications of advancing climate change," the company said in a statement.

Altogether a total of 950 natural catastrophes were recorded last year, including five "great natural catastrophes:" the earthquakes in Haiti, Chile and central China, the heat wave in Russia and the floods in Pakistan.

This total makes 2010 the year with the second-highest number of natural catastrophes since 1980, according to Munich Re.

The company wrote that 2010 not only resulted in substantial losses, but also an exceptionally high number of fatalities. More than 220,000 people were killed in the earthquake in Haiti in January, making it one of the most devastating earthquakes in the last 100 years.

The heat wave in Russia between July and September led to burning forests, with fires threatening nuclear facilities and areas where the ground had been contaminated by the radioactive fallout from Chernobyl.

"At least 56,000 people died as a result of heat and air pollution, making it the most deadly disaster in Russia's history," the reinsurer wrote.

In Pakistan, floods following extreme monsoon rainfall covered one quarter of the country for weeks. The overall loss totaled $9.5 billion — "an extremely high amount for Pakistan's emerging economy," the annual report said.

Munich Re also said that 2010 was one of the severest hurricane seasons in the past 100 years, but that, fortunately, "most of the storms remained over the open sea."

Altogether, there were 19 named tropical cyclones and 12 of these storms attained hurricane strength.

Munich Re also mentioned in its report the eruption of the volcano Eyjafjallajokull in Iceland in April, which brought European air traffic to a standstill. While there were few direct damages, the interruptions in supplies and important goods to industrial firms meant that the event ended up costing billions.
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The Telegraph (UK): Farming subsidies face 'green' reform

3rd January 2011

Farmers will be expected to do more to protect the environment in future if they want to pick up European subsidies, Caroline Spelman, the Environment Secretary, has warned. 

In a speech to the Oxford Farming Conference, Mrs Spelman will set out the UK’s position on reform of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). 

In the past the scheme has been criticised for allowing ‘grain mountains and butter lakes’. 

But from 2013 ‘greening’ of the system will transform the agricultural landscape of Europe. 

Mrs Spelman said in future the subsidies should be more focused on ‘public good’ so that farmers are paid for looking after the landscape, in addition to a basic rate of income support. 

She also called on reform to encourage a more sustainable way of farming so that wildlife does not suffer in return for food production. 

 “We need a CAP that will help producers and consumers alike move towards a model where the true cost of producing food is included in its price – one where the industry no longer relies on subsidies for its commercial viability and recognise the economic imperative of environmental sustainability,” she said. 

At €55 billion (£48.5 billion), the CAP accounts for 42 percent of the EU budget, making it the largest agricultural aid programme in the world. The annual cost to every citizen is around £95. 

In the UK more than £2 billion is distributed to farmers annually. 

For some years there has been a slow movement away from paying farmers for what they produce, and towards rewarding them for their stewardship of the countryside. 

However reform will be controversial in Europe, especially in the UK, France and Germany, where large farmers stand to lose out if subsidies are cut for food production and acreage. 

The UK Government will lobby for a more market-based approach, rather than handouts, in order to encourage more efficient farming. 

Mrs Spelman said farmers should also be paid to do things like leaving margins for wildlife, planting hedgerows and digging ponds. 

“This generation should be the one that reverses the loss of species. A generation which secures a healthy natural world for the future and one which properly values and protects the benefits that nature gives us,” she said. 

On domestic policy, Mrs Spelman promised to cut red tape and work with farmers to get a fairer deal from supermarkets. 

Peter Kendall, President of the National Farmers Union, feared that food production will suffer if reforms go too far in the direction of environmental protection, as farmers will be paid to take livestock off the hills or allow land to ‘re-wild’. 

He said the CAP reforms must encourage more efficient production of food across Europe - especially as world population grows and food security becomes increasingly important. He said reforms could reward ‘precision farming’, that uses computers to ensure just the right amount of fertiliser is used, and more ‘climate change friendly’ farming, such as feeding cattle to reduce methane. 

“The CAP should be what it says on the tin, a Common Agricultural Policy, not a Quasi-Enviromental Policy,” he said. 
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AP: Tea off: India's farmers say climate changing brew

31st December 2010

In this humid, lush region where an important part of the world's breakfast is born, the evidence of climate change is — literally — a weak tea.

Growers in tropical Assam state, India's main tea growing region, say rising temperatures have led not only to a drop in production but to subtle, unwelcome changes in the flavor of their brews.

The area in northeastern India is the source of some of the finest black and British-style teas. Assam teas are notable for their heartiness, strength and body, and are often sold as "breakfast" teas.

"Earlier, we used to get a bright, strong cup. Now it's not so," said L.P. Chaliha, a professional tea taster.

Rajib Barooah, a tea planter in Jorhat, Assam's main tea growing district, agreed that the potent taste of Assam tea has weakened.

"We are indeed concerned," he said. "Assam tea's strong flavor is its hallmark."

Tea growers want the Indian government to fund studies to examine the flavor fallout from climate change.

Assam produces nearly 55 percent of the tea crop in India, a nation that accounts for 31 percent of global tea production. But the region's tea production has dipped significantly, and plantation owners fear it will drop further as temperatures rise and rainfall patterns change.

Assam produced 564,000 tons of tea in 2007, but slipped to 487,000 tons in 2009. The 2010 crop is estimated to be about 460,000 tons, said Dhiraj Kakaty, who heads the Assam Branch Indian Tea Association, an umbrella group of some 400 tea plantations.

The drop in production has squeezed consumers. Prices have gone up about 10 percent over the past year.

Mridul Hazarika, director of the Tea Research Association, one of the world's largest tea research centers, blames climate change for Assam's shortfall. He said the region's temperatures have risen 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit) over the last eight decades.

Scientists at the Tea Research Association are analyzing temperature statistics to determine links between temperature rise, consequent fluctuations in rainfall and their effect on tea yields.

"Days with sunshine were far fewer during the (monsoon) rains this year," Kakaty said, "leading to a shortfall in production and damp weather unfavorable for tea."

Dampness also aggravates bug attacks on the tea crop. Kakaty said a pest called the tea mosquito bug thrives in such weather and attacks fresh shoots of the tea bush. Restrictions on pesticide use because of environmental concerns have added to planters' woes.

The tea industry employs about 3 million people across India. Most live just a few steps above the poverty line.

They are not the only farmers in India suffering because of the weather. Warmer temperatures have cut sharply into wheat farmers' yield in northern India — their crops are maturing too quickly.

Nor are tea growers alone in their concern about how the climate is changing the taste of their product. French vintners, for instance, have seen the taste and alcohol content change for some wines, and are worried they could see more competition as climate change makes areas of northern Europe friendlier to wine-growing.

The U.N. science network foresees temperatures rising up to 6.4 degrees Celsius (11.5 degrees F) by 2100. NASA reported earlier this month that the January-November 2010 period was the warmest globally in the 131-year record. U.N. experts say countries' current voluntary pledges on emissions cuts will not suffice to keep the temperature rise in check. 

India has proposed a system for sharing technologies between rich and poor countries designed to free up funding and technologies for poor nations that need help coping with a warmer world. These projects include building barriers against rising seas, shifting crops threatened by drought, building water supply and irrigation systems, and improving health care to deal with diseases. 

Industrial countries have pledged $30 billion in emergency funds through 2012 to help poor countries prepare for climate change, and promised to raise $100 billion a year starting in 2020. Developing countries say at least half of those funds should go to adaptation measures, and the other half toward helping their economies shift to low-carbon growth. 

The United States has long refused to join the rest of the industrialized world in the Kyoto Protocol, the 1997 adjunct to the climate treaty that mandated modest emissions reductions by richer nations. The U.S. has said it would hurt their economy and exempt emerging economies such as China and India.
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The Guardian (UK): Forest of Dean protesters fight big woodland selloff

3rd January 2011

More than 3,000 people at rally pledge to defend 'the people's' trees from what they fear will be corporate land grab

There's been nothing quite like it in the ancient Forest of Dean since the last time a Conservative government tried to privatise Britain's largest oak forest.

In 1993, the threat to sell off 42 square miles of woodland between the rivers Severn and Wye in Gloucestershire was only repelled after huge protests by locals and ramblers. At the rally today more than 3,000 people, backed by celebrities, bishops, leading conservationists and politicians, pledged to defend "the people's" trees from what they fear will be a corporate land grab.

Today, more than 110,000 people had signed a petition against the coalition's proposed sale of all Forestry Commission land in England. Opposition to the sale of nearly 20% of all England's wooded area is fiercest in Gloucestershire where yellow ribbons and posters have been tied around thousands of trees.

If the public bodies bill, expected to be debated in the House of Lords within three weeks, becomes law, the entire 650,000-acre forestry commission estate in England could be sold to developers, charities and power companies, possibly raising hundreds of millions of pounds.

The government argues it wants more land to be forested and is hoping local communities will buy and manage much of the acreage put up for sale.

But objectors say the selloff is short-sighted and fear that woods will be bought by developers and energy companies who will limit access to trails and seek to fell as many trees as possible for a quick profit.

"It is extraordinary that one of the country's most ancient forests – a place of great beauty that is enjoyed by so many people – is also one of its least protected. The Forest of Dean … should continue to be managed as a whole for the widest public benefit," said the writer Bill Bryson, president of the Campaign to Protect Rural England.

"The green heart of Britain is not for sale," said conservationist David Bellamy.

No one climbed the trees as at the Newbury road protests in the 1990s, but as snow fell on the Forest of Dean objectors marched, sang songs and then ignited a bonfire built to resemble Big Ben to show their opposition to Westminster plans.

"This could be a turning point," said Jonathon Porritt, sustainable development adviser to the previous government.

"People have not woken up yet to the implications of this bill. This could be a turning point as people realise that all this rhetoric about the 'big society' is just another way of describing an ideological-led privatisation campaign."

"The people of the Forest of Dean have a rugged independence and the chances of the individuality of the area disappearing is high," said Christopher Hill, who is bishop of Guildford, but also a local resident.

Other forests or large areas of state-owned land managed by the commission and expected to be sold include the New Forest in Hampshire and Sherwood forest in Nottinghamshire.

More than 30 other crown forests as well as large areas of heathland and bogs currently managed by the Forestry Commission in England are expected to be sold.

"There are no guarantees that income from sales will be used to support forestry," said Hilary Allison, policy director of the Woodland Trust.
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Reuters: Ford to install engine start-stop technology on gasoline-powered cars

29th December 2010

Traffic jams could start to get quieter in 2012 when Ford begins to install its Auto Start-Stop technology on gasoline-powered cars sold in North America.

The technology, currently used on hybrid Ford vehicles, cuts off the engine when a car is stopped at a traffic light and switches it back on when the driver’s foot leaves the brake pedal.

Ford says Auto Start-Stop will improve fuel economy of conventional cars between four and 10 percent. And engine shutoffs will result in a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. (In car-congested metropolises like Los Angeles and Houston, one could also expect to see a reduction in air pollution if the technology was widely adopted.)

Improvements in internal combustion engine technology allow cars to re-start instantly, according to the vice president of power train engineering at Ford, Barb Samardzich.

“The direct-injection system, which sprays the exact amount of fuel directly into the precise location in the combustion chamber, helps enable extremely fast engine starts,” Ford said in a statement. “The system includes a light on the dash that alerts the driver when the engine is off and a special tachometer that moves the needle to a green zone when the engine is not running.”

The company said Auto Start-Stop will initially be available on cars and sport utility vehicles with four-cylinder engines and later offered on six-cylinder and eight-cylinder models.

The technology is already being rolled out in Europe on some gas and diesel-powered cars.

Other automakers’ electric hybrid cars, such as the Toyota Prius, shut down the engine at stops and very low speeds, relying on batteries to power the vehicle.
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The Guardian (UK): UK government launches £5,000 electric car grant scheme

1st January 2011

Electric cars are set to experience a breakthrough in 2011 fdue to a £5,000 car grant introduced by the government today, experts predict.

Motorists will have a choice of just one subsidised car to buy outright as the project is launched – the Mitsubishi i-MiEV – but should have a choice of nine or 10 fully electric and plug-in hybrid cars by 2012.

Among the first available to buy will be the Nissan Leaf in March, which is billed as the first mass-market electric car. It is currently being made in Japan and will be made in Sunderland from 2013 onwards.

It will join several models only available to lease from January, including the Peugot iOn, Citroen CZero and an electric version of the Smart fortwo.

"This is a breakthrough year," said Chris Paine, director of the cult documentary, Who Killed the Electric Car? "In the first time in 90 years, people will actually have a chance to buy electric cars from major carmakers. Tesla, Nissan and GM are first out of the gate and almost every other car company has announced plans to join the race in 2012 and beyond. That's what makes the next few years so exciting."

Paine has a new documentary out later this year, Revenge of the Electric Car, telling the story of the competition between the three rivals.

The plug-in car grant was conceived as a £230m incentive by the Labour government to cut the upfront cost of electric vehicles, which typically cost at least a third more than rival, conventional combustion engine cars. The subsidy survived the coalition's cuts with the proviso that it will be reviewed in 2012 – only the first year of funding, £43m or 8,600 cars, is guaranteed.

Although more expensive to buy, electric cars are cheaper to run than conventional ones. Edmund King, the AA's president, said a car such as the Leaf would cost 2p per mile to charge and run, compared to around 14p per mile for a similar-sized petrol or diesel car. They also pay no vehicle excise duty, have cheaper insurance premiums, are exempt from London's Congestion Charge and can be charged for free at some public car parks.

Other countries are offering or planning electric car grants, hoping to attract car manufacturers and supply chains to create green jobs. The US gives motorists a $7,300 (£4,708) tax credit for cars such as the Volt and Leaf, China offers electric car-makers £4,721 per car and France has a €5,000 (£4,240) grant scheme.

The transport secretary, Philip Hammond, said: "A few years ago, ultra-low emission cars with mass-market appeal appeared just a pipe dream. Now they are a reality and we can have all the convenience of the car without all the carbon that normally goes with it. Government action to support affordable vehicles and more local charging points means we are on the threshold of an exciting green revolution – 2011 could be remembered as the year the electric car took off."

"Global car-makers are now entering the fray," said Keith Johnston, who launched the pioneering G-Wiz electric car in the UK in 2005 and runs electric car consultancy connEVted, "which means some early electric car companies will fall by the wayside, but prices should also drop, which is good for consumers. I've seen a lot of headlines saying '2011 will be the year of the electric car'. Well, I think it could be."

Electric cars are seen as a means to cutting carbon emissions by 40% or more, improving air quality in cities and – in the case of US motoring giant GM, with its just-launched Chevy Volt – reviving car-markers' fortunes.

While just 55 electric cars were sold in the UK in 2009, with buyers holding off until today's grants took effect, the government's climate advisers, the Committee on Climate Change, says the country needs 1.7m of them by 2020 to help meet the country's tough carbon targets.

But analysts caution that electric cars' breakthrough in 2011 may be more symbolic than substantial. "It might be the first year people notice electric cars driving around – normal people rather than G-Wiz owners," said Andrew Close, European manager for powertrain forecasts at IHS Global Insight. "But 2011 will not see any breakthrough in volume [of cars on the road], though it will be a considerable jump from before. 2011 is way too early, £5,000 or not - the vehicles are expensive, constrained in supply and there are still too many good [conventional car] alternatives."

Close added that it is highly unlikely the first year of the grant fund will be fully spent, and that "optimistically" only around 4,300 will be sold before the scheme is reviewed next year. The climate committee's call for 1.7m electric cars in the UK by 2020 was extremely optimistic, he said, and would require batteries to become much cheaper and conventional cars far more expensive through taxation and fuel prices. A more realistic figure would be 0.8-1m cars by 2020. Nissan has received 350 pre-orders for the Leaf so far, part of a total of 27,000 pre-orders worldwide.

There are several potential roadblocks to electrifying Britain's fleet of 31m cars. Johnston warned of the uncertainty and "hiatus" that would occur if the government fails to continue the grant after its first year. "There was a government grant of £1,000 when we launched the G-Wiz [in 2005]. Two weeks later it disappeared, which killed the market," he said.

Paine said: "It's critical that government grants and incentives continue. Oil has been subsidised for years and that's allowed it a strangehold on the economy. For electric cars to really compete it needs help in the first years to get into truly mass production."

Public charging points to top up the cars are also in short supply, with just a few hundred in the UK, mostly in London.

The government does not even know exactly how many points currently exist, though it is putting £20m towards regional partnerships to install 4,000 points by 2015. Most of the new generation of electric cars have a maximum range of 100 miles.

And there are still some doubts over motorists' appetite to get behind the wheel. In Spain, which offered a grant up to €6,000 per car, a target of selling 2,000 electric cars last year was missed by a wide margin – just 16 had been registered by August.

Electric dreams

• Mitsubishi i-MiEV – to buy from January 2011. £28,990

• smart fortwo electric drive – on lease in January 2011 (but you won't be able to buy it until 2012. Lease and on-sale price yet to be agreed.

• Peugeot iOn – to lease from January 2011. £415 per month.

• Nissan Leaf – to buy from March 2011. £28,350.

• Tata Vista – to buy from "early summer" 2011. Price not yet agreed.

• Citroen CZero – lease from early 2011. £415 per month

• Vauxhall Ampera – to buy from early 2012. £33,995

• Toyota Prius Plug-in Hybrid – to buy from early 2012. No price yet, but latest Prius is £21,929, so expect around the £27,000 mark

• Chevrolet Volt – to buy from early 2012. Price not yet set.

• Tesla Roadster – available to buy now for £87,945. Technically eligible for grant, but has not completed registration process yet.
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The Guardian (UK): Rules eased to create more charging points for electric cars

2nd January 2011

Charging points for electric vehicles will be allowed on streets and in outdoor car parks without the need for planning permission.

Ministers hope that removing the bureaucratic barrier will encourage thousands of charging points to be built across the country, helping the faltering sale of electric cars. The Green party leader, Caroline Lucas, welcomed the move, which is due to be announced tomorrow, but warned that eco-friendly cars are "only as green as the electricity they run on". Lucas said: "Ministers must take action as well to boost the renewable energy industry."
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AP: China says it knows how to reprocess nuclear fuel

3rd January 2011

Chinese scientists have mastered the technology for reprocessing fuel from nuclear power plants, potentially boosting the supplies of carbon-free electricity to keep the country's economy booming, state television reported Monday.

The breakthrough will extend by many times the amount of power that can be generated from China's nuclear plants as fissile and fertile materials are recovered to be new fuel, CCTV said.

Several European countries, Russia, India and Japan already reprocess nuclear fuel — the actual materials used to make nuclear energy — to separate and recover the unused uranium and plutonium, reduce waste and safely close the nuclear cycle.

The CCTV report gave no details on whether or when China would begin reprocessing on an industrial scale.

China overtook the United States as the world's largest energy consumer in 2009, years before it was expected to do so, according to the Paris-based International Energy Agency.

But it is heavily dependent on coal, a major pollutant. It has 13 nuclear power plants in use now and ambitiously plans to add potentially hundreds more.

Reprocessing nuclear fuel costs significantly more than using it once and storing it as waste. It is also controversial because extracted plutonium can be used in nuclear weapons, although China has long had a nuclear arsenal.

U.S. commercial reprocessing of plutonium was halted by then-President Jimmy Carter because of nuclear proliferation worries. Then-President George W. Bush proposed a resumption, but the National Research Council found it not economically justifiable. President Barack Obama scrapped the Bush effort.

Recovered plutonium and — when prices are high — uranium can be re-used. Some reactors can use other reprocessed components, potentially multiplying the amount of energy that results from the original uranium fuel by about 60 times.

Wang Junfeng, project director for the state-run China National Nuclear Corporation, told CCTV the Chinese scientists employed a chemical process that was effective and safe.

"In this last experiment, we made a preparation of standard quality uranium products and standard quality plutonium products, so we can say we were successful," Wang said.

CCTV said the country has enough fuel now to last up to 70 years and the breakthrough could yield enough to last 3,000 years.

To produce that amount of fuel, however, China would have to build a hugely expensive and highly dangerous breeder reactor, said Matthew Bunn, an expert on the Chinese nuclear program at Harvard University's John F. Kennedy School of Government.

Rather than build a breeder reactor or even start reprocessing on a commercial scale, China should simply store used fuel for the next several decades while safer and less expensive technology emerges, Bunn said.

"Reprocessing the spent fuel is much more dangerous," Bunn said, adding that it increased the risk of nuclear terrorism if recovered fuel were stolen.

CCTV says the details of the process the Chinese scientists developed after 20 years' work are being kept secret. The technologies used in other countries also are considered industrial secrets and generally not shared.

Bunn said China build a pilot-scale reprocessing plant several years ago but repeatedly postphoned using it, possibly because of technical problems.

"My interpretation of this statement is that they have resolved whatever issues were delaying that," Bunn said. 

China's total 2009 energy consumption, including sources ranging from oil and coal to wind and solar power, was equal to 2.265 billion tons of oil, compared with 2.169 billion tons used by the U.S., the IEA said. 

The consumption boom reflects China's transformation from a nation of subsistence farmers to one of workers increasingly trading bicycles for cars and buying air conditioners and other energy-hungry home electronics. 

That has also bestowed on China status as the world's biggest polluter, although Beijing has long pointed at developed nations in climate change talks and resists international pressure for it to take a larger role in curbing greenhouse gas emissions. 
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The Guardian (UK): Qantas on brink of £200m biojet fuel joint venture

2nd January 2011

The Australian airline Qantas will this month announce a deal to build the world's second commercial-scale plant to produce green biojet fuel made from waste for its fleet of aircraft.

Its proposed partner, the US-based fuel producer Solena, is also in negotiations with easyJet, Ryanair and Aer Lingus about building a plant in Dublin, although this project is less advanced.

Airlines are trying to reduce their reliance on fossil fuels ahead of their entry into the EU's carbon emissions trading scheme in January 2012 and the introduction of other new environmental legislation. Under the scheme, any airline flying in or out of the EU must cut emissions or pay a penalty.

Solena's joint venture with Qantas – which could be announced within the next fortnight – follows a tie-up with British Airways, signed in February last year, to build the world's first commercial-scale biojet fuel plant in London, creating up to 1,200 jobs.

Once operational in 2014, the London plant, costing £200m to build, will convert up to 500,000 tonnes of waste a year into 16m gallons of green jet fuel, which BA said would be enough to power 2% of its aircraft at its main base at Heathrow. The waste will come from food scraps and other household material such as grass and tree cuttings, agricultural and industrial waste. It is thought the Qantas plant, to be built in Australia, will be similar.

Solena uses technology based on the Fischer-Tropsch process, which manufactures synthetic liquid fuel using oil substitutes. Germany relied on this technology during the second world war to make fuel for its tanks and planes because it did not have access to oil supplies.

Airlines have been using synthetic fuel made in this way from coal for years, but this results in high carbon emissions.

The use of biomass – which does not produce any extra emissions – as an oil substitute has more recently been pioneered by Solena. The privately owned company says that planes can run on this green synthetic fuel, without it having to be mixed with kerosene-based jet fuel. In the UK and US, regulators allow only a maximum 50% blend, and the fuel was only recently certified for use by the UK authorities. BA is understood to be exploring the possibility of using 100% biojet fuel, once it is approved as expected.

Airlines including Virgin Atlantic have also been testing biofuels – made mostly from crops, which are converted into fuel – by blending them with kerosene-based jet fuel. But experts say these blends have to have a low level of biofuels to ensure that engine safety and performance are maintained. In February 2008, Virgin became the first airline in the world to operate a commercial aircraft on a biofuel blend, but this was only 20% and through just one of the plane's four engines.

The use of conventional, crop-based biofuels is controversial. Some environmentalists are concerned that an increase in the farming of crops and trees for biofuels could take up too much agricultural land and hit food production. But Solena plans to make its biojet fuel using waste, not crops.

Industry experts say that, in the future, biojet fuel will work out cheaper than kerosene-based fuel as oil prices rise. Producers such as Solena could also earn subsidies by using waste materials that may otherwise have to be sent to landfill. The Germany airline Lufthansa is also understood to be interested in a joint venture with Solena. But with each plant costing £200m to build, it will take time to roll out the technology.

One challenge faced by Solena is securing a supply of biomass waste for its new plants. Ideally, facilities will be located in or near cities, where most of the waste will be sourced, and near airlines' bases. The bioenergy producer will face competition from other companies planning to build incinerators, which also need to use waste to generate subsidised electricity.
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AP: EPA board stops Shell's Arctic clean air permits

3rd January 2011
Alaska Native and conservation groups have succeeded in challenging clean air permits granted to Shell Oil to drill exploration wells in the Beaufort and Chukchi seas.

Numerous groups alleged that Shell's permits granted by the Environmental Protection Agency would allow the company to emit tons of pollutants into the Arctic environment from a drill ship and support vessels.

The federal Environmental Appeals Board reviewed the permits and last week found that the EPA's analysis of the impact of nitrogen dioxide emissions from the ships on Alaska Native communities was too limited.

The board remanded the permits so that the analysis could be fixed by the EPA.

Shell spokesman Curtis Smith said without the permits the company can't proceed with its drilling plans in 2011.
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The Telegraph (UK): MPs give backing to deep water drilling off UK

3rd January 2011

MPs have ruled out a moratorium on deep water drilling in the North Sea, despite concerns it could lead to a disaster worse than BP’s oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico last year. 

Following the Deepwater Horizon spill, the Energy and Climate Change Committee was asked to look into the risks of drilling in deep water off the UK. 

Oil companies have openly admitted that current plans for deep water drilling off the Shetland islands could cause an oil spill worse than the Gulf of Mexico disaster. 

But Tim Yeo, the Chairman of the Committee, said both the energy and national security of the UK depends on the newly discovered oilfields. 

He said safety procedures could be “tightened up” but on the whole the industry is safe and the regulatory system “robust”, following reforms brought in after the Piper Alpha disaster. 

“Although we heard evidence it is not always done right – and I am sure it is not always done right. Nevertheless, I think the concerns are nothing like big enough to justify stopping the process,” he said. 

A quarter of the UK’s currently discovered oil and gas reserves, around four million barrels, lie in deep water off the West of Shetland. 

Oil companies are already drilling in the ‘new frontier’ and expect to open up hundreds of new wells in future. 

Just four fields are currently producing oil west of the Shetland Islands but more than 100 exploration licences have been granted by the Government with more pending. 

Ben Ayliffe of Greenpeace pointed out that independent studies into what caused the disastrous spill in the Gulf of Mexico have not concluded yet. 

He also pointed to recent Health and Safety Executive figures that show an increase in both serious accidents and spilt oil in rigs operating off the UK. Serious accidents almost doubled from 106 per 100,000 in 2008/09 to 192 last year, while spills of hydrocarbons were up from 61 to 85. 

“They are pressing ahead regardless of the holes in their own regulatory system. It is like they have learned nothing from the Deep Water Horizon spill,” he said. 

Greenpeace are currently trying to block any more deep water drilling through the High Courts by claiming that it is threatens environmental sites protected under EU law. 

If successful, the action will affect over 20 oil production licences – mainly west of Shetland – and could halt future licensing rounds 

Rare species in danger include several species of whales, dolphins, sea birds and seals. There are also important cold water coral reefs in the area. 

The environmental consequences could be worse than the Gulf of Mexico because the oil disperses more slowly in cold water and dispersants would be less effective. 

Conditions can also be more difficult because of storms and rough seas in the area. 

The Marine Conservation Society also want a moratorium on drilling in the area because of the risk to wildlife and fisheries. 

Chevron has admitted its new deepwater drilling campaign off the Shetland Islands could release 77,000 barrels per day – 25 per cent more than gushed into the Gulf of Mexico last year. 

The US oil giant is currently drilling the Lagavulin prospect around 160 miles north of the Shetland Islands in 1,569m of water – deeper than BP's ruptured well. 

In written evidence BP also admitted that there are risks to deep water drilling. 

“It is impossible to eliminate risk from any aspect of North Sea operations, whether in shallow or deep water,” read a statement. “But the lessons to be learnt from the tragic accident of the Gulf of Mexico will enable the industry to reduce greatly these risks, and to help prevent a similar occurrence happening elsewhere.” 

The oil company insisted that delay to deep water drilling would have “implications for the security of UK oil and gas supplies” and West of Shetland has the “greatest exploration potential”. 

Chris Huhne, the Energy and Climate Change Secretary, has acknowledged that an oil spill off the West of Shetland would be “an absolutely enormous environmental disaster” but he has insisted the measures governing the oil and gas industry in UK waters are "fit for purpose". 
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AP: GOP-led House plans to fight Obama pollution plan

2nd January 2011

The incoming chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee is promising a fight over the Obama administration's new approach on limiting greenhouse gas emissions.

Congress failed last year to pass limits and let companies buy and sell pollution permits. That system was known as "cap and trade" — but to Republicans it was "cap and tax" because they said it would raise energy prices.

The administration now say it'll act on its own to clamp down on power plant and oil refinery greenhouse emissions by developing new standards over the next year.

But Michigan Rep. Fred Upton tells "Fox News Sunday" that the GOP-led House won't "let this administration regulate what they've been unable to legislate." He says Republicans want to tackle the problem "in a reasonable way."
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AP: Oil refineries sue EPA over ethanol plan

3rd January 2011
A ruling by the Obama administration allowing the sale of gasoline containing 15 percent ethanol is running into legal hurdles from trade groups opposing the plan.

The National Petrochemical and Refiners Association sued the Environmental Protection Agency on Monday over the decision to allow the sale of gasoline containing higher blends of corn-based ethanol, the second major group to protest the ruling.

The Obama administration said in October that gas stations could start selling the ethanol blend for vehicles built since the 2007 model year, increasing it from the current blend of 10 percent ethanol. The decision has been criticized by boosters of ethanol who say it doesn't go far enough and by engine manufacturers who contend it could damage engines in vehicles, boats, snowmobiles and outdoor power equipment such as lawnmowers and chainsaws.

The refiners group asked a federal appeals court to overturn the decision, arguing that the EPA does not have the authority under the Clean Air Act to approve a plan for fuels used in some engines but not others. The trade association also said EPA based its decision on new data submitted shortly before the ruling, failing to give the public a chance to review it.

Charles T. Drevna, the NPRA's president, said Monday the EPA had "acted unlawfully in its rush to allow a 50 percent increase in the amount of ethanol in gasoline without adequate testing and without following proper procedures." His group was joined in the lawsuit by the International Liquid Terminals Association and the Western States Petroleum Association.

EPA spokesman Brendan Gilfillan said the agency had not reviewed the lawsuit. The EPA "based its decision on allowing E15 in newer cars — and will base whatever decision we make on model year 2001-2006 cars — on a comprehensive review of extensive testing data and on the law," he said. "We are confident it will withstand legal challenge."

The EPA is expected to consider the higher ethanol blends for vehicles built from 2001-2006 this year.

EPA has said a congressional mandate requiring increased ethanol cannot be met without the higher blends. Congress has required refiners to blend 36 billion gallons of biofuels, mostly ethanol, in automotive fuel by 2022.

Last month, trade groups for the auto industry and engine manufacturers sued EPA over the ruling, citing concerns it would lead to motorists unknowingly filling up their older cars and trucks with E15 and damaging the vehicles' engines. Opponents say the problem, called misfueling, could intensify if E15 fuels are cheaper than more conventional blends, prompting owners of older vehicles to use the fuel despite future engine problems.

The ethanol industry says the EPA should have approved the ethanol blend for more vehicles. They say there is enough evidence to show that a 15 percent ethanol blend in motor fuel will not harm engine performance.

Matt Hartwig, a spokesman for the Renewable Fuels Association, said the lawsuits "only serve to delay the inevitable" and that increased ethanol use "is the only proven and abundantly available tool to reduce our reliance on imported oil today."

The lawsuits have been filed in the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit.
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Ap: Interior allows some suspended drilling to resume

3rd December 2011

The Obama administration said Monday it will allow 13 companies to resume deepwater drilling without any additional environmental scrutiny, just months after saying it would require strict reviews for new drilling in the wake of the BP oil spill.

The government said it was not breaking its promise to require environmental reviews because the 13 companies — which include Chevron USA Inc. and Shell Offshore Inc. — had already started drilling the wells without detailed environmental studies.

Drilling was suspended last year when the administration imposed a months-long moratorium following the BP spill. The ban was lifted in October, but drilling has not yet resumed in waters deeper than 500 feet in the Gulf of Mexico.

U.S. officials said the 13 companies must comply with new policies and rules before resuming activity at 16 Gulf of Mexico wells. All but three are exploratory wells — the same type BP was drilling when the blowout of the Deepwater Horizon rig occurred. The April 20 explosion killed 11 workers and set off the worst offshore oil spill in U.S. history.

"For those companies that were in the midst of operations at the time of the deepwater suspensions (last spring), today's notification is a significant step toward resuming their permitted activity," said Michael Bromwich, director of the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement.

The decision is a victory for the drilling companies, which in the past had routinely won broad waivers from rules requiring detailed environmental studies. After the BP disaster, the Obama administration pledged it would require companies to complete environmental reviews before being allowed to drill for oil.

The administration has been under heavy pressure from the oil industry, Gulf state leaders and congressional Republicans to speed up drilling in the Gulf of Mexico, which has come to a near halt since the moratorium on deepwater drilling was imposed last spring.

The delay is hurting big oil companies such as Chevron Corp. and Royal Dutch Shell PLC, which have billions of dollars in investments tied up in Gulf projects that are on hold. Smaller operators such as ATP Oil & Gas Corp., Murphy Exploration & Production Co.-USA, and Noble Energy Inc., also have been affected.

A federal report said the moratorium probably caused a temporary loss of 8,000 to 12,000 jobs in the Gulf region.

Bromwich and other officials stressed that the policy announced Monday was not a reversal of its previous plans not to grant waivers known as categorical exclusions for deepwater projects. Instead officials characterized the action as a sort of grandfather clause that applies only to companies that had already begun drilling before the BP blowout.

In August, Bromwich instructed his staff not to grant categorical exclusions for drilling plans that involve use of a blowout preventer similar to the one that failed to stop the BP spill. But the August directive did not specify that any companies would be exempted under a grandfather provision.

"This decision was based on our ongoing review of environmental analyses in the Gulf and was in no way impacted by a singular company," said Melissa Schwartz, a spokeswoman for Bromwich.

Bromwich said in a statement that the new policy will accommodate companies whose operations were interrupted by the five-month moratorium on deepwater drilling, while ensuring that the companies can resume previously approved activities.

William Snape, senior counsel for the Center for Biological Diversity, an environmental group, called the announcement "another sad chapter in agency denial that anything is wrong."

Snape said Bromwich and his boss, Interior Secretary Ken Salazar, seem to want dangerous oil and gas drilling to go on in the Gulf and Alaska "without any meaningful public scientific review of the risks learned from the BP disaster."

But Randall Luthi, president of the National Ocean Industries Association, called the announcement "a positive development for an industry that has been anxiously waiting to get back to work."

Marathon Oil Co. said it was seeking to obtain permits for deepwater drilling, including one project that was suspended by the moratorium. In an e-mailed statement, Marathon said it is working with the ocean energy bureau on the permits and is optimistic the company will receive approval.

The firms will not be required to complete a detailed review under the National Environmental Policy Act, but they must comply with new policies and regulations set up in the wake of the BP spill, Bromwich said. 

The 13 companies won't be required to revise their exploration plans if an updated estimate of the most oil that would be released in an uncontrolled spill is less than the amount included in spill-response plans on file with the bureau. If the worst-case discharge estimate is higher, "further reviews will be conducted," according to the statement. 

The 13 companies that received the notice are: ATP Oil & Gas Corp.; BHP Billiton Petroleum (GOM) Inc.; Chevron USA Inc.; Cobalt International Energy; ENI U.S. Operating Co. Inc.; Hess Corp.; Kerr-McGee Oil & Gas Corp.; Marathon Oil Co.; Murphy Exploration & Production Co.-USA; Noble Energy Inc.; Shell Offshore Inc.; Statoil USA E & P Inc.; and Walter Oil & Gas Corp. 
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Reuters: Transocean tries to stop another Horizon probe
31st December 2010

Transocean Ltd, the world's biggest offshore rig contractor, aims to stop a seventh U.S. body from investigating the accident that sank one of its rigs while causing the largest U.S. offshore oil spill.

In a letter to the Chemicals Safety Board (CSB) dated December 30, Transocean lawyer Rachel Clingman repeated a request for documents as the company tries to demonstrate that the CSB lacks jurisdiction over April's Deepwater Horizon disaster.

A ruptured well led to an explosion on the Horizon, which was drilling in the Gulf of Mexico for BP Plc, and that accident ultimately sank the deepwater rig, and caused more than 4 million barrels of oil to spew into the sea.

Clingman had argued in a December 2 letter, which was released to reporters along with the latest correspondence, that the rig was not subject to CSB scrutiny because it was not a fixed source.

Clingman went on to quote Michael Bromwich, director of the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement, as saying last month that CSB officials had acknowledged they "weren't sure that they had jurisdiction to do this investigation."

A CSB representative was unavailable for comment on Friday.

According to publications on its website, CSB investigations look into all aspects of chemical accidents, including physical causes such as equipment failure as well as inadequacies in regulations, industry standards, and safety management systems.

Probes of the Deepwater Horizon disaster have been opened by the Presidential Oil Spill Commission, the U.S. Coast Guard, the Department of Justice, and the Department of Interior's inspector general, as well as four Senate committees and five committees in the House of Representatives, Transocean said.
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AP: Scientists aim to map and save endangered habitats

31st December 2010

From mangrove swamps in Venezuela to lowland forests in Indonesia, entire communities of plants and animals are under threat. Now scientists are figuring out how to catalog and map the world's most threatened ecosystems — just like their familiar list of endangered species.

Some experts say drawing up a global "Red List" of vanishing ecosystems would help them spot looming crises caused by everything from climate change to the cutting of forests, and would sharpen their focus on areas to conserve.

Along the shore of Venezuela's Lake Maracaibo, runoff filled with sediment and pesticides has been smothering animals that once lived among the roots of the mangrove trees, including crabs, fish hatchlings and shellfish, said Luz Esther Sanchez, a marine biologist and ecologist. She said saving the mangroves requires a comprehensive effort to reduce water pollution and halt the clearing of other forests upstream.

"Declaring the mangrove ecosystem threatened would be very useful for conservation," Sanchez said. "People stand up to defend dolphins. People stand up to defend turtles. But I've never seen them defend the mangrove forest with the same vehemence."

An international working group of biologists and conservation experts has been developing a system for classifying threats to ecosystems.

"If we can get a good, rigorous scientific system in place that is relatively easy to monitor worldwide ... you can follow these changes and describe them and ring the alarm bell where things might go wrong," said Dutch conservation expert Piet Wit.

He chairs the Commission of Ecosystem Management of the International Union for Conservation of Nature, or IUCN, which maintains the Red List of thousands of threatened plants and animals worldwide.

Some scientists caution that agreeing on precise categories to divvy up habitats would be a monumental task. But many already agree on some ecosystems that are threatened or endangered, including many coral reefs, salt marshes, mountain habitats threatened by rising global temperatures, grasslands in southern Russia and Brazil's Atlantic forest.

Logging poses a serious threat to the lowland forests on Indonesia's Borneo Island that are home to endangered orangutans. In the Andes, expanding farmland has fragmented the cloud forests where spectacled bears live.

"You usually get ecosystem decline occurring first, and then species decline later on," said Jon Paul Rodriguez, a conservation biologist at the Venezuelan Institute of Scientific Research who is leading the IUCN working group. He and 20 other experts laid out their proposals in an article published online by the journal Conservation Biology in November.

The list of habitats devastated by people has been growing. The once-vast Aral Sea between the former Soviet republics of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan shrank by about 90 percent due to diversions of water, leaving behind a salty wasteland and abandoned fishing boats, and ruining the local economy. North American tall grass prairies have largely vanished, along with the game animals that once thrived in them. Some rivers, such as the Rio Grande, have been strangled by heavy pumping and now barely reach the sea.

Today, some efforts to save threatened species appear to be working. Humpback whales, for instance, have rebounded from "vulnerable" to being at low risk of extinction due to the international ban on commercial whaling. Strict regulations have helped the recovery of some fish that were once heavily overfished, such as striped bass along the U.S. mid-Atlantic coast.

One study released in October by a large international team of researchers found that efforts to save endangered animals are making a difference for dozens of species. The report concluded that the overall march toward extinction would have been about 20 percent faster if no conservation steps had been taken.

"Species Red Lists have already been a huge policy success, so there's reason to think that ecosystem Red Lists could be too, and could complement them," said Kathryn Rodriguez-Clark, an ecology and conservation specialist at the Venezuelan Institute of Scientific Research who is part of the IUCN effort.

Scientists and environmentalists have previously come up with their own systems for targeting habitats in danger of disappearing. Researchers in South Africa, Australia and Venezuela have begun to list and map out threatened ecosystems.

But the new effort aims to come up with a uniform, standard system of classifying habitats. Rodriguez said such a system could help identify new conservation goals, drawing on data from satellite images.

Stuart Pimm, a Duke University professor and expert on preventing species extinction, called the effort a good idea but said he is skeptical about how it can be put into practice.

"It's much, much more difficult to define an ecosystem than it is to define a species," Pimm said. "And the more finely you define things, the more tricky it's going to be." 

Pimm said he is concerned it would be difficult to come up with "a consistent set of definitions that will survive political pressure" and hold up when tough environmental management decisions need to be made. 

In the case of the mangroves that line Lake Maracaibo near the Venezuelan coast, Sanchez said species-focused conservation efforts alone won't work because the habitat is being degraded by muddy water from areas where mountain forests have been felled. She said runoff filled with pesticides is also likely taking a toll, and that in some parts of western Venezuela — which is dotted with oil rigs — leaks from oil pipelines have done damage. 

"If the watershed isn't protected ... it's inevitably going to die, which is what's happening," she said. "It's all connected."
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The Guardian (UK): Bees in freefall as study shows sharp US decline

3rd January 2011

The abundance of four common species of bumblebees in the US has dropped by 96% in just the past few decades, according to the most comprehensive national census of the insects. Scientists said the alarming decline, which could have devastating implications for the pollination of both wild and farmed plants, was likely to be a result of disease and inbreeding.

Bumble bees are important pollinators of wild plants and agricultural crops around the world including tomatoes and berries thanks to their large body size, long tongues, and high-frequency buzzing, which helps release pollen from flowers.

Bees in general pollinate some 90% of the world's commercial plants, including most fruits, vegetables and nuts. Coffee, soya beans and cotton are all dependent on pollination by bees to increase yields. It is the start of a food chain that also sustains wild birds and animals.

But the insects, along with other crucial pollinators such as moths and hoverflies, have been in serious decline around the world since the last few decades of the 20th century. It is unclear why, but scientists think it is from a combination of new diseases, changing habitats around cities, and increasing use of pesticides.

Sydney Cameron, an entomologist at the University of Illinois, led a team on a three-year study of the changing distribution, genetic diversity and pathogens in eight species of bumblebees in the US.

By comparing his results with those in museum records of bee populations, he showed that the relative abundance of four of the sampled species (Bombus occidentalis, B pensylvanicus, B affinis and B terricola) had declined by up to 96% and that their geographic ranges had contracted by 23% to 87%, some within just the past two decades.

Cameron's findings reflect similar studies across the world. According to the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology in the UK, three of the 25 British species of bumblebees are already extinct and half of the remainder have shown serious declines, often up to 70%, since around the 1970s. Last year, scientists inaugurated a £10m programme, called the Insect Pollinators Initiative, to look at the reasons behind the devastation in the insect population.

Cameron's team also showed that declining species of bees had higher infection levels of a pathogen called Nosema bombi and lower genetic diversity compared with the four species of bees that were not in decline – B bifarius, B vosnesenskii, B impatiens and B bimaculatus.

The N bombi pathogen is commonly found in bumblebees throughout Europe but until now has been largely unstudied in north America. The infection reduces the lifespans of individual bees and also results in smaller colony sizes.

The reduction in genetic diversity seen in the declining bees means that they are less able to fight off any new pathogens or resist pollution or predators. "Higher pathogen prevalence and reduced genetic diversity are, thus, realistic predictors of these alarming patterns of decline in north America, although cause and effect remain uncertain," Cameron wrote today in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

Insects such as bees, moths and hoverflies pollinate around a third of the agricultural crops grown worldwide. If all of the UK's insect pollinators were wiped out, the drop in crop production would cost the UK economy up to £440m a year, equivalent to around 13% of the UK's income from farming.

The collapse in the global bee population is a major threat to crops.

It is estimated that a third of everything we eat depends upon pollination by bees, which means they contribute some £26bn to the global economy. Other identified causes of bee decline include parasites such as the bloodsucking varroa mite and viral and bacterial infections, pesticides and poor nutrition stemming from intensive farming methods.

"Pollinator decline has become a worldwide issue, raising increasing concerns over impacts on global food production, stability of pollination services, and disruption of plant-pollinator networks," wrote Cameron. "In accordance with the goals of the United Nations convention on biological diversity to reduce the rate of species loss by 2010, such efforts to elucidate the causes and ecological impacts of bumble bee decline, in co-ordination with informed conservation strategies, will go a long way to mitigating further losses."
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The Guardian (UK): Dead birds fall from sky in Arkansas

2nd January 2011
US wildlife experts are trying to find out why thousands of dead birds fell from the sky over an Arkansas town;
An environmental services worker picks up a dead bird in Beebe, Arkansas, after more than 1,000 dead birds fell from the sky. Photograph: Warren Watkins/AP 

Wildlife experts are trying to determine what caused more than 1,000 blackbirds to die and fall from the sky over the town of Beebe in Arkansas.

The Arkansas Game and Fish Commission said it began receiving reports about the dead birds at about 11.30pm on Friday.

The birds fell over a one-mile area, and an aerial survey indicated that no other dead birds were found outside that area. Ornithologist Karen Rowe said the the birds showed physical trauma, and she speculated that "the flock could have been hit by lightning or high-altitude hail". The dead birds have been sent for testing. The commission said that New Year's Eve fireworks celebrations could have startled the birds from their roost and caused them to die from stress. The dead birds have been sent for testing.
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BBC News (UK): South Korea tightens rules to combat illegal whaling

3rd January 2011

South Korea says it is tightening rules to combat illegal whaling.

Although commercial whale hunting is banned in the country, the trading of whales that are found dead is still legal.

The new rules will require fisherman to report to police immediately if they discover dead whales in their nets or washed ashore.

The move comes after critics said some fishermen were exploiting a loophole in the law.

The new regulations mean that, from Monday, samples from all dead whales must be given to the authorities for testing, and their meat can only be sold after a full investigation into how the animal died.

Those who catch dead whales will also only be allowed to process and sell them at state-designated facilities, South Korea's agricultural ministry said.

The new law aims to tackle a "growing amount of illegal whale hunting" around the country, it said, according to AFP news agency.

"Once the new measures go into effect, Seoul will be able to better meet allegations of lax oversight raised by some countries and the IWC (International Whaling Commission), and lay the foundation for monitoring marine resources around the Korean Peninsula," a ministry official was quoted by Yonhap news agency as saying.

South Korea used to allow commercial whaling but banned it when the IWC implemented a global moratorium in 1986.
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UNEP or UN in the News
Countries get to work designing Green Climate Fund

Climate Wire, 3 Jan 2011, Lisa Friedman

http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2011/01/03/7/
An agreement in Cancun, Mexico, to create a Green Climate Fund to help vulnerable and developing nations combat climate change was the hard-fought result of years of debate culminating in two weeks of bitter U.N. negotiations.

That might have been the easy part.

This year, nations face the task of setting up the fund, which by 2020 is expected to parcel out up to $100 billion annually. There are boards to appoint, a secretariat to be chosen and rules to establish. The work is technical, to be sure, but environmental advocates say the governance decisions made now will be critical to helping nations survive climate impacts.

"The issues are highly potent, and they will occupy a lot of attention and energy this year," said David Waskow, international climate change program director at Oxfam America. The deadline for finalizing the fund is December 2011, when the United Nations convenes for its 17th annual climate summit, this time in Durban, South Africa.

One issue that won't be even close to solved soon, though, is where the money will come from. That will likely remain a sensitive issue and one that countries will put off for at least a year.

But experts said the less-sexy details of who runs the fund and setting the rules for helping countries protect themselves from the impacts of climate change and develop low-carbon energy technologies are key. Done right, many said, the fund could help leverage millions more from private investors. Done wrong, it could deteriorate into endless political squabbles while countries suffer.

The first step will be establishing a 40-member transitional committee, slated to meet in March. Under the terms of the Cancun Agreements that created the fund, the transitional committee will be made up of 25 people from developing nations and 15 from developed countries, with each region of the world allotted a specific number of members. Africa and Asia each will receive seven members, for example, while Latin America and the Caribbean must share seven members. Small island nations will receive two, and least-developed countries will also have two representatives.

Delicate board balance sought

That committee will help determine the ultimate governing board, select an independent secretariat and set up the final governance structure.

The decisions leading up to its formation are ripe for internal struggles as developing countries choose which countries will represent their regions, said Ilana Solomon, a policy analyst with Action Aid.

"There is a lot of work the transition committee has to do this year," Solomon said. "Every country wants to be seen as the most vulnerable, because they need money. It is scarce."

Meanwhile, added Athena Ballesteros, a senior associate at the World Resources Institute, it also will be important to see if countries nominate experienced finance experts or climate negotiators to the board. The latter, she cautioned, could weaken the ability of the fund to leverage serious money for the poor. She pointed to the United Nations' Clean Development Mechanism board as well as the Adaptation Fund, which Ballesteros said "have become a political conversation and not a technical conversation about how to move the money."

In a written statement, Treasury Deputy Assistant Secretary Billy Pizer said the agency will lead the United States' efforts in helping design the fund, while also working with finance ministries in other countries.

"We believe that the strongest managing financial resources resides in finance ministries and their engagement will be critical to making sure those resources leverage the best environmental outcomes," he said.

"We believe the immediate challenge is to get the right countries, and the right ministries from those countries, to participate in the fund design process. We also need to line up support staff from the multilateral development banks and U.N. agencies to support the process. Finally, we need to make certain that the first meeting, scheduled for March, launches the process in a constructive way, establishing a fair and efficient operating approach," he said.

Meanwhile, the World Bank's role will continue to be a point of contention. Countries allowed the World Bank to act as an interim trustee, though they took pains to limit the bank's role and include an independent secretariat.

Environmental activists remain wary of the bank, arguing that its role in underwriting coal-fired power plants makes it an improper manager of climate funds. Steve Kretzmann, president of Oil Change International, said activists will be keeping a close eye on a forthcoming blueprint from the bank outlining its future energy strategy to see if the institution is up to the challenge of making fundamental lending changes to support clean energy.

"It directly impacts the issue of trust and whether or not the World Bank is operating in the interests of developing countries or whether it is continuing with business as usual," Kretzmann said. "It can't be the world's largest multilateral financer of fossil fuels and also say it's going to administer funds to deal with climate change."

The World Bank, for its part, declined to comment on its role in the transition period, offering only a statement that the institution will "look forward to helping to channel this much-needed climate financing to recipient countries as soon as possible."

UN to create new science panel on biodiversity

Climate Wire, 3 Jan 2011, Nathanial Gronewold

http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2011/01/03/6/
UNITED NATIONS -- World governments will create another international scientific panel modeled after the United Nations' climate change research group, only this time to study and monitor threats to biodiversity.

The U.N. General Assembly voted recently in favor of forming a new Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) to coordinate scientific research and reporting on species decline and overall rates of extinction. The new body is also charged with developing recommendations for countries seeking to stem human-induced extinctions and bring threatened species back from the brink.

IPBES is modeled explicitly after the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the office in Geneva that networks among thousands of scientists globally to produce its influential assessment reports on global warming. Like the IPCC, the new group will conduct "high-quality peer reviews of the wealth of science on biodiversity and ecosystem services emerging from research institutes across the globe in order to provide gold standard reports to governments," said officials at the U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP).

The decision to create IPBES was actually confirmed back in June at a meeting of UNEP's board in Pusan, South Korea. A resolution passed by the General Assembly at the close of its 2010 business makes that move official.

Details of how IPBES will be formed, how it will operate and how it will be paid for will be worked out in 2011 by governments. But its mandate is expected to follow decisions taken at the latest meeting on the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) held in Nagoya, Japan, where member states acknowledged doing little to actually implement the CBD treaty during its 17-year history but pledged to do more in the future. The CBD entered into force on Dec. 29, 1993.

It is also still unknown where the IPBES will actually be headquartered. Norway has officially requested to host the new organization's secretariat in the city of Trondheim. Several E.U. member states have also expressed interest, as have India and Brazil.

But Kenya is also pressing hard to become host to the IPBES main office, and says that it enjoys the backing of several other African countries. Nairobi is already the home of UNEP headquarters and the main office of U.N. Habitat, an organization that promotes housing in the developing world.

Action taken by governments during the 2010 "International Year of Biodiversity," including the creation of IPBES, "underlines a new determination to act on the challenges and deliver the opportunities possible from a far more intelligent management of the planet's nature-based assets," said UNEP chief Achim Steiner in a release.

In Nagoya, governments promised to tackle species decline and extinction threats by designating 17 percent of the world's land surface and 10 percent of its oceans as protected areas. They also pledged to rehabilitate populations of plants and animals at greatest risk of extinction in the wild.

Toward that end, IPBES will "support policy formulation and implementation" by including specific recommendations in its scientific assessment reports and disseminating scientific information to policymakers as quickly and smoothly as possible, U.N. member states determined. IPBES should also complement studies by the IPCC on how climate change is harming land and ocean biodiversity.

General Environment News
Predicting the climate-changed city of the future

Climate Wire, 3 Jan 2011, Saqib Rahim

http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2011/01/03/1/
Imagine the commute of the future: "The Jetsons," or more "Blade Runner"?

Will family sedans crisscross in blue skies, or will machines crawl past craggy skylines in perpetual night?

Such visions are staples of the entertainment business but deservedly scarce in universities, government and industry. None have the crystal ball that shows which future technologies and behaviors -- some of which would surely astonish today's city slicker -- have become routine.

In the climate world, such a crystal ball would be useful. Some transportation experts, looking at population and economic trends, see a grand collision course: Hundreds of millions of people, mainly in the developing world, are moving to cities. Their energy and resource demands -- and the way they will get to work -- represent a huge variable in global emissions.

These experts say that unless someone guides cities' development, they could lock in a high-carbon infrastructure that makes it far tougher to fight climate change.

Urban areas already account for about two-thirds of world energy use, and they'll hit 73 percent by 2030, according to the International Energy Agency. The cities of the future will be bigger, and there will be more of them. According to the United Nations, there were 21 "megacities" in 2009 -- urban agglomerations whose population exceeds 10 million. By 2025, there will be 29 -- and they'll hold one-tenth of humanity.

And if fossil fuels do get locked in? According to Ivana Gazibara, senior adviser on "futures" at Forum for the Future, a British think tank, cities will still adjust to that reality. It just won't be pretty.

From 'Sprawlville' to 'Renewabad'

"There are going to be some pretty profound changes in the pipeline anyway that either force us to change in a kind of reactive way, or that we choose to anticipate today and pre-empt through innovation and solutions that we start thinking through now," she said.

Forum for the Future recently released "Megacities on the Move," a thought exercise about where the world's cities are headed -- toward infinite sprawl and traffic, or hyper-computerized commutes marching by each other in a synchronized flow? Will they adjust by cutting carbon and pollution, or could these become permanent scourges of urban life?

To get at these questions, the forum consulted researchers and city planners, but also companies like Vodafone, General Motors and Tata Motors. These companies are already strategizing for the cities of the future, because they want to make money there.

Depending on what happens, that money could come in very different ways. In the "Megacities" report, there are four possibilities for the city of the future, each with a basic organizing principle, each with its benefits and drawbacks.

"Sprawlville," for example, represents the ultimate triumph of the personal car: Cities widen and lengthen roads as quick as they can, but they still lose the battle to traffic jams, which crunch into a metropolitan heart attack.

In "Planned-opolis," by contrast, fossil fuels are too pricey to take for granted, so the government plans and computerizes its citizens' lives to make the city work. This allows many to work from home; others can call for a self-guided car that glides into a network of synchronized commutes.

Then there are two low-carbon scenarios, "Renewabad" and "Communi-city." In the first, megacities clean up by breaking free of national control and building dense development and public transit. In the second, power devolves even further: City centers disappear, and a person's entire life fits in a neighborhood. People build their own vehicles based on open-source technologies, such as electric cars, bikes and scooters. Some brew biofuel at home.

Can countries skip sprawl?

Forum for the Future doesn't predict which of these will take hold in tomorrow's megacities. But its report makes clear that these cities can take the low-carbon road or the high-carbon one.

The choice will be different in developed and developing countries. Consider Phoenix, one of the United States' fastest-growing metropolitan regions, and one of its most car-oriented. In 2005, 3.7 million called it home, but in 2030, 6 million will.

To cope, the region will spend $40 billion between now and 2030 to expand roads and add 89 new miles. It will also spend $16 billion on new transit, including a bus "supergrid"; much of that money comes from a decision seven years ago to devote more money to transit rather than roads.

That's not exactly Sprawl-ville, but transit is so late to the game that it won't be a major form of transport anytime soon. "Out here in the West, the orientation from the beginning has been to the auto," said Roger Herzog, senior project manager with the Maricopa Association of Governments, the group that put together the regional plan. He said when MAG made projections for the region, even with high investment in transit, it didn't expect transit to carry more than 5 percent of travel.

In Asia, the challenge is different: Much of the relevant infrastructure doesn't exist yet.

"The question is, how do you skip some of the rungs in that ladder that we climbed in the United States?" said Deron Lovaas, federal transportation policy director at the Natural Resources Defense Council. "How do you skip Sprawl-ville?"

Cities face growing pains with cars as the 'variable'

Ahmedabad, India, is one city trying to answer that question. Under imperial Britain, its clutch of textile plants earned it the nickname "Manchester of the East." These plants never strayed too far from the city center, so development grew densely. Even today, the average Ahmedabadi still travels about 5 or 6 kilometers (3.1 to 3.7 miles) to work, said Madhav Pai, director of the India Program for EMBARQ, a transport project run by the World Resources Institute.

Like other Indian cities, Ahmedabad expects prodigious growth. Its population of 4.5 million would make it the second-largest U.S. city. By 2030, Pai said, it's on track to grow to 10 million -- megacity scale.

To prevent the crippling traffic and pollution seen in many other Indian cities, Pai said, Ahmedabad is building 50 kilometers of bus rapid transit, or BRT, an approach that mimics trains but costs far less. The city is also requiring new development to occur along these corridors, so future residents won't have to have a car.

In Bangalore, by contrast, Sprawlville may be on its way. Pai said the economy is largely driven by information technology parks at the city outskirts. Suburbs billow around these parks, making car trips of 12 to 15 kilometers (7.5 to 9.3 miles) typical. A March article in the Indian newspaper The Hindu called Bangalore's roads "some of the most chaotic in the country."

Pai believes sooner or later, Bangalore will have to make a painful transition away from personal cars.

"Eventually, all cities will have to do this, because you're just otherwise going to be gridlocked. ... I can foresee a city like Bangalore becoming a Bangkok," he said. "You'll grow, and you'll grow with all the pain of a city stuck in gridlock."

To Pai and other smart growth advocates, cars are the variable that determine how spread out or compact a city is. Sam Staley, director of urban and land-use policy at the Reason Foundation, disagrees: He thinks Asian cities can have their cars and cut carbon, too.

Staley is researching mobility in China, where he believes cars are a reality of the future; "personalized travel" is simply too quick and inexpensive for transit to dethrone it.

Trying to drive toward a cleaner future

But he also thinks this can be a sustainable future, if the cars can be rid of their carbon emissions. In the United States, he said, almost all car pollution except greenhouse gases has been eliminated by technological advances. Electric cars and hybrids now present a way to do this for greenhouse gases. "We can decarbonize without having to shift travel modes. It's technically feasible," he said.

Staley sees a future China that has to throw both solutions -- roads and transit -- at cities that are modernizing and hungering for mobility. He says this is evident in the many cities setting their goals for travel modes. In Beijing, for example, transit's target is 27 percent, walking 20 percent, biking 23 percent, and cars 29 percent.

Most cities have transit targets of 40 to 50 percent. But cities aren't trying to get these riders out of cars -- they're trying to get them off of bikes and sidewalks. They're trying to move people farther, more quickly. Indeed, the shift to transit may even cause a net growth in carbon emissions.

The "Megacities on the Move" report agrees that people seek more "mobility" in this sense, but it also proposes that in the future, mobility can take new forms. In the super-automated "Planned-opolis," for example, companies have developed ever-better ways to convey video, audio and other data, so telecommuting has actually become a major climate- and energy-saving strategy.

In a short cartoon portraying "Planned-opolis," a character named Vee explains that her husband works from home: He's a "virtual engineer" controlling robots at a desalination plant, but he uses a massive switchboard at his house.

Vee herself goes to work in a car that drives itself -- an idea that made an impression in the transportation world when it showed up in the 2002 movie "Minority Report."

"It makes so much sense, doesn't it?" Vee says. "Switch off brain, and go to work. With this many people around, I'm glad that a megacomputer's in charge."

But do we want to live there?

Here, Vee speaks to changes that go beyond commuting and carbon footprints. "Megacities" proposes that urban organization changes the very fabric of society. Do elites wield more power? Does religion gain popularity? Is government centralized or decentralized?

Will the city even be a worthwhile place to live? Gazibara, one of the report's authors, said "Planned-opolis," as an example, has its merits -- a hyper-efficient use of resources and energy.

But "if you overrely on technological solutions and you overrely on central command," she said, "you might end up with a world that works, but you're not necessarily going to end up in a world that's very pleasant."

In this sense, "Megacities on the Move" ponders more than the vehicles we'll ride in, or the appearance and layout of the metropolis. There's a common thread to its four visions: that there's no way for tomorrow's cities to resemble today's -- if only because they can't.

New EPA greenhouse-gas rules to face stiff GOP opposition

Time, 3 Jan 2011, Bryan Walsh

http://www.time.com/time/health/article/0,8599,2040485,00.html
All in all, 2010 was a year to forget for environmentalists — carbon cap-and-trade legislation died, international climate talks sputtered and even the clean-tech market took a hit — and 2011 isn't looking much better. The incoming class of Republicans taking over the House in January features no shortage of members who deny the connection between man-made greenhouse-gas emissions and a warming planet — let alone think it's worth trying to lower those emissions. Ralph Hall, the new head of the House Science Committee, has said he's not sure whether global warming or what he calls "global freezing" are bigger problems, and he's planning to subpoena climate scientists over the so-called Climategate dispute. (Climategate involved hacked e-mails from scientists, which some skeptics argue erode the scientific argument for man-made global warming; independent investigations into the e-mails, however, have shown no evidence of scientific fraud.) In Congress, at least, environmentalists will be spending all of 2011 on defense — even as global carbon emissions are expected to grow quickly again in the wake of the recession. 

But the Obama Administration has a Plan B — and its already putting it into place. On Jan. 2, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) enacted what are the first regulations of major stationary sources of greenhouse gases. (While auto fuel-efficiency standards of the sort strengthened by President Barack Obama in 2009 essentially regulate mobile sources of greenhouse gases, the EPA has never tried to regulate major stationary sources such as power plants, refineries and factories.) The new rules will be modest at first, affecting only new plants or existing facilities that are undergoing major upgrades — perhaps 400 facilities will be affected initially. But eventually the EPA will be issuing regulations for nearly all sources of greenhouse gases — providing the only federal action to control U.S. carbon emissions. "We are following through on our commitment to proceed in a measured and careful way to reduce GHG pollution that threatens the health and welfare of Americans, and contributes to climate change," EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson said in a statement late last month.

"Measured and careful" — expect to hear those carefully chosen words a lot from Jackson as she's called to Congress to defend the EPA regulations. And the agency is taking its time as it embarks on what could be the most far-reaching environmental regulatory scheme in American history. The EPA said in December that it wouldn't propose standards for existing power plants — meaning facilities that aren't being upgraded or overhauled — until the middle of 2011, and for refineries until the end of the year, with final standards coming even later. Jackson insists those rules won't impose unreasonable costs, and the EPA will be holding a series of consultations with business this year to ensure that industry will have its say. Unlike carbon cap-and-trade legislation, which would have fixed a limit on greenhouse-gas emissions, the regulations will focus on pushing plants to run at higher levels of efficiency or use cleaner fuels by requiring them to use the best available technology to reduce emissions. "This is not a [carbon] cap program," said Gina McCarthy, EPA's assistant administrator for air and radiation, when the agency announced the rules late last month. "It's an emissions standard." 

Despite the EPA's cautionary talk, however, the political battle lines have already been drawn on greenhouse-gas regulations, with Republicans and industry ready to declare war. A dozen states have already filed suit to block the EPA's ability to regulate greenhouse gases, though so far federal courts have refrained from stopping the first round of regulations from going into effect. Texas, though, is going further, simply refusing to comply with the new rules entirely. In response, the EPA has said that it would take direct control of Texas' air-pollution enforcement rather than work with the state environment agency. 

But on Dec. 30, a federal appeals court temporarily blocked the EPA from enforcing its regulations in Texas as the courts considered whether such a federal takeover was legal. What's certain is that these lawsuits will only be the beginning as conservatives, industry and some states question the constitutionality of greenhouse-gas regulations. Already Republicans and some conservative Democrats have discussed passing legislation that would block the EPA from regulating emissions — something the White House has threatened to veto. "The EPA has its foot firmly on the throat of our economic recovery," said Fred Upton, Michigan's Republican Congressman and the incoming chairman of the powerful House Energy and Commerce Committee. "We will not allow the Administration to regulate what they have been unable to legislate."  

Yet in the absence of congressional action, the White House and its environmental allies insist the EPA has no choice but to regulate greenhouse gases. In 2007, the Supreme Court ruled that the EPA was required to regulate greenhouse-gas emissions under the Clean Air Act if those gases threatened public health. The EPA — and nearly all climate scientists — have found that unchecked global warming does indeed pose a threat to public health, meaning that the agency would be breaking the law if it refused to act on those regulations. (This was the case even under former President George W. Bush, though his White House literally avoided the issue by refusing to open e-mails from EPA staff experts — though several states and environmental organizations eventually sued the agency over the issue.) Both Jackson and Obama have said repeatedly that they would much prefer Congress to take the lead on greenhouse gases through regulation — a carbon cap-and-trade program or tax — but that no longer seems to be an option. "EPA is doing precisely what is needed to protect our health and welfare at a time when some would prefer just to roll back the clock," wrote David Doniger, policy director for the National Resources Defense Council's Climate Center. 

For all the sound and fury we're likely to witness from congressional Republicans over the coming year, the EPA's regulations won't do that much to reduce U.S. greenhouse-gas emissions. While the carbon cap-and-trade bills debated by Congress last year would have aimed to cut U.S. emissions 17% below 2005 levels by 2020, EPA officials believe that regulations could only achieve perhaps a 5% cut — far below the reductions many scientists believe are needed to avert dangerous climate change. 

Still, President Obama was elected promising to cut carbon emissions and chart a path to a cleaner economy — and whatever its political perils, regulation looks like his only immediate tool. 

Electric vehicles in for remarkable ride in 2011
Huffington Post, 30 Dec 2011, John Gartner

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/john-gartner/electric-vehicles-in-for-_b_802462.html
The first Chevrolet Volts, Nissan Leafs, and Smart EDs were delivered in December, but in the annals of history, 2011 will be remembered as the year that electric vehicles (EVs) arrived. EVs for sale to consumers will dominate the headlines throughout the year as average Americans begin to recognize EVs as they roll down the road. 

Because of the stalled start in the 1990s, when consumers were tempted by and then denied access to GM's EV1 and other EVs, every milestone during the year will be magnified in the media. By year's end nearly new 50,000 EVs will be plugging in at garages and lots across America. The arrival of new models from automakers Think, Coda, Mitsubishi, Mini, Toyota, and Chevrolet (a few of which were delayed from 2010) will give consumers more options. 

Any missteps -- and there will be some -- will be cause célèbre for the EV doubters who don't believe in or desire a move away fossil fuels. Humans have always been fallible in designing and operating vehicles, and replacing liquid fuel with electrons won't change that. While considerable safeguards have been put in place to prevent accidents when charging a vehicle, somewhere someone will find a creative way for failure, and we can expect considerable fanfare by the naysayers when this inevitably occurs. 

One of the important trends of 2011 we've identified at Pike Research will be the slow subsiding of the catch phrase "range anxiety." Range anxiety is the supposed fear that both prevents consumers from wanting to buy an EV with a 80-100 mile driving range or from driving said car very far for fear that the batteries will run out, leaving the driver stranded. Range anxiety has been overblown, underestimating drivers' ability to monitor their battery charge level through the various dashboard displays and auditory prompts. 

Like the arrival of EVs, the rollout of charging infrastructure has been slower than expected off the line. However, installations of public charging infrastructure such as the government-subsidized EV Project and Charge Point America will see hundreds of charging stations installed across many of the nation's largest metropolitan areas. The availability of public charging equipment will actually outpace the need for vehicles to plug-in, which will result in many charge spots idled for most of the day, or even days at a time. While this will be the subject of derision as a waste of taxpayer money, if EVs instead outpaced charging infrastructure, it could result in a serious setback as the minority of drivers who plan to regularly charge their vehicles away from home might otherwise wait to make a purchase. 

The electric vehicles' second act will be a top media story throughout the year, even at the box office with the mid-year release of Revenge of the Electric Car. Many consumers will get their first direct exposure to EVs by renting a car from one of the many rental agencies that will make emissions-free driving a premium service. Fleets including delivery vehicles and taxis will be critical for collecting data about EV performance and to build confidence that this time around, EVs are here to stay. 

Climate change cost-benefit: what’s the upside to global warming?

Christian Science Monitor, 31 Dec 2011, Stefan Karlsson

http://www.csmonitor.com/Business/Stefan-Karlsson-s-Blog/2010/1231/Climate-change-cost-benefit-What-s-the-upside-to-global-warming
I seems to have struck a nerve with my recent post challenging the supposed damage of "climate change" by pointing out that to the extent it is real it would bring benefits as well as costs. It was a very long time since I got so much response to a post.

Most of the responses deserves no comment as they merely contain insults and personal attacks against me and/or simply repeat the response I mentioned in the original post of merely stating various alleged (and usually exaggerated as in the cases of sea levels and hurricane activity) costs without considering potential benefits. In other words, they don't really answer the question in any serious way. 

For a review of the many benefits of global warming, I recommend Thomas Gale Moore's book "Global warming: a boon to humans and other animals" which is available online here. He doesn't really prove that the benefits are greater than costs, but the other side hasn't proven the opposite either. An honest discussion would try to weigh them against each other in a cost-benefit analysis. 

There were however a few more reasonable and less emotional arguments, which does deserve responses. 

One argument was that we really couldn't tell whether warmer weather would be on balance good or bad, because we hadn't experienced it, and that it wasn't worth the risk. But the right degree of risk aversion is always debatable, and besides, we have in fact experienced warmer weather than now, for example in the Bronze age and (at least in the North Atlantic) during the Medieval warm period. And there were no signs of civilizational decline during these periods. 

Another argument concentrated on the supposed danger of carbon dioxide itself, rather than the indirect effect on warming. Yet carbon dioxide levels are currently only 385 parts per million, far less than the 10,000 parts per million where negative health effects are apparent. Even with a really dramatic increase in carbon dioxide emissions is levels going anywhere near 1,000, much less 10,000 parts per million. Furthermore, carbon dioxide is conducive to plant growth something which is good in itself and also limits the increase in carbon dioxide remaining in the air.

Another argument is that only during the last 12 millenia, after the last ice age, did agricultural civilization develop. Yes, but note that if there was a causal relationship, it was a causal relationship from warmer weather, something which Thomas Gale Moore mentions in his book. That would only suggest that the ideal climate isn't colder than right now, not that it's not warmer. 

Another argument was that sudden changes in climate will be disruptive to existing ecological systems. This argument is actually partially true in the same sense that any economic change which causes transition problems. 

But first of all, we don't know which way the climate would have changed in the absence of human intervention, as climate have changed and would have continued to change for other reasons. Human intervention could potentially counteract otherwise disruptive climate change. And secondly, big changes can be beneficial even if it is short-term disruptive, such as the death of the horse carriage industry following the introduction of cars.

Green skeletons lurk in GOP closets

Politico, 2 Jan 2011, Darren Samuelsohn

http://www.politico.com/news/stories/1210/46699.html
It may be heresy to conservatives, but a trip down memory lane shows nearly all of the top-tier Republican presidential contenders want to save the planet from global warming. 

On the campaign stump, in books, speeches and nationally-televised commercials, aspiring GOP White House candidates such as Tim Pawlenty, Mike Huckabee and Mitt Romney have warned in recent years about the threats from climate change and pledged to limit greenhouse gases. Some have even committed the ultimate sin, endorsing the controversial cap-and-trade concept that was eventually branded “cap and tax.” 

Now, as they prepare for a wide-open primary season, many of the Republicans are searching for ways to explain themselves to a conservative voting base full of hungry tea party activists and climate skeptics who don't take kindly to environmental issues so closely linked with Al Gore.

"They're in an odd place," Grover Norquist, president of Americans for Tax Reform, told POLITICO. "They better have an explanation, an excuse or a mea culpa for why this won't happen again." 

Dig long enough and just about every Republican has a green skeleton in their closet. Many of them have their last presidential nominee, Arizona Sen. John McCain, a longtime cap-and-trade enthusiast, to thank for it. 

Hoping he'd get picked as McCain's running mate, Pawlenty, the governor of Minnesota, predicted in February 2008 that Congress would pass a comprehensive global warming bill within 12 to 18 months.

"I support a reasonable cap-and-trade system," he said. "I think it'd be good for the federal government to take that up rather than have states take it up as clusters of regions." 

Huckabee, the former Arkansas governor, appealed to a New Hampshire audience in October 2007 on moral grounds by saying he backed a cap-and-trade system to reduce greenhouse gases and faulted the Senate for its unsuccessful efforts to pass legislation. 

Even Sarah Palin has a YouTube moment. Just days after McCain picked her as his running mate, Palin told ABC News she believes human activities "certainly can be contributing to the issue of global warming, climate change" and that "we’ve got to do something about it, and we have to make sure that we’re doing all we can to cut down on pollution." 

Palin – who has since referred to global warming as “snake oil science” – also touted her work setting up a sub-cabinet in her state government helping Alaskans get ready for melting permafrost, village relocations, rising seas and ocean acidification.

Several other top Republicans have called for government action on climate change as well.

Romney worked for two years as Massachusetts governor to cap greenhouse gases from power plants as part of a regional pact. Although he pulled the state out of the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative for economic reasons, Romney continues to express concerns about rising temperatures.

"I believe that climate change is occurring – the reduction in the size of global ice caps is hard to ignore," Romney wrote in his 2010 book “No Apologies: The Case for American Greatness.” "I also believe that human activity is a contributing factor." 

Former House Speaker Newt Gingrich may have the hardest job explaining himself thanks to a 2008 TV commercial sponsored by Gore's Repower America campaign. Gingrich and House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) sit on a couch outside the Capitol and declare that while they don't often agree on issues, "we do agree our country must take action to address climate change."

Presidential contenders aren't the only ones who drank the McCain Kool-aid. "I think McCain is moving in a responsible direction," then-House Minority Leader John Boehner (R-Ohio) told E&E News in May 2008. "Clearly the issue of climate change is on the minds of a lot of people. Humans clearly contribute to this. It just really depends on what kind of a cap-and-trade system, what kind of safety valves are in there." 

The slate of 2012 Republican candidates have so far kept their powder dry when it comes to attacking each other publicly over global warming. But it's just a matter of time before that changes. Climate skeptics had a decent run in the 2010 midterms and took out some establishment Senate Republican candidates during the primaries, including Mike Castle in Delaware and Lisa Murkowski in Alaska.

Conservatives are well aware of the GOP candidates' remarks and past statements of other party leaders, including President George W. Bush, who in his eighth year in office embraced a small cap on greenhouse gas emissions. Now, they say mandatory emission reduction policies are undermined by unsubstantiated gaps in historical data and a secret conspiracy among scientists to make the problem out to be much worse than it is. 

Sen. Jim Inhofe (R-Okla.), Capitol Hill’s most outspoken skeptic on global warming science, said he's keeping a close eye on the Republican candidates. 

"Huckabee has been a little bit soft on the issue," he said. Of Gingrich, Inhofe noted, "He was on the stage with Nancy Pelosi at one time. I know he'd just assume people forget that, but at that point it appeared that side was going to win."

Prospective GOP candidates are sensitive to their awkward histories on the subject.

Huckabee last week went out of his way to issue a statement disputing interpretations of his 2007 remarks about cap-and-trade legislation after RealClearPolitics made a casual mention of his stance in an article profiling another possible White House GOP contender, Sen. John Thune (S.D.). 

“In a recent Internet post, a contributor makes the claim that I supported cap and trade in late 2007 while running for president," Huckabee said. "To put it simply, that's just not true.” 

But video of Huckabee's remarks widely available on the Internet makes it clear he was trying to appease greens on the global warming issue. 

“I also support cap and trade of carbon emissions," Huckabee said during the Global Warming and Energy Solutions Conference in Manchester, N.H., a event which also drew appearances from McCain and two Democratic presidential candidates, Bill Richardson and Dennis Kucinich. 

McCain has since denounced Democrats over their bid to pass cap-and-trade legislation, part of a strategy to counter conservatives during his own heated GOP Senate primary contest in Arizona. And many of the presidential hopefuls followed suit, including Pawlenty, Huckabee and Gingrich, who said in April 2009 that Obama's reelection hinged on the issue.

"I'd hope he'd sign something positive. I'd hope he'd sign something that was pro-solar, pro-wind, pro-biomass, pro-green coal, pro-nuclear. If he did that, it'd help him get re-elected," Gingrich said following a House hearing where he testified on a panel opposite Gore. "If he signs a trillion-dollar tax increase, I suspect it'll make it much harder for him to get re-elected because I think the economy would react to the tax increase." 

Pawlenty backpedaled during a "Meet the Press" appearance this year and he's since had to fend off scrutiny from local reporters who recall how he tried to establish his reputation during the McCain campaign on green issues. 

"Governor Pawlenty and many others considered cap-and-trade approaches, but concluded it's the wrong approach and doesn't support it," said Pawlenty spokesman Alex Conant. "Over the last couple of years he has fought to stop the Democrats' cap-and-trade proposals because they're bureaucratic, clumsy and hurt the economy."

Jim Connaughton, who served for eight years as Bush's top White House environmental adviser, said the slate of possible GOP presidential candidates are displaying collective amnesia in denouncing cap and trade when it "was the invention of conservative Republican economists as a better way to cut pollution than inefficient command and control regulations."

But Connaughton said he expects the contenders will end up reading from the same playbook. 

"I think the majority of them would approach the issue much the same way as has been in the past," he said. "It's serious enough to treat as a matter of insurance. But any action needs to be economically sensible. You'll see those themes, notwithstanding the strong viewpoints on the right of skepticism and the strong viewpoints to the left on alarmism." 

Mississippi Gov. Haley Barbour, for instance, has challenged climate science during his past tenure as an oil industry lobbyist and chairman of the Republican National Committee, but said in a recent interview that the issue is more about economics than anything else. 

"Whether you think climate change is manmade, whether you think it's inevitable, whatever your view of it is, there's things like we're doing in our state that are good economics, that are useful and they will reduce greenhouse gas emissions," Barbour said, citing the manufacturing of solar panels, energy efficient windows and fuel out of wood and coal. 

Peter Frumhoff, director of science and policy at the Union of Concerned Scientists, said the Republicans would be at odds with the mainstream scientific community by challenging the evidence surrounding global warming.

"Obviously that's a sad statement to have leaders in one of the two major U.S. political parties distancing themselves from the U.S. National Academy of Sciences and virtually every U.S. and international scientific society that's looked at this issue," he said. "I can't speak to whether it's a winning strategy in a Republican political party, but I think it's a sad statement." 

Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) drew conservative complaints by working with Democrats on the failed climate bill in 2009 and 2010. But he suggested that a tilt too far to the right could ultimately put Republicans on the wrong path, leaving them open to attacks of environmental insensitivity, headed into the general election campaign. 

"If we go too far and we basically belittle those who believe the air should be cleaner when it comes to carbon pollution, then we risk alienating younger voters,” Graham said.

Climate change: next security threat

Politico, 3 Jan 2011, Jonathan Murray

http://www.politico.com/news/stories/0111/46953.html
Congress is known for producing lots of “hot air.” If some senators and representatives have their way during the new Congress, “hot air” could literally be the result of their work. 

Certain senators and the new Republican-controlled House are attacking the Environmental Protection Agency’s authority to limit carbon pollution. This is likely to have devastating consequences for our environment and our national security. 

Over the past 14 months, Operation Free and thousands of veterans across the country, from every generation, have worked to support a national clean energy policy. The Veterans for American Power tour visited hundreds of communities nationwide, meeting with thousands of Americans to deliver the message that U.S. national security is closely tied to our energy policy. 

In Washington, veterans have met with scores of senators to ask for support for a climate and energy policy that reduces dependence on oil. 

This oil dependence is among the most dangerous threats to U.S. national security. For years, senior military and intelligence officials have warned that too much of U.S. oil payments eventually trickle down to terrorists, who use it to buy the weapons used against our troops in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Former CIA Director Jim Woolsey said it best: “This [the war on terror] is the first time since the Civil War where we are funding both sides of the war.” 

Ignoring all the warnings and security implications, the Senate failed to consider comprehensive climate and energy legislation last session. To make matters worse, Congress will soon consider legislation to strip the EPA of its authority under the Clean Air Act. This would give polluters’ free reign to emit as much carbon pollution as they want, speeding up the effects of climate change and risking national security. 

If climate change continues unchecked, we will see millions of people displaced globally, countries destabilized and U.S. troops mobilized to address these new threats. 

The Defense Department calls climate change a destabilizing influence and “threat multiplier.” There is no better example of climate change as a destabilizing force than what happened in Pakistan last year. More than one-fifth of Pakistan was flooded by torrential rains and insurgents have pounced on the chaos-created opportunity to turn Pakistan into a breeding ground and safe haven for terrorist activity.

As predicted climate-related calamities occur -- including drought and famine in unstable countries like Somalia, Sudan and Yemen -- these are also likely to become breeding grounds for terror. 

While some senators attempt to move us in the wrong direction, the Obama administration now has an opportunity to steer us back on track. Pushed by a diverse coalition that includes veterans and national security organizations, the EPA recently set new fuel efficiency standards of 60 miles per gallon by 2025. 

Sixty miles per gallon by 2025 is an achievable goal that we must attain if we are to reduce dependence on oil and strengthen our national security. It will significantly cut demand for oil and drive prices down. 

And by reducing the $1 billion a day that the United States spends on importing oil, the new standard would put less money into the pockets of Iranian leader Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, his nuclear program and his recently developed “Ambassador of Death” missile. It would also significantly hamper other regimes seeking to do us harm. 

Most Americans don’t think about climate change as a national security threat. But we must begin to focus on how it makes us vulnerable in a global context. Thousands of veterans, active duty troops, intelligence professionals and national security experts are doing this every day -- and will continue the fight to secure America with clean energy. 

It is in our national security interest to do so. 

2011: Year of the EPA?

Washington Post, 31 Dec 2010, Editorial

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/12/30/AR2010123004304.html
ENVIRONMENTALISTS have had a rough year, but over the past week the Environmental Protection Agency and the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals gave them some hope. On Dec. 23 the agency announced a schedule for setting greenhouse gas standards for power plants and oil refineries over the next two years, and on Wednesday the court refused to halt the implementation of the EPA's carbon-cutting program pending legal challenge. 

Congress hasn't passed a sensible, comprehensive energy policy. EPA regulation of greenhouse gases is one way the government can cut emissions now, using current law. Over the next year, the president should defend his administration's authority to do so. 

With the Supreme Court's blessing, the EPA has deemed greenhouse emissions threats to public health under the Clean Air Act. That means the agency can require emitters to arrest those gases' release in various ways. What the EPA will force plant operators to do, though, isn't yet clear. The guidance it produced for state regulators last month stresses the value of efficiency improvements, such as turbines that convert more of the energy released from burning fossil fuels into usable electricity. 

Agency officials insist that requirements will be "cost-effective" and "common-sense." In a legally distinct but nonetheless related effort, the EPA is also preparing to clamp down on other nasty things that coal-fired power plants spew into the air, such as mercury, which would require other emissions control technologies. 

Critics such as Rep. Fred Upton (R-Mich.), the incoming chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, insist that both regulatory avenues will seriously harm the economy. They are exaggerating, but it's true that EPA regulation absent some overarching congressional carbon policy isn't ideal. Because such a rule raises no revenue, it can't compensate those consumers who have to pay more for their energy. Because it depends on the policy preferences of the president, new administrations might move to gut the policies, leading to the sort of regulatory uncertainty that is punishing to business. Because it relies on federal mandate, it's not likely to put America on the cheapest path to sustainable energy production even if it became America's primary carbon-reducing program. 

But Mr. Upton's GOP colleagues killed the efficient solution: putting a price on carbon and unleashing market forces in the fight against climate change. And carbon dioxide continues to accumulate in the atmosphere. If critics want to be helpful, they should propose a realistic emissions-reduction scheme instead of simply picking on the EPA. 

Moreover, EPA regulation done carefully isn't the worst of carbon-cutting policies. The slow death of the traditional coal plant - one likely outcome of the EPA's efforts - would be welcome, even if it were just replaced with the traditional natural gas plant, which produces roughly half the carbon emissions. The EPA has also repeatedly signaled that it wants to restrain the ambition of its carbon regulation, writing regulations that target only the largest sources of emissions. 

In the long term, this attenuated sort of EPA regulation alone isn't likely to result in the carbon reductions that America needs to participate seriously in the global response to climate change; it might cut emissions by 5 percent of 2005 levels by 2020, not the 17 percent that is Obama's stated policy. Congress will have to act, and sooner is better. In the meantime, modest EPA regulation can achieve some valuable ends and keep pressure on Congress to do more. The president must resist lawmakers' efforts to limit the EPA's power. 

Coal’s burnout: have inventors moved onto cleaner energy sources?

Washington Post, 1 Jan 2011, Steven Mufson

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/01/01/AR2011010102146.html
The headline news for the coal industry in 2010 was what didn't happen: Construction did not begin on a single new coal-fired power plant in the United States for the second straight year.

This in a nation where a fleet of coal-fired plants generates nearly half the electricity used. 

But a combination of low natural gas prices, shale gas discoveries, the economic slowdown and litigation by environmental groups has stopped - at least for now - groundbreaking on new ones. 

"Coal is a dead man walkin'," says Kevin Parker, global head of asset management and a member of the executive committee at Deutsche Bank. "Banks won't finance them. Insurance companies won't insure them. The EPA is coming after them. . . . And the economics to make it clean don't work." 

From 2000 to 2008, construction started on 20 units in 19 plants, according to Edison Electric Institute. Last year, utilities and power-generating companies dropped plans to build 38 coal plants while announcing that they would retire 48 aging, inefficient ones, according to the environmental group Sierra Club. 

Although 2010 saw the collapse of climate legislation in the Senate, the Sierra Club is trumpeting such statistics as a sign that "coal is a fuel of the past." 

The battle over coal plants could sharpen in 2011, as the Environmental Protection Agency deploys regulations to improve the efficiency - and lower the greenhouse gas emissions - of big power plants. 

Starting Sunday, the EPA will require builders of plants big enough to emit 75,000 tons of carbon dioxide a year to use the "best available control technology" in order to obtain air permits, needed before construction. Utilities, oil refiners and other industries argue that this will add prohibitive costs, and many Republican lawmakers have vowed to handcuff the EPA, which is also planning to issue broader guidelines later in the year. 

In the wake of the midterm elections, President Obama identified promotion of natural gas use as an area of potential bipartisan action. He hopes to prod utilities and manufacturers into switching from coal to natural gas, which emits half the amount of greenhouse gases. The choice looms large given that the average age of the U.S. coal fleet is 43 years, with more than half the plants built before 1967. 

Word of coal's death might be premature, says Luke Popovich, spokesman for the National Mining Association. He said that several coal-fired plants begun earlier are still under construction. Duke Energy, for example, is expecting to finish its Cliffside and Edwardsport coal plants in 2012. 

Other companies have scrambled to get permits before the EPA regulations take effect, and projects in Texas, Kansas and Illinois have succeeded. A project in Mississippi is poised to break ground, though the Sierra Club is still fighting in court to revoke the plant's permits. 

Moreover, Popovich adds, the federal Energy Information Administration expects that the nation will need to build 30 to 40 new plants to supply the 21 gigawatts of new electricity demand expected by 2035. 

"Coal will remain the dominant source for electricity generation for the foreseeable future," he says. "So the big problem with the 'death of coal' message is that it is not, as we say, reality-based."

It's the economy

Even if coal is not dead, developments of the past two years have dimmed its future. 

The fate of the long-planned Smith Unit No. 1 coal plant in Kentucky is one example. The East Kentucky Power Cooperative announced plans five years ago to build the 278-megawatt plant, and it obtained permits from the Kentucky Public Service Commission. But environmental groups, joined by critics of federally subsidized loans to rural electric cooperatives, fought the project. 

Then the recession hit and tipped the scales. A couple of months ago, the cooperative slashed 9 percent from its forecast of electricity demand among the half-million customers it serves. 

As a result, East Kentucky Power canceled the Smith coal plant construction on Nov. 18, even though it has spent about $150 million stockpiling steel and parts. "And that's almost entirely due to the economy," says Nick Comer, the cooperative's manager of external affairs. Finishing the plant would have cost an estimated $819 million more. 

"Back in 2006-07, the economy was roaring. In our service territory we were seeing growth at about twice the national rate," Comer says. "There were a lot of new houses, new businesses; even manufacturing was expanding." 

But, Comer adds, "a lot of that has changed today. Housing starts are down. Manufacturers have cut back. So we expect demand for electricity is going to be down from what we had projected for a while." 

The story is the same across the nation. Coal consumption in the electric power sector during the first nine months of 2010 was up from 2009, but still down 5.7 percent from 2008's near-record levels, according to EIA figures. 

East Kentucky Power also signed a settlement with environmental groups under which it will install additional pollution control devices and further explore renewable energy options. 

Cheap natural gas

American Electric Power, the nation's largest generator of electricity, is also taking a cautious approach. The only plant AEP has under construction is the highest efficiency model, known as "ultra supercritical." Under the new EPA guidelines, these high-efficiency plants could become the standard, reducing coal use. 

"We have no other coal-fueled generation planned at this time," says Pat D. Hemlepp, a spokesman for AEP. "The decline in demand has delayed the need for additional new generation." 

If AEP does need new generation capacity, it will turn to natural gas. In 2010, the wellhead price of natural gas has averaged $4.25 a thousand cubic feet, about 40 percent below the average price from 2005 to 2009 and well under half the peak price. 

Discoveries of new ways to tap natural gas trapped in shale rock have unlocked supplies that could keep prices in check for years to come.

Discoveries of new ways to tap natural gas trapped in shale rock have unlocked supplies that could keep prices in check for years to come.

"Coloradans across the state made it clear that they did not want coal in their stockings this year," said Pam Kiely of Environment Colorado. "The PUC delivered an early Christmas present by deciding to stop burning dirty coal in the metro area." 

Action without legislation

The Obama administration might also target coal-fired power plants as a way to meet its goals for reducing greenhouse gas emissions, even if legislation remains beyond its grasp. Administration officials have spoken of negotiating guidelines with big utilities, similar to automobile fuel efficiency standards, but utility executives say such talks are not yet taking place. 

Deutsche Bank's Parker thinks that a path to lower coal use not only makes financial sense but climate sense as well. 

"Switching coal to natural gas and renewable energy with a modest buildup of nuclear energy is achievable and could lead to a 29 percent reduction in CO2 emissions from the U.S. power sector by 2020 and a 44 percent reduction by 2030 compared to a 2005 baseline," the bank wrote in its November report on a low-carbon energy plan for the United States. 

At international climate talks, negotiators often use the year 2005 as a baseline. At the Copenhagen climate talks a year ago, the Obama administration pledged a 17 percent reduction in overall U.S. emissions by 2020. 

In 2002, there were plans to install 36,000 megawatts of new coal-fired power by 2007. Only one-eighth of that was completed. 

Deutsche Bank predicts coal's share of electric power generation will tumble further, from 47 percent in 2009 to 34 percent in 2020 and 22 percent in 2030. 

It put it this way in its report: "Based on today's energy fundamentals, the rational economic decision is to shutter inefficient coal plants and replace them with natural gas combined-cycle power plants." 

An evangelical backlash against environmentalism

New York Times, 30 Dec 2010, John  Collins Rudolf

http://green.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/12/30/an-evangelical-backlash-against-environmentalism/?src=me
Over the last decade, many evangelical Christians have embraced the doctrine called creation care, which uses a scriptural basis to promote good stewardship of the earth and its resources. For these believers, problems like climate change threaten to greatly intensify third-world poverty, making actions to reduce global warming emissions an urgent Christian issue.

“We are convinced that evangelicals must engage this issue without any further lingering over the basic reality of the problem or humanity’s responsibility to address it,” hundreds of evangelical leaders declared in a 2006 statement on climate change.

But while a growing number of local and national nonprofit groups have formed to spread the “creation care” message, an increasingly fierce backlash against the mingling of Christianity and environmentalism has emerged from other quarters of the evangelical movement.

Leading the Christian counterargument on the environment is the Cornwall Alliance, an evangelical nonprofit that strenuously opposes action on climate change and describes the environmental movement as a “false religion” that Christians must avoid at all costs.

This December, the group released a 12-part educational video series, “Resisting the Green Dragon,” warning Christians that radical environmentalism “is striving to put America, and the world, under its destructive control.”

The video series includes appearances by Tony Perkins, president of the Family Research Council; Tom Minnery, senior vice president of Focus on the Family; and other conservative evangelical Christian leaders.

The series takes direct aim at the “creation care” movement, citing a “well-funded effort to infiltrate churches” by groups with beliefs that are “deadly to the gospel of Jesus Christ.”

“Some of what goes under the name of ‘creation care,’ even in evangelical circles, is infected by the false worldview and theology of secular and pagan religious environmentalism,” Calvin Beisner, founder of the Cornwall Alliance, said in a statement accompanying the videos.

In an e-mailed response to questions, Mr. Beisner said that “creation care” environmentalists and evangelical politicians, like Senator Sam Brownback of Kansas and Mike Huckabee, the former presidential candidate and Arkansas governor, who have advocated for action on climate change, probably did not understand the science behind the positions they were advancing, and were parroting alarmist views propagated by radical environmental groups and the mainstream media.

Mr. Beisner wrote that he had so far not met a single evangelical “who has been able to rehearse the most basic arguments pro and con regarding the most important physical issue” in the global warming debate, “which is climate sensitivity.”

He added, “That suggests to me that most are embracing conclusions without understanding the arguments.”

Mr. Beisner, a former professor of theology and a ruling elder in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, argued that the science is still unsettled on whether greenhouse gases are warming the climate and that projections of dangerous human-driven warming in the future are flawed and unreliable. But an “Evangelical Declaration on Global Warming” on the Cornwall Alliance’s Web site urges all evangelicals to accept that recent global warming is natural and that mankind is incapable of altering the climate.

“We believe Earth and its ecosystems — created by God’s intelligent design and infinite power and sustained by His faithful providence — are robust, resilient, self-regulating, and self-correcting, admirably suited for human flourishing, and displaying His glory,” the group’s declaration reads. “Earth’s climate system is no exception. Recent global warming is one of many natural cycles of warming and cooling in geologic history.”

New regulation of greenhouse gases carries risks

New York Times, 30 Dec 2010, John M. Broder

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/31/science/earth/31epa.html?ref=earth
WASHINGTON — With the federal government set to regulate climate-altering gases from factories and power plants for the first time, the Obama administration and the new Congress are headed for a clash that carries substantial risks for both sides. 

While only the first phase of regulation takes effect on Sunday, the administration is on notice that if it moves too far and too fast in trying to curtail the ubiquitous gases that are heating the planet it risks a Congressional backlash that could set back the effort for years. 

But the newly muscular Republicans in Congress could also stumble by moving too aggressively to handcuff the Environmental Protection Agency, provoking a popular outcry that they are endangering public health in the service of their well-heeled patrons in industry. 

“These are hand grenades, and the pins have been pulled,” said William K. Reilly, administrator of the environmental agency under the first President George Bush. 

He said that the agency was wedged between a hostile Congress and the mandates of the law, with little room to maneuver. But he also said that anti-E.P.A. zealots in Congress should realize that the agency was acting on laws that Congress itself passed, many of them by overwhelming bipartisan margins. 

President Obama vowed as a candidate that he would put the United States on a path to addressing climate change by reducing emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas pollutants. He offered Congress wide latitude to pass climate change legislation, but held in reserve the threat of E.P.A. regulation if it failed to act. The deeply polarized Senate’s refusal to enact climate change legislation essentially called his bluff. 

With Mr. Obama’s hand forced by the mandates of the Clean Air Act and a 2007 Supreme Court decision, his E.P.A. will impose the first regulation of major stationary sources of greenhouse gases starting Jan. 2. 

For now, administration officials are treading lightly, fearful of inflaming an already charged atmosphere on the issue and mindful that its stated priorities are job creation and economic recovery. Officials are not seeking a major confrontation over carbon regulation, which offers formidable challenges even in a less stressed economic and political climate. 

“If the administration gets it wrong, we’re looking at years of litigation, legislation and public and business outcry,” said a senior administration official who asked not to be identified so as not to provide an easy target for the incoming Republicans. “If we get it right, we’re facing the same thing.” 

“Can we get it right?” this official continued. “Or is this just too big a challenge, too complex a legal, scientific, political and regulatory puzzle?” 

The immediate effect on utilities, refiners and major manufacturers will be small, with the new rules applying only to those planning to build large new facilities or make major modifications to existing plants. The environmental agency estimates that only 400 such facilities will be affected in each of the first few years of the program. Over the next decade, however, the agency plans to regulate virtually all sources of greenhouse gases, imposing efficiency and emissions requirements on nearly every industry and every region. 

Lisa P. Jackson, administrator of the E.P.A., has promised to pursue a measured and moderate course. The agency announced last week that it would not even begin issuing standards for compliance until the middle of 2011, and when it did so the rules would not impose unreasonable costs on industry. 

But the reaction in Congress and industry has been outsized, with some likening the E.P.A. to terrorists and others vowing to choke off the agency’s financing for all air-quality regulation. A dozen states have filed suit to halt the new greenhouse gas rules, with one, Texas, flatly refusing to comply with any new orders from Washington. 

Two federal courts, including one this week in Louisiana, have refused to issue restraining orders halting the implementation of the new rules. But late Thursday, a federal appeals court in Washington temporarily blocked the the E.P.A. from enforcing its rules in Texas while the courts consider whether the federal agency has the right to take over the Texas program. The courts have not yet ruled on the legality of the broader federal program. 

Representative Fred Upton, the Michigan Republican who is set to become chairman of the powerful House Energy and Commerce Committee, said he was not convinced that greenhouse gases needed to be controlled or that the E.P.A. had the authority to do so. 

“This move represents an unconstitutional power grab that will kill millions of jobs — unless Congress steps in,” Mr. Upton wrote this week in a Wall Street Journal opinion essay. 

His co-author was Tim Phillips, president of Americans for Prosperity, a conservative group financed by Koch Industries and other oil companies that has spread skepticism about global warming and supported many of the Tea Party candidates who will join the new Congress. 

Mr. Upton has proposed a moratorium on all global warming regulation until the courts have ruled definitively on the legality of federal action on the issue, decisions that are probably years away. 

Others in Congress, including Senator John D. Rockefeller IV and Representative Nick J. Rahall II, both Democrats from West Virginia, have proposed a two-year delay in regulation by the E.P.A. while Congress comes up with its own rules. Virtually no one expects action on climate change legislation in the next Congressional session. 

White House officials have said that they will recommend that Mr. Obama veto any measure that restricts the administration’s power to enforce clean air laws. 

So the stalemate continues. 

Greenhouse gas emissions in the United States are already falling faster than any current legislative or regulatory proposal envisions, because of the recession-driven drop in demand for electricity. Carbon dioxide emissions from the energy sector, by far the largest source of total emissions, fell to about 5.4 billion metric tons in 2009, down from 5.8 billion metric tons the year before, and they are likely to fall even further this year. Demand for electricity in 2009 fell by the largest amount in six decades and is almost certain to slip further in 2010. 

When demand for power begins to rebound with the economy, emissions are expected to rise more slowly than in the past, in part because utilities are using fuel more efficiently and switching to cleaner-burning natural gas for part of their electricity generation. But such moves will not take the place of the across-the-board reductions in emissions that will be required to meet the administration’s target of a 17 percent reduction in emissions over 2005 levels by 2020. 

And it is that broader mandate that has set off such intense opposition from industry and its allies in Congress. 

“Early next year we’re going to have a very serious debate on whether the E.P.A. should be allowed to unilaterally go forward and restructure the American economy,” Jack Gerard, the president of the American Petroleum Institute, said in an interview. 

“As the president looks to 2012, his message has to be job creation, and this kind of regulation is inconsistent with that,” he said. “The public has a long memory. Anything viewed as hurting the opportunity to create jobs will not be well received.” 

California’s new eco-laws: curbs on toxics, tax breaks for green business

LA Times, 2 Jan 2011

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/greenspace/2011/01/environmental-legislation-2010-california.html?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+GreenspaceEnvironmentBlog+%28Greenspace%29
A slew of new environmental laws in California  is on the books for 2011, including measures to outlaw the use of cadmium in children's jewelry, allow the conversion of offshore oil rigs into artificial reefs, and offer sales-tax exemptions for equipment for green businesses.

The state's brutal recession and high unemployment were cited by businesses fighting increased regulation over the past year. With industry lobbyists outnumbering environmental lobbyists in Sacramento by 10 to 1, according to the California League of Conservation Voters, "Opportunistic polluters saw the 2010 legislative session as their best shot ... but [environmental advocates] fended off the worst attacks."

In its annual report on legislative results, the league noted that several of environmentalists' high-priority bills were vetoed by outgoing Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger, including measures for a "polluter pays" fee on pesticide producers, for expanded recycling in businesses and apartment buildings, for green jobs training in clean technology and energy efficiency, and for a fund to help low-income communities adapt to climate change.  Schwarzenegger, the league said, "signed the no-brainers."

The bills signed into law include:

· The PaintCare program, funded and operated by paint manufacturers, to set up a system to gather and recycle consumers' leftover, unused paint, thus diverting contaminating toxics away from landfills. 

· A carpet recycling program funded and operated by carpet manufacturers. Carpet accounts for an estimated 3.2% of all waste in California.

· A phase-out of copper from automobile brakes by 2025. Brakes are the single biggest source of toxic copper polluting urban waterways.

· Tougher standards for smog testing of automobiles, reducing emissions by an estimated 70 tons a day.

Our new Minnesota normal: warmer and wetter

Star Tribune, 2 Jan 2011, McAuliffe

http://www.startribune.com/local/112785019.html?elr=KArksD:aDyaEP:kD:aUbP:P:Q_V_MPQLa7PYDUiD3aPc:_Yyc:aU7DYaGEP7vDEh7P:DiUs
The year 2011 will bring a change in the weather -- or at least what we think of as normal weather.

New "normal" settings for temperatures, rainfall and snow for Minnesota -- indeed, for 10,000 U.S. locations -- will be published later this year by the National Climate Data Center, which calculates them once a decade, much like the census. For the Twin Cities and much of Minnesota, normal will probably mean warmer and wetter.

The normal overall temperature for January for the Twin Cities could be 2.7 degrees warmer than the normal that's been in use for the past 10 years, based on previous calculations. That's a sizable jump in climate terms, but once people adjust to the new average, it's possible they might not be alarmed.

"It's going to be tricky from an education standpoint," said University of Minnesota Extension climatologist Mark Seeley. "We have to keep the public aware that across our lifetime we're seeing trends that are even more significant than we can see from a 30-year context."

What's a climate normal?

A climate normal is, by international agreement, an average of weather conditions over 30 years. It's intended to indicate what weather conditions might be typical in any given place.

For the past decade, the normals were based on weather from 1971-2000. The new set will cover 1981-2010, so Friday was the final day of the next 30-year climate normal period.

Assistant state climatologist Pete Boulay noted that the new tables will exclude the cool decade of the 1970s, replacing it with the warm '00s, so normal temperatures will almost certainly rise. Boulay also said that the Twin Cities' snowiest-ever December, in 2010, will probably make December the snowiest month of the year in the climate normals, jumping ahead of January and March.

Climate normals have long been used by farmers and horticulturists, architects, public works managers, snow-removal planners, climate forecasters and, of course, the media. In some states, they're used to set utility rates.

They can also be used to measure climate change, because they stay put while the local conditions change. But climate change itself may be undermining their usefulness.

"If normals are getting warmer, then comparing temperatures to a warmer average is not going to be seen as a big deal anymore," said Anthony Arguez, the NCDC's climate normals project manager.

Many industries that have long used normals in their planning are turning to other calculations, Arguez noted, because the climate has been changing faster than the normals have. An NCDC analysis showed that across much of Minnesota and Wisconsin, January nighttime temperatures were 5 degrees warmer from 2001-07 than the standard 30-year normal. Xcel Energy now uses 20-year normals to help predict energy needs, said spokesman Tom Hoen.

"Climate change makes it more difficult for normals to represent what's going on," Arguez said.

'Moving averages'

As a result, the Climate Data Center is looking at new types of "normals" to use in addition to the 30-year averages.

The data center is considering compiling "moving averages," calculating 30-year averages every year instead of once every 10 years.

Another strategy would be to build an upward tilt (they call it a "hinge") into the normals at the year 1975, when the current significant warming trend began. That would allow normals to be cast forward on a trend rather than reflect the past, and could shift to accommodate cooling trends as well.

A third approach would be to build normals based on strong trends over periods of time much shorter than 30 years, to give them more immediacy.

Those alternatives are under review and may not be in use until 2013, Arguez said.

Bill Patzert, a climatologist with NOAA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, took a different view. Patzert was contacted through a climate-change "ready-response" network of researchers.

He said climate normals are "misleading" because they don't cover enough time. He'd like to see normals based on 50-year periods at least, and longer where more records are available.

In Minnesota, in the midst of a blizzard engulfing his home in Fergus Falls Thursday, retired DNR hydrologist Terry Lejcher noted that his region has received 70 more inches of rain and snow since 1991 than indicated in the 1971-2000 normal. Otter Tail Lake is higher than it's been at any time since the 1930s, and even at the onset of winter, residents are sandbagging their homes to keep floodwaters out. Much of the water in that region flows west to the Red River of the North, which has seen epic flooding and flood fighting in recent years.

"It reinforces for me that a normal is nothing but a snapshot," Lejcher said. "In fact, what we're seeing is normal. There's a lot of variation in the climate. Most people's perception is that something is seriously wrong here. But everybody's life span is so short."

Energy giant takes aim at renewable

Globe and Mail, 3 Jan 2011, Richard Blackwell

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/energy-giants-take-aim-at-renewables/article1855878/?cmpid=rss1&utm_source=twitterfeed&utm_medium=twitter&utm_campaign=DTN+Canada%3A
Several of Canada’s largest energy and resource companies are quietly staking out positions in a sector that seems at odds with their usual extractive activities: the renewable power business.

Oil sands, pipeline and coal-power firms are now among the biggest players in renewables, with portfolios of wind, solar, small hydro power and ethanol production that in some cases outpace the holdings of most “pure” green companies.

Environmentalists and small companies in the sector are sanguine about the competitors; they welcome the big firms as a significant source of clout and capital that can add momentum to the shift to renewable energy.

“It reflects the reality of energy in the 21st century,” said Ian Bruce, a climate change specialist at the David Suzuki Foundation. “A lot of the innovation is happening at the small company level and then is getting [moved] up to larger businesses that have the capital to invest more.”

TransAlta Corp. has emerged as the biggest green energy player among the large energy firms. The Calgary-based owner of coal mines and coal- and oil-powered electricity plants already had a substantial portfolio of clean energy assets before it bought Canadian Hydro Developers Inc. last year. But with that acquisition, TransAlta became the biggest wind farm operator in Canada with more than a dozen facilities in Alberta, New Brunswick, Quebec and Ontario. These generate about 1,000 megawatts, almost one-third of the total wind power in Canada.

TransAlta also has more than two dozen hydro electric plants, along with a biomass facility and a geothermal project in the United States. Altogether, renewables make up more than 20 per cent of the company’s energy portfolio.

Pipeline company Enbridge Inc. also has a wide-ranging portfolio of wind farms, waste heat power plants, a geothermal project, and it owns one of the largest operating solar farms in the world, just outside Sarnia, Ont.

Meanwhile, Calgary pipeline operator Fort Chicago Energy Partners recently bought up three small-hydro operations – Swift Power Corp., Pristine Power Inc., and the B.C. hydro assets of Enmax Corp.

Oil sands developer Suncor Energy Inc. has been in the renewable game longer than most of the others, having built its first wind farm almost a decade ago. It now has four operating wind projects, and a fifth in the works, along with a large ethanol plant in Sarnia.

“We think of this as a parallel path to future growth,” said Gordon Lambert, Suncor’s vice-president of sustainability. “We saw renewables starting to emerge as an important part of the energy mix, [and] we viewed our step into the space as an early entry into a diversification of the energy supply system.” Wind and biofuels were chosen because they seemed to be the most commercially viable technologies, he said.

While Suncor plans to add one wind farm a year to its holdings, Mr. Lambert is loath to predict how large a proportion of its business renewables will make up. So much depends on access to power grids, provincial energy rules, and the shape of the still-undefined federal energy strategy.

It makes sense to have a diverse range of companies in the renewable business, he said. “You need to have those entrepreneurial players who are creating new ideas and innovating, then you need the big players for the growth stages of many of these technologies where access to capital is important.”

Small green energy companies agree. “The more that gets done, the better, whether it is by a pure play or by a traditional fossil fuel generator,” said Kent Brown, the former chief executive officer of Canadian Hydro who is now running a startup firm called BluEarth Renewables Inc. “We want to see projects get done and get done successfully.”

Tim Weis, director of renewable energy policy at the Pembina Institute, said the fact that large companies have the resources to shift “big money” into the renewable sector can be very helpful, and if they use their political clout to support it, that’s even better. One concern, however, is that companies may use their clean energy holdings as a token to show they are in game, but not take it seriously. And if government support policies shift to favour big companies – who prefer tax breaks over financial aid – that won’t help, he added.

Some traditional resource firms are just now dipping their toes into the renewable sector. Mining giant Teck Resources Ltd. recently signed a joint venture with Suncor to develop the Wintering Hills wind power project under construction near Drumheller, Alta.

John Thompson, vice-president of technology and development at Teck, said the company is interested in getting involved with clean energy projects in jurisdictions where it has mines – and consequently consumes a lot of power. The power projects may also generate renewable energy “credits” that could offset carbon penalties Teck might face in those jurisdictions.

Teck isn’t completely new to the electricity business, however, Mr. Thompson said. the company has owned a hydro dam in British Columbia since 1954 – it provides power to the company’s smelter in Trail.

Teck will continue to look at possible further renewable projects in British Columbia, Alberta, the United States and Chile, he said, although there aren’t any specific projects on the immediate horizon.

Mr. Thompson said his firm has received no criticism for moving into the renewable power sector, but has been welcomed as a new player and source of investment. “No one has phoned me up and said ‘You’re butting your nose in the wrong place,’” he said.

US to impose new emission rules on power plants, refineries

Globe and Mail, 2 Jan 2011, Shawn McCarthy

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/politics/us-to-impose-new-emission-rules-on-power-plants-refineries/article1855631/
The Obama administration has announced plans to impose new greenhouse-gas emission rules on power plants and refineries, a move that will increase pressure on the Harper government to introduce its own national emissions regulations in 2011.

The U.S. Environment Protection Agency said over the holidays that it will propose emission performance standards for new and existing fossil-fuel facilities this year, despite opposition from Republicans and some Democrats in Congress.

The proposed regulations – to take effect at the end of 2012 – would be in addition to EPA rules that came into effect on Sunday that require all new plants or major expansions to get permits for emitting carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases (GHGs).

That permitting requirement has been in the works for several months. Federal Environment Minister John Baird has said Ottawa will not adopt similar measures, but will broadly match the U.S. regulatory approach.

Despite the movement south of the border, the Harper government has given no indication how it intends to regulate Canadian industry, including oil companies who could face significant additional costs for the rapidly expanding oil-sands sector if Ottawa follows the U.S. lead.

“The EPA is now moving ahead even more aggressively to regulate industrial greenhouse-gas emissions,” said Matthew Bramley, an analyst with the Calgary-based environmental group, Pembina Institute.

“So it is really time for the government of Canada to demonstrate whether its stated policy of harmonizing with the U.S. was purely rhetorical in order to delay, or whether it was meant seriously.”

The opposition has sought to keep pressure on the Harper government, recently demanding that Ottawa act unilaterally rather than wait for the Americans. Opposition parties joined together in the Commons to pass climate legislation that was defeated in the Conservative-controlled Senate in November.

Liberal environment critic Gerard Kennedy said Prime Minister Stephen Harper appears to have no desire to adopt climate regulations, given that his government has not kept up with U.S. efforts despite the pledge to harmonize.

“They’ve been caught behind a carbon smokescreen,” Mr. Kennedy said in an interview Sunday.

“This is going to be an embarrassing time for them because this has been their main excuse for not using the regulatory power they had – and now the Americans are moving. I think we’re really back to a do-nothing kind of approach that has characterized this government.”

Mr. Kennedy said Mr. Harper may choose to “lie in the weeds” and wait to see whether Congressional opposition or industry lawsuits can derail the EPA’s plans.

Bill Rodgers, a spokesman for Mr. Baird, reiterated that the government intends to harmonize with U.S. climate-change rules, but wouldn’t comment on the EPA’s recent announcement. The U.S. regulator said it will require existing power plants and refineries to invest in the best available technology to reduce emissions, but has not yet unveiled specific proposals.

Mr. Baird – who is also Government House Leader – returned to the post of environment minister in November when Jim Prentice resigned, and is expected to be replaced in a cabinet shuffle this month.

In April of 2007, the Harper government announced a plan to impose industry-specific GHG regulations, but later changed course and proposed a national cap-and-trade system. When it become clear the U.S. would not pass its own cap-and-trade legislation, the Harper government said it would match the regulatory approach being planned by the Obama administration.

Ottawa also plans to introduce draft regulations in April that would force power companies to eventually replace traditional coal-fired power plants with lower-emission ones, including natural gas or carbon-capture-and-storage technology. But those rules would only come into force in 2015, and would not require existing power plants to reduce emissions.

Albert, Saskatchewan and Nova Scotia rely heavily on coal-fired power for electricity, and would be most impacted by higher power costs if the federal government forced utilities to reduce emissions.

The oil industry has warned that EPA rules – and any effort to match them in Canada – would drive up costs for North American refineries, meaning higher prices for motorists, airlines and the trucking industry.

Oil-sands producers would be particularly vulnerable because they require emission-intensive processing to transform the crude bitumen into gasoline and diesel. Currently, producers either upgrade the bitumen into synthetic crude oil in Alberta and then refine it, or export the raw product for processing in U.S. refineries.

Industry spokesman Peter Boag said the Harper government is planning to harmonize the “outcomes” of U.S. emission regulations – meaning roughly equivalent stringency – rather than precisely copying EPA rules. He said the EPA’s regulatory approach gives industry little flexibility in meeting emission-reduction goals.

“I don’t think it allows for the kind of creative and innovative solutions that the private sector can address,” said Mr. Boag, president of the Canadian Petroleum Products Institute, which represents the refining side of the oil industry.

Majority of Canadian businesses bracing for climate impacts: Study

Vancouver Sun, 30 Dec 2010, Mike DeSouza

http://www.vancouversun.com/life/environment/Majority+Canadian+businesses+bracing+climate+impacts+Study/4042593/story.html
OTTAWA — With nearly three out of four Canadian business leaders bracing for impacts on their operations due to climate change, some leading stakeholders and experts say that the economy has already been forced to adapt to a new reality.

The numbers, from a recent national survey of business and government leaders by Environics Research Group, reflect what is going on in many companies and industries, according to the chairman of a federal advisory panel on economic and environmental issues.

"Here in the West, we're already seeing the difficulties in southern Alberta with regard to water and water licences and availability for business expansion or urban expansion," said Robert Page, chairman of the National Round Table on the Environment and the Economy and a professor at the University of Calgary's Energy and Environmental Systems Group. "This is all a part of climate change and this is something that people are already factoring into doing business in this part of the country."

The survey, sponsored by Natural Resources Canada, found 81 per cent of business leaders, 89 per cent of senior provincial officials and 90 per cent of senior municipal officials believe climate change is already underway with an additional four to 10 per cent in each group believing that it would happen in the "foreseeable future."

Among the business leaders who held this view, 72 per cent said they expected the changing climate would have an impact on their organizations. This percentage increased to 82 per cent for officials from larger businesses with more than 20 employees.

The federal advisory panel warned earlier this month in a report that Canada needs to step up its preparations for impacts and take advantage of potential opportunities of global warming.

"Canada has conducted remarkably little economic analysis to date on climate change impacts, and even less so on the costs and benefits of adaptation," said the report, Degrees of Change: Climate Warming and the Stakes for Canada. "More has been done on the economic costs of reducing Canada's (greenhouse gas) emissions, by contrast . . . Indeed, key decision makers in government and industry see the costs of adapting to a changing climate as the most significant barrier to moving forward."

Governments around the world agree human activity and consumption of fossil fuels is resulting in a dangerous increase in the concentration of greenhouse gas emissions that trap heat in the atmosphere and cause global warming. But they are still negotiating an international treaty to solve the problem.

Avrim Lazar, president of the Forest Products Association of Canada, noted companies in his industry have been significantly affected by warmer winters that led to mountain pine beetle infestations in western Canadian forests.

"For many places in central British Columbia and Alberta it has been a dramatic impact," Lazar said in an interview. "Because our industry depends on natural functioning ecosystems, changes to natural functioning ecosystems is a threat to our industry."

The survey, submitted to the government last spring, was conducted in two phases, starting in May 2009 with in-depth interviews with 24 senior decision-makers from governments and the business world, followed by a telephone survey with 503 senior officials from the same categories in the fall of 2009. The business sample of 302 provided results considered accurate within 5.6 percentage points, 19 times out of 20, while the sample of municipal governments of 174 respondents was considered accurate within 7.4 percentage points, 19 times out of 20.

The report said it could not provide a margin of error for results about the provincial governments because of the type of sample used.

But Lazar, a former senior bureaucrat who served as an assistant deputy minister at Environment Canada in the 1990s when the Chretien government signed the Kyoto Protocol on climate change, said the survey also demonstrates that businesses recognize that other factors related to climate change, such as regulations and the rising cost of fossil fuels or other forms of energy, will force them to adapt and change practices.

He noted forestry companies are already exploring opportunities from these types of changes by converting what used to be waste products, such as saw dust, bark and wood chips, into a new renewable energy stream for their operations.

"If you go back to basics, the industrial infrastructure is driven on fossil fuels," said Lazar. "No matter how inconvenient people may find that truth, eventually it sinks in. If there's going to be impacts on the cost or availability of fossil fuels, it's going to change your business economics."

Lazar said the forest products industry is still on track to meet a 2007 pledge to be carbon neutral and eliminate its carbon dioxide footprint by 2015, without requiring any purchase of carbon offset credits from other businesses that reduce emissions.

Old satellite data, ships’ logbooks could reveal history of Arctic ice

Montreal Gazette, 2 Jan 2011, Randy Boswell

http://www.montrealgazette.com/technology/environment/satellite+data+ships+logbooks+could+reveal+history+Arctic/4049610/story.html
The recent, record-setting retreat of Arctic sea ice in Canada and across the polar north has prompted separate research projects in Britain and the United States aimed at reconstructing the region's historical ice record - from the 18th century age of sail to the dawn of the satellite era in the 1960s.

A team of British researchers, set to embark on a three-year probe of archived ship logs from 1750 to 1850, intends to create a composite picture of Arctic ice cover from the journal entries of polar explorers such as Sir William Parry, whose voyages to northern Canada in the 1820s added new Arctic islands to the world map and significantly furthered the quest to discover the Northwest Passage.

Meanwhile, scientists from NASA and the U.S. National Snow and Ice Data Center have detailed plans for what's being called a "techno-archeology" experiment to extract previously unfiltered data about Arctic ice extent from some of the first satellite images of the Earth, recorded as early as 1964 by the Nimbus series of orbiting spacecraft.

In both cases, the research teams say their findings will help climatologists better understand the present-day Arctic meltdown and sharpen their forecasts of this century's ice retreat, widely expected to result in open-water summers throughout Canada's North by 2030 or sooner.

Arctic Ocean ice experienced another severe thaw last summer, the third-biggest since satellite monitoring began in 1979.

The 2010 retreat from a winter ice maximum of about 15 million square kilometres to a September coverage area of just five million square kilometres also meant that the four greatest melts in the 30-year satellite record have occurred in the past four years.

But the NASA-NSIDC project could extend that satellite record by 15 years if experts are able to tease out a profile of the Arctic ice from the pioneering pictures of the planet taken by the early Nimbus orbiters.

"Satellite sea ice records go back only to 1979, but early NASA satellites collected data over the Arctic that was never processed because of the limitations of early computers," David Gallaher, a technology expert with the Colorado-based snow and ice data centre, stated ahead of a December geology conference in San Francisco. 

"Researchers have now shown that they can derive sea ice extent data from an archive of data from the Nimbus satellites, launched in the 1960s and 1970s."

Interpreting the Nimbus data is a tricky process involving painstaking analysis of reams "archaic, two-inch tape," according the NSIDC. But if the researchers can construct a high-resolution, season-by-season record of ice expansion and contraction for the 15 years before 1979, the extended timeline will provide a much clearer picture of the trends that led to this decade's alarming Arctic ice retreat.

The British project, despite its reliance on the eyewitness accounts of Royal Navy sailors, promises to expand the knowledge of Arctic ice conditions from the mid-18th to the mid-19th century.

"Ships' logbooks were the main resource used to record the weather in the oceans," the University of Sunderland said in a summary of the project issued in December. "Officers kept careful records of the daily, and sometimes hourly, climate conditions. What that means today is modern researchers are able to find what the weather was like anywhere in the world on a particular day."

Such weather records also included reports on ice conditions during northern voyages of discovery and commercial expeditions in Canada's Arctic waters for the Hudson's Bay Company.

"The Arctic environmentally is a hugely important area, but we need to know how it's behaved in the past in order that we can assess how it's going to behave in the future," said project leader Dennis Wheeler, a University of Sunderland researcher who has previously probed archived ships' logs - including records left by Capt. James Cook from his polar and Pacific voyages - to track historical temperature trends. 

"This is no longer just a scientific issue; climate change is of global political concern," Wheeler said.

"The logs from search vessels for Sir John Franklin and his crew, who disappeared on their voyage to navigate the Northwest Passage, are incredibly important from both a climatology and historic perspective."

More than 300 ships' logs have previously been digitized as part of the Wheeler-led U.K. Colonial Registers and Royal Navy Logbooks (CORRAL) project.

"We are using the CORRAL data as a springboard to the Arctic project," said Wheeler, who is working on the historical ice database with the Scott Polar Research Institute and other British scientific organizations.

Sir Richard Brook, director of the Leverhulme Trust funding body that's supporting the archival project, added that "sailors into the Arctic regions, be they traders, whalers, or navy, have described their experience of climate in their logbooks. A century of insight is accessible to the patient scholar, but currently untapped."
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Costly Australian floods highlight need for disaster mitigation planning, UN warns

With unpredictable and extreme weather the “new normal,” both developed and developing countries must plan ahead by anticipating the consequences of development or face increasing economic losses, according to the United Nations disaster mitigation secretariat.

Citing torrential rains that have severely flooded parts of north-eastern Australia with damage potentially reaching $1 billion, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Special Representative for Disaster Risk Reduction Margareta Wahlström today called for an urgent reappraisal of the human factor in so-called natural disasters, with particular focus on risk assessment.

“At the UN, our interest is to change the view that disasters are ‘natural’ and to cause people to accept that disasters are ‘man-made’ and must be planned for,” she said. “With planning, it will be possible to lessen the blow when storms or other hazards hit. If we carry on treating disasters as events disconnected to our actions, nothing will change. And we remain vulnerable to ever more costly damage.” 

Ms. Wahlström heads the secretariat for the UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR), a framework adopted by Member States in 2000 comprising numerous organizations, States, intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), financial institutions, technical bodies and civil society. 

“With weather patterns becoming more unpredictable and extreme, costs of this magnitude may become commonplace in all parts of the world unless we urgently change the way we think about and react to disasters,” she said today, citing the $1 billion estimate. 

“The key to reducing the impact of disasters is to anticipate the consequences of our economic and social development, and to ensure that risk assessments become a routine part of planning. Where are we exposing ourselves to unnecessary risk? In cases where risks are known, what can governments and communities do to make society more resilient? And how can everyday citizens contribute to building resilience?” 

Earlier this month, Ms. Wahlström warned that heavy snowfalls immobilizing cities in Europe were an indication that the world may be ill prepared to cope with unpredictable climate patterns.

Throughout 2010, as part of its “Making Cities Resilient” campaign, UNISDR has been urging local governments to perform risk assessments, assign a budget for disaster risk reduction, maintain critical infrastructure that reduces risk, and ensure education and training in risk reduction. 

In November, Ms. Wahlström visited Cairns in north-east Australia, the first city to join the campaign. Cairns is also the first city in Queensland State to have a purpose-built, category-5 cyclone disaster coordination centre. So far, 159 cities have joined the campaign, and will share their experiences at the Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction to be hosted by UNISDR in Geneva, from 8 to 13 May. 
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