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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
Bernama (Malaysia): UN Needs To Establish World Environment Organisation
29 July 2011

There is a need to establish a World Environment Organisation (WEO) under the United Nations as the current governance arrangements for the sector have failed to meet the expectations.

Developed over the course of 40 years, since the establishment of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in 1972, the challenges have outgrown the system, Science Adviser to the Prime Minister, Prof Emeritus Datuk Dr Zakri Abdul Hamid said.

The current international environmental governance framework no longer serves the interests of governments. It has not reversed or even contained the environmental degradation over the last few decades.

"Right now environmental issues are governed internationally by a hodgepodge of institutions spread across the UN. In fact there are more than 40 different UN agencies with environmental programmes," Dr Zakri noted.

Only a major overhaul of the governance system will heed the reforms needed to address the challenges of environmental sustainability.

COMPLICATED SYSTEM

Over the years, the international community has adopted hundreds of multilateral environmental agreements, all with their own secretariats and administrations.

Speaking at a two-day workshop recently, Dr Zakri said last year there were more meetings than the calendar days in the year.

He added that the last five years of meetings under a fraction of these agreements, have produced over 5,000 decisions that the countries are supposed to act upon through national efforts.

The workshop, convened by Asean, UNEP, Office of the Science Adviser to the Prime Minister of Malaysia and Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM), is part of the preparations for the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro (Rio+20) next year.

"The system has become insanely complicated and virtually impossible for the developing countries to participate meaningfully," he said.

The only countries that cope with the system are the richest countries of the world, while the poor developing nations are becoming disenfranchised, he added.

"This scenario calls for a change. Developing countries need to think clearly about their needs for the environment and get over this stigma that the 'environmental agenda' is only for the rich," Dr Zakri explained.

EQUAL REPRESENTATION

History has shown that most of the global organisations that we have today were actually designed and negotiated by the developed world, while the developing countries have stood on the sidelines and watched it taking place.

But the environment issue goes to the heart of development, livelihoods and the well being of all of us.

Moreover there is a growing economy based on market niches in green technology, and green goods and services - market opportunity that Malaysia and many other Asian countries are quickly realising.

"We need a WEO that will help develop new ideas, share experiences and assist the countries in making a transition to a green economy. We have to help the poorest nations become partners in a green economy and not create a parallel development track, one for the haves and one for the have-nots," Dr Zakri said.

He added that a WEO must be the anchor that can rationalise current environmental governance and ensure that developing countries are equally represented and able to participate in the system within their own financial means.

A DEMOCRATIC BODY

The current approach has to change, especially when it comes to redesigning a new environmental governance system.

It must have a development focus and be better aimed at responding to developing countries' needs, Dr Zakri said.

This means, a WEO must have certain and distinctive priorities.

"It must be a democratic body with universal membership where each country has one vote, not weighed voting as in the case of many financial assistance agencies, where donor countries have more votes compared to recipient countries," he explained.

Developing countries need implementation support, especially technical assistance, capacity building and technology support.

A WEO, therefore, must have an implementation arm to respond to developing countries' needs.

Right now implementation support falls through the cracks in the UN system as no one agency is responsible for this within the environmental sector, meaning that in the end it is the developing countries that are losing out.

This is especially the case for multilateral environmental agreements where there are many promises of support, but only a few mechanisms and no clear institution to help countries implement their commitments.

NOTHING LIKE WTO

However, the proposed creation of the WEO to anchor the global efforts for the environment may be a sensitive issue for several countries, Dr Zakri said.

"Almost instinctively, the words 'world' and 'organisation', when heard together by developing country diplomats, makes them react against it, saying that it would be another World Trade Organisation (WTO) and that is the last thing we need," he noted.

The reality is that there is a serious need for WEO and the proposals for it look nothing like a WTO.

Most of the UN specialised agencies are actually not at all like the WTO.

Organisations such as the WHO, FAO or Unesco provide consultative and facilitative functions and assist the countries to meet the global commitments derived from mutual agreements.

They are not at all regulatory like the WTO, which sets standards and reduces barriers to trade.

AseanN and developing countries need to engage in the debate and form a proposal that takes their needs as developing nations to Rio+20.

"Otherwise, we may end up with yet another global organisation that is established without our needs in mind, or worse, after marginalising the developing countries," Dr Zakri concluded.
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Myrepublica (Nepal): Water woes, tensions and wars

29 July 2011

In 1988, the villagers of Gadhi in Makwanpur district rejoiced as an extensive drinking water supply project was all set to deliver water to their households. Finally their water woes would be over, they thought.

But diminishing water supply and increasing demands still keep the villagers struggling for sufficient drinking water.

Additionally, they find themselves in constant conflict with the neighboring community of Tara for their share of water.

“The water spring lies in our area and you dare connect pipes and take away all our water?” shouts Rajesh Thapa, a resident of the upper Tara at Sita Ram Dahal, a resident from the lower Gadhi.

“There’s not enough water for us. Our water mills are drying up and if this continues, we don’t care. We’ll wreck your intake tanks and pipes.”

As Dahal squares it out with Thapa, villagers from Tara have gathered around the small teashop where once again a tiff has broken out. It goes on for an hour or more and Dahal, outnumbered, finally walks away grumbling, “They just don’t listen…”

Dahal, secretary of the Gadhi Drinking Water Supply Project User’s Committee, later says that the conflict has been going on for two years now.

According to him, the committee took over the project in 1997 as the service from the project was becoming irregular and inefficient due to lack of proper maintenance. With the help of the Federation of Water and Sanitation Users in Nepal (FEDWASUN), it lobbied and succeeded in receiving a separate budget for the rehabilitation of the nearly defunct project from the annual plan of the District Development Committee (DDC). Since then, he says, due to some miscommunication over financial aid and benefits to the local people, the upper village communities started opposing the project rehabilitation plan.

Previously, only the people from the lower villages of the area, who were concerned about their irrigation canals, were against the project rehabilitation. But the committee came to a settlement that some part of the budget would also be used to facilitate their irrigation canals.

“But the Upper Tara community claims that the people in the lower villages were bribed and they’ve been threatening to vandalize the project, solely to get some financial aid for their community as well,” says Dahal.

Moreover, the first priority is drinking water, and not irrigation facilities, as Dahal claims and sidelines the vehement claims of the villagers in Tara. But he fears dreadful consequences if the conflict remains unresolved.
The conflict in Gadhi is a micro-level case at national and global contexts. Balkrishna Pokharel, program manager at FEDWASUN, says that as water sources have started drying up, there have been more and worse conflicts.

FEDWASUN, which has been trying to mediate several of such conflicts between communities over water rights, has also intervened in conflict cases that have reached the courts. They are currently studying water conflicts in twelve districts of Nepal as case studies to analyze an overall study of nationwide water conflicts.

“Though the detailed report of our study is yet to be published, we’ve found that there are varied reasons for water scarcity and the resulting conflict – climate change, pollution – and many other political, communal and legal aspects have also given rise to conflicts over water in Nepal,” says Pokharel.

On the legal front, Pokharel points out that the Water Resource Act 2049 stating the right to use water for drinking purposes overrides the right to use the same water for any other (irrigation/commercial) purposes. Then again, Nepal has ratified ILO Convention 169 which advocates the right of indigenous people.

This means people from a certain community have prior rights to local resources, including water, than people outside the community.

“There already are cases where people belonging to a certain ethnic community have objected to give their water away to other communities. These contradictory laws, if combined with federal state governance according to ethnicity, can ignite more of such conflicts,” says Pokharel.

The Water Resource Act also states that the user’s committee of a certain water source has to register itself with the District Water Resources Committee. “Our studies have shown that users’ committees from one village register the water source belonging to other villagers as theirs, resulting to even graver conflicts.”

Mutual understanding and cooperation can help solve most of such conflicts, he says. But for the effects of environmental degradation on the water resources, we have to start acting on resource protection, or it may be too late.

~~~

To start with, even globally, drinkable or fresh water is already very limited. Though more than 70% of the Earth is covered with water, less than 3% of it is fresh; 99 % of which is unattainable, as it is either frozen in polar icecaps or lies underground, and most of which is too expensive to tap into and filter. So the lakes, rivers, marshes, aquifers and atmospheric vapor that make up less that 1%of the world’s total water is the actual amount available for human consumption.(Source: WHO, UNICEF, waterworld.org)

In Nepal, according to available data with National Water Plan-Nepal, there is 225 BCM (billion cubic meters) of water available annually in the form of river water and almost 35 BCM underground. Out of that, only an estimated of 15 BCM has so far been utilized for different uses, such as drinking water, irrigation and hydropower due to lack of proper distribution and supply systems. But the demands at home and globally are at a surge.

The world’s population has tripled, and water demand has increased six times worldwide between 1950 and 1990. Both the United Nations and the United States Government estimate that by 2015, at least 40% of the world’s population will lack adequate water supply. Water shortages will affect the livelihood of one-third of the world’s population by 2025, experts predict.

In Nepal, census data indicates that its population has grown from nine million in 1950 to 29 million (estimated) in 2010. A study report by the Kathmandu Valley Water Supply Management Board (KVWSMB) in 2007-2008 outlined that the current water demand of the capital city alone is 280 million liters a day (MLD), exceeding the available water supply of 140 MLD by Kathmandu Upatyaka Khanepani Limited (KUKL). As the water demands rise with the population growth and industrialization, the water reserves in Nepal face imminent threats.

“A report by United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) had claimed that the snow in the Nepali mountains that are the source of most major rivers in Nepal would all be gone by 2035, but it wasn’t justifiable,” says Gautam Raj Karnikar, Senior Divisional Engineer at Water and Energy Commission Secretariat (WECS). “The immediate danger that we all should be alert about currently, however, is the growing possibility of Glacial Lake Outburst Floods (GLOF) that can be massively destructive.”

According to a report by International Center for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD), Nepal has already experienced 22 catastrophic GLOFs, including 10 GLOFs in Tibet/China damaging some parts in Nepal as well. Moreover, a recent inventory carried out by ICIMOD and UNEP shows that out of 2,323 glacial lakes, there are some 20 potential dangerous ones in Nepal, most of which are in the eastern region.

When the Dig Tsho glacial lake in the Sagarmatha zone flooded the Dudh Koshi sub-basin in 1985, it damaged Namche’s hydropower station, 14 bridges, cultivated lands and so on. The report cites that most of the major settlements, infrastructure and trekking routes are at the lower terraces of GLOF risk area.

Karnikar points out that these GLOFs, however, pose threat to not just these settlements in the mountainous region but also the livelihoods of people in the downstream valleys and alongside the river basins. Moreover, the damage caused by GLOFs is not a one-time occurrence; it is followed by continuous erosion and landslide phenomenon with the threat of danger throughout the year, experts say.

The report also states that the warming trend in Nepal was 0.6°C per decade between 1977 and 2000, which is much greater than the global average of 0.74°C over the last 100 years, which further escalates the risks of GLOFs. The ICIMOD report also states that as an impact of global warming, 50 lakes are growing and 22 new lakes have been formed after 2000 alone.

“Besides, climate change has also caused changes in rainfall pattern. So, even though there is more snowfall, snowmelt begins very early and the water runs off too quickly without retaining much snow in the mountains,” says Karnikar. “As Nepal doesn’t have good water storage facilities and a lot of it remains untapped, almost all the water is still running off.”

Karnikar also points out that the monsoon now sees more occasional heavy rain than regular drizzles that increases runoffs. So, there’s not enough groundwater recharge, due to which many aquifers or underground water reserves are also drying up.

He shares that on one hand the warming trend has increased water flow in most snow-fed rivers and due to aquifer depletion, water flow in non-snow-fed rivers such as Kankai and Bagmati has decreased to a great extent.

The effects of climate change here and in the greater Himalayan region, also called the “the roof of the world” can affect the people not just in Nepal but more than 1.3 billion people who find their livelihoods in the basins of the 10 largest rivers in Asia that these Himalayan glaciers are source to. Moreover, the region and its water resources play an important role in global atmospheric circulation, biodiversity, rain-fed and irrigated agriculture, and hydropower, as well as in the production of commodities exported to markets worldwide.

Water sustains life, and civilizations have been displaced due to unavailability of water. Recent reports inform us of villages being displaced due to water crunch. Pokhari Gaon in Dadeldhura district is one recent example. Its people completely abandoned the 200-year-old settlement as they could no longer bear the brunt of traveling for hours to fetch one pail of water.
Water is already scarce. Top that with industrial pollution and mismanaged sanitation contaminating freshwater resources, the availability of clean drinking water is dwindling rapidly; additionally having adverse effects on human health as well.

According to WaterAid Nepal, 16 million Nepalis still defecate out in the open that can directly contaminate water sources. In these conditions, water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) -associated diseases remain among the top 10 causes of morbidity in Nepal. WaterAid estimates that 10,500 children die every year as a result of such diseases. That is 28 children everyday.

The official statistics from the Department of Water Supply and Sewerage (DWSS) claim that national water supply coverage and sanitation coverage is 80.4% and 43%, respectively. However, sector review reports from WaterAid Nepal say that water coverage is only 53% if the functionality of water supply is considered, without even accounting for water quality. Meanwhile, though Nepal has come a long way in improving sanitation, with latrine coverage rising from 6% in 1990 to 43% 2009, improved and hygienic latrine coverage is only 27%.

Moreover, the Government of Nepal has signed  the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) under which it needs to achieve 73% drinking water coverage and 53% sanitation coverage by 2015. It also declared to achieve the goal of universal access to water and sanitation by 2017.

“The government is carrying out several district-level projects under its rural water supply and sanitation project to achieve the target goal. We already have 80% coverage and we can surely achieve the goal of universal access in Nepal by 2017, provided we have enough funds,” says Suman Sharma, spokesperson at the Ministry of Physical Planning and Works (MoPPW).

WaterAid report calculates that the annual budget allocated for water supply coverage by the Government of Nepal is about Rs 4.64 billion which sums up to be sufficient to meet the MDG and national goals. However, the annual budget for sanitation sector is only Rs 360 million, whereas a total of Rs 1 billion is required annually for universal access by 2017.

~~~

As water sources get depleted or polluted and the natural water cycle is disrupted, causing increasing water shortage, it is bound to invite more conflicts. In 1995, World Bank Vice President Ismail Serageldin predicted an acute water shortage for the new millennium and warned “if the wars of this century were fought over oil, the wars of the next century will be fought over water.”

The prediction could materialize as the price of water, in many countries, seems to reach the same or even higher than the price of oil.

In case of Nepal, water supply prices have almost doubled in ten years. As per the records of Kathmandu Upatyaka Khanepani Limited (KUKL), whereas in 1999, the rate per 1,000 liters was Rs 9.70, in 2009, after KUKL started running under public-private partnership, the rate has increased to Rs 17.50.

Ratan Bhandari, President of Water and Energy User’s Federation, Nepal (WAFED) who has been studying the effects of privatization of water, points out that the water supply system in Kathmandu and in Nepal could also add more to water conflicts in the future.

Nepal as a developing country with huge international debts, Bhandari also expresses his concern that most of the negotiations on big water and energy projects have been done in favor of the investors, multinational banks and funding nations. With the corporate world trying to commodify and privatize water worldwide, organizations such as WAFED have been advocating that water is and should be a basic human right.

According to Bhandari, when something as basic as water is privatized, consequences can be dire. “The well-off people will get by. But in case the tariff for water supply services fluctuates, the poor will be the most adversely affected,” he says.

Tashi Tenzing, a retired World Bank staff who worked in the Water Supply and Sanitation Project with Nepal Water Supply Corporation in early 2001, says that private-sector participation in water supply sector is a complex issue.

“On one hand, while the private sector can bring changes with elements of proper management and has more deliverance capacity than the public sector, they also have profit objectives. Unless both public and private sectors are in a win-win situation, and whereas private sectors are regulated by strong legislation, the public and private sector participation design can’t be well done,” he says.

Bhandari also adds that most irrigation and hydropower projects deprive local people of the right of water to  some extent. He cites an instance. The West Seti hydro project was planned in such a way that the locals had to take permission from the contractors of the project to use the river water for any of their irrigational purposes. The project would benefit India and the company but most Nepali farmers and citizens of the area would be losers.

“Water treaties like Tanakpur barrage and Gandak barrage projects have also deprived Nepali citizens of their right over their water resources. Such treaties have often given rise to continual bilateral conflicts with the neighboring country, India,” he says.

When the Kali Gandaki hydropower project came into operation, the nearby villages had to face major water crisis when their water sources dried out. Bhandari believes that, if not properly managed, the Melamchi project could also cause similar problems, and when such projects focus solely on profits and fail to address the needs of the local people, it will definitely give rise to people’s protests against the government.

“Government officials often complain that the locals of a given project site create constant obstacles with demands and opposition, but you also have to consider the fact that these are the very people who will be immediately affected,” he says. “No project can be carried out or sustained without local participation and cooperation.”

Defending the government’s stance, Sharma says that though there has not been any documentation of conflict cases as a result of water scarcity in any development project site, it is  made sure that the local people have some benefits.

“Development projects don’t just provide job opportunities and better livelihood. In cases such as the Melamchi project, the project board also carry out different social welfare programs to benefit the community as well.”

In the future, as drinkable water becomes scarce, water resources experts concur that Nepal can reap good benefits if it finds a way to trade its freshwater with the neighboring countries. However, their major concern is that it might get misused and privatized by corporate forces beforehand.
As the water supply sources of Nepal face pressure from all sides – increasing water demands to climate change effects, contamination and pollution, and privatization threats – the water woes for Nepal don’t seem to end, but rather increase.

From petty brawls among women cueing up to fetch a vessel of water from diminishing water sprouts in Kathmandu Valley to constant debates such as in Gadhi, bilateral conflicts and wars over water  all point to rising tensions. However, despite water scarcity, some communities have managed to utilize the available water resources with mutual understanding.

In the remote area of Tallo Sarangdi in Baglung, the villagers of Amalachal have sustained their water supply project by taking its ownership. The Tallo Sarangdi Drinking Water Project was set up with the help of Nepal Water for Health (NEWAH), an NGO working in water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) sector. Not only did it help supply clean water to their households but it also trained them to set up a users’ committee and maintenance fund.

After the committee took over the project, it has been running under the community’s ownership. It also carries out maintenance programs with minimal amounts they collect from the users. The maintenance fund further introduced to them the concept of saving and cooperative. Now they have formed Shree Shivalaya Saving and Loan Cooperative Organization that has provided basic banking facilities to the community.

Rajendra Singh, the Ramon Magsaysay Award-winning water conservationist from India, once said in an interview with New Scientist, “Communities should manage their water resources and the government should help them. In a democracy, it is the duty of the government to make sure every person has drinking water. If the government is unable to provide it, it should take help from communities. They can work together.”

Singh also states that when a government fails in water management and hands over to the private sector, it has to be community-based because “if multinationals gain control of water, they will squash the rights of the poor.”

Nepal has great  advantages of location and the abundance of the freshwater reserves. However, without proper conservation, mutual cooperation and careful legal treaties, water scarcity problems and rising conflicts will continue to be a damning paradox for this country, considered as one of the most water-rich countries in the world.
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Pakistan Observer (Pakistan): Workshop to assess challenges of climate change starts
29 July 2011

A two-day workshop on stakeholders consultation towards preparation of Pakistan’s second national communication to UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was organized here Wednesday.

The basic objective of the national workshop was to educate people and policy makers and help them assess the national and international challenges in climate change.

Global Change Impact Study Centre (GCISC) organized the workshop at Pakistan Academy of Sciences.

The workshop will also concentrate on stock-taking and stock- holders consultations for the UNFCCC mandated activities undertaken, initiated or planned for adaptation to the mitigation of climate change.

At the inaugural session, Former Deputy Executive Director UNEP, Shafqat Kakakhel said that climate change is a multi- dimensional and multi-sectorial challenge which requires to focus on detailed guideline to formulate national communication. People from government and environment sector are participating the workshop which will be concluded Thursday. It merits mentioned here that one of the mandates of UNFCCC is that all parties should periodically update “nation
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Czech Position (Czech Republic): If UN ‘blue helmets’ go green, will Václav Klaus see red?
28 July 2011

No prizes for guessing which of the following statements was made by the UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon and which by Czech President Václav Klaus, a noted skeptic of prevailing theories on global warming and author of the book “A Blue Planet in Green Shackles.”

    * Statement no. 1 “Climate change represents a real threat to global security.”

    * Statement no. 2 “I don’t believe in the naivety of alarmists on global warming. They don’t care about the environment; they just use it [the issue] in their crusade which aims at limiting our freedom and our prosperity.”

Does global climate change constitute a threat to world peace? Or do efforts to combat it represent the real threat to human freedoms and economic prosperity? Czech Position tries to put both views within the context of security studies, which have long examined the risks and threats that stem from a lack of environmental protection.

Is world peace at stake?

With his statement, Ban Ki-Moon is looking to push the advanced economies of the world to fight global climate change. He did so for specific reasons.

“Extreme weather events continue to grow more frequent and intense in rich and poor countries alike, not only devastating lives, but also infrastructure, institutions, and budgets – an unholy brew which can create dangerous security vacuums,” Ban said on July 20, addressing the UN Security Council’s debate on the impact of climate change on international peace and security.

Such an appeal is certain to fall on deaf ears in the case of the Czech president, an outspoken critic of efforts to combat global warming in the form or international commitments to reduce carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas emissions. Klaus rejects the findings of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and UN Framework Convention on Climate Change which also involves lending financial and technical support to developing countries in that regard.

In fact, Klaus was in Australia this week to deliver quite a different message. And from the titles of his essays and speeches on the subject — “Threat to Freedom in the 21st Century” and “Climate change: Dangerous Belief” and “Massive Mistake of Climate Change” — it is evident that he will stand in opposition to the UN Secretary General on the green helmets. In all his lectures in Australia, Klaus will “focus on current threats posed to human freedoms and natural economic growth by ideologies based on scare-mongering and warning of so-called climate changes,” the Presidential Office said on its website.

What use is a good theory?

On the other side of the debate are Ban Ki-Moon and followers of the so-called Copenhagen School of security studies, which places a particular emphasis the social aspects of security. It’s origins are in the works of Barry Gordon Buzan, a professor of international relations at the London School of Economics (LSE) and an honorary professor at the University of Copenhagen and Jilin University, who penned the influential 1997 study “Security: A New Framework for Analysis.”

The study divides security threats into five distinct categories: military, political, societal, economic — and environmental — each of which Buzan advocates experts and politicians must learn to analysis and address. The Copenhagen School sees climate change as an area deserving of careful consideration.

How does climate change affect security?

After so many billions having been invested into renewable energy sources and countless and ever proliferating meetings among politicians on the subject, few consider climate change and its effects as merely a theory on paper. What is certain is that the debate has had very clear consequences in politics. The same goes for global warming and security, where UN experts have formulated a clear connection.

“There can be little doubt today that climate change has potentially far-reaching implications for global stability and security in economic, social and environmental terms which will increasingly transcend the capacity of individual nation states to manage,” UNEP head Achim Steiner said in a recent speech.

“Competition over scarce water and land, exacerbated by regional changes in climate, are already a key factor in local-level conflicts in Darfur, the Central African Republic, northern Kenya, and Chad, for example, when livelihoods are threatened by declining natural resources, people either innovate, flee or can be brought into conflict,” he said, noting natural disasters threaten food security, citing the loss of productive land from sea-level rise, destruction of crops and damage to food distribution networks.

The UN Security Council has countless times expressed concern over the security risks of rising sea levels to the small island states in the Pacific. Ban Ki-Moon often points to the potential effects of climate change on energy and food security — which can lead to massive waves of migration. The Washington, DC based organization Refugees International has estimated that as many as 200 million people will be displaced by natural disasters and climate change around the world by 2050, stressing “the world's poorest and most crisis-prone countries will be disproportionately affected.”

A change in UN helmet color?

According to the British newspaper The Guardian, the UN Security Council this Wednesday will discuss the possible expansion of the world body’s mission to keep the peace via a new environmental peacekeeping force – “green helmets” – which could step into conflicts caused by shrinking resources. Ban Ki-Moon is expected to address the meeting.

The discussion on introducing a security force to de-escalate environmental conflicts comes a month after the UN climate panel announced a new study in the works on extreme weather events linked to climate change. But Germany, which called the meeting, has warned it is premature to expect the council to take the plunge into green peacemaking or even adopt climate change as one of its key areas of concern, the paper noted.

“It is too early to seriously think about council action on climate change. This is clearly not on the agenda,” Germany’s ambassador to the UN, Peter Wittig, wrote in The Huffington Post. “A good first step would be to acknowledge the realities of climate change and its inherent implications to international peace and security.”

“Repainting blue helmets into green might be a strong signal — but would dealing with the consequences of climate change — say in precarious regions — be really very different from the tasks the blue helmets already perform today?” Wittig said in an editorial.

The UN Security Council is by no means unified in its view of the potential threat of climate change and the need for such a force. Whereas the US Department of Defense, for example, considers climate change as a contributing factor in the escalation of conflict, China wants the body to leave the matter to the experts. Whether they will find consensus on the matter remains to be seen, but if consensus is found to dispatch “green helmets” for humanitarian interventions, perhaps the contrarian Czech president and prolific author Václav Klaus will have a subject for his next book, with a title like “Attack of the Green Helmets.”
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Asian News International: Bansal stresses on broader national water policy
28 July 2011

Union Water Resources Minister P K Bansal on Thursday said that the revised national water policy will take on board crucial issues such as water demand management, equitable distribution, and allocating priority to water for life-support and ecology.

Launching CII-Triveni Water Institute here, Bansal said the revised policy will address the new national water scenario and new dimensions in water management.

He emphasised that one of the greatest challenges facing human development is the conservation and equitable distribution of our limited fresh water resources.

"Water crises are the challenges to the global environment communities, as water issues have been included under the agenda 21 of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP)," he said.

He observed that there are serious concerns on the availability of fresh water in India as it has 16 per cent of the world's population and only 2.45 per cent of the world's land resources and 4 per cent of the world's fresh water resources.

Bansal further appealed to the people for efficient water management pondering over new approaches to financing and resource management in the water sector.

Emphasising that the Government of India has taken up various initiatives in promoting the water conservation, Bansal described a number of schemes aimed at tackling different aspects of the water problem including promoting surface water irrigation, schemes for ground water conservation and recharge, rural drinking water and urban drinking water supply are being implemented.
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Inter Press Service: Small-Scale Land Speculators Contribute to Amazon Deforestation
28 July 2011

Many migrants from southern Brazil who clear forests in Brazil’s state of Amazonas are making their living as small-scale land speculators and not as farmers or as cattle ranchers, new research has found.

This on-the-ground reality and the proposed changes to Brazil's Forest Code are likely to ramp up deforestation rates again, despite the country's commitment to reduce deforestation 80 percent by 2020, experts say.

The Forest Code (Law 4771) was adopted in 1965 and has undergone numerous reforms, the most recent in 2001. This past May 24, an overwhelming majority in the Chamber of Deputies voted in favor of a bill to relax its requirements with regard to forest conservation. The bill is currently under study in the Senate.

A detailed study conducted in the municipality of Apuí along the Transamazon Highway in Amazonas found that many families in the region earned little income from cattle.

Instead, they were clearing the land in order to claim land titles to sell the land to large corporate ranchers, according to the study "Forest Clearing Dynamics and the Expansion of Landholdings in Apuí, a Deforestation Hotspot on Brazil’s Transamazon Highway", published in the journal Ecology and Society in June.

From the early 1990s the population of Apuí has tripled, and the municipality has had some of the highest rates of deforestation in all of the state of Amazonas. Approximately 90 per cent of the area has been converted into pasture, the study found.

"These families are always moving into new forest areas to deforest so they can claim land title. And after a few years they sell it for a much higher price," said study co-author Gabriel Carrero of the Institute for Conservation and Sustainable Development of Amazonas (IDESAM).

Carrero's co-author is noted tropical forest expert Philip Fearnside of the National Institute for Research in Amazonia (INPA).

Under Brazilian law, land title can be given to those who "improve" unclaimed lands. Those families clearing forests in Apuí are "just trying to make a better life for themselves," Carrero told Tierramérica from Manaus in Amazonas.

They do have cattle, but it is more of a hobby that can raise some cash, he said, based on detailed interviews with 83 households who owned more than 300 properties in the region.

"The real incentive is to sell their property to large farmers who have sold their lands in southern Brazil or Paraguay and are looking to buy large consolidated tracts of land," said Carrero.

Then the families move away from the frontier, go up the road into untouched forest and do it again, he explained. "This is just their way of life."

Access to the unclaimed forest land follows roads. When roads and other infrastructure improve, land values jump, facilitating speculation, he said.

"Our study proves that roads are the most important driver of deforestation," he added.

Globally, deforestation puts an astonishing 2.9 billion tons of carbon into the atmosphere every year, according to the first detailed calculation published 15 July in the journal Science.

For comparison, total yearly emissions from all fossil fuels (coal, gas, oil) plus production of cement are just under 8 billion tons.

There is a "huge influx of carbon from deforestation and it is much larger than previously thought," said Pep Canadell, executive director of the Global Carbon Project in Canberra, Australia and co-author of the study published in Science.

The potential benefits of the Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD) carbon credit scheme – which would pay communities and countries to conserve forests – could be even more important than anyone thought, Canadell told Tierramérica in an interview.

"I'm much more familiar with Indonesian forests, and REDD has had no effect on deforestation so far," he said. However, large donations from Norway, Australia and the United States totaling close to 1.5 billion dollars are having an impact on the ground in that country.

The U.N.-backed REDD is likely years away from putting cash in the hands of families in Amazonas or Indonesia or anywhere else, Canadell said.

"Families struggling to make a living aren't going to wait years to see if the international community gets its act together on REDD," he commented.

No one in Apuí is making money from carbon credit programmes like REDD, said Carrero. "Land speculation is more profitable," he added.

Deforestation and land sales will be even more profitable with proposed changes to Brazil's Forest Code, Carrero warned.

Those changes will allow landholders with less than 400 hectares to deforest all of their land in the "legal" Amazon region, as well as granting an amnesty for the many who have violated the conservation requirements now in force.

The Code currently allows the clearing of only 20 percent of the forest on landholdings in the "legal" Amazon, a geographic division that includes all states partially or totally covered by the Amazon rainforest biome.

"I'm 100 percent certain that this will increase deforestation and result in a big increase in greenhouse gas emissions from the Amazon," Carrero said.

Brazil's agribusiness is behind the proposed changes and is pressuring politicians for more flexible laws.

"It is cheaper to deforest a hectare of land than to improve a hectare of degraded land," Carrero noted.

Ironically, it is Brazil's success in reducing deforestation rates by 70 per cent from 2004 to 2009 that is behind the big push to change the laws.

"The recent crackdown on municipalities with high deforestation rates was so successful, farming and ranching interests want to get the laws changed," Rhett Butler, writer and conservationist at the NGO Mongabay.com, told Tierramérica.

The Association for Tropical Biology and Conservation (ATBC), the world's largest scientific organization devoted to the study, protection and sustainable use of tropical ecosystems, has warned that the proposed changes to the Brazilian Forest Code will result in higher levels of deforestation.

In early July the Association issued an official resolution urging the government to do a science-based assessment of the potential ecological impacts before proceeding.

Brazil officially pledged to cut deforestation by 80 percent from historic levels by 2020 under the 2009 Copenhagen Accord.

*This story was originally published by Latin American newspapers that are part of the Tierramérica network. Tierramérica is a specialised news service produced by IPS with the backing of the United Nations Development Programme, United Nations Environment Programme and the World Bank.
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Radio New Zealand (New Zealand): Fiji environment minister pushes for Pacific economies to go green
28 July 2011

The Fiji interim minister for the environment, Colonel Samuela Saumatua, says Pacific economies need to go green if they’re to ensure they remain viable.

He’s told the meeting of the Pacific Islands Roundtable for Nature Conservation in Lami in Fiji that the Green Economy concept would help countries achieve sustainable development and poverty eradication.

The Green Economy, which is proposed as one of two significant themes for next year’s UN Conference on Sustainable Development, promises to fully incorporate the environmental and the social agenda into economic discussions.

It encourages the economy and environment to work as mutually supportive partners and not as competitors.

Colonel Saumatua says given the high dependency of Pacific Islands countries on their natural environment, with commodities such as fisheries, timber and tourism, it makes sense for them to invest in a green economy.
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Montreal Gazette (Canada): Researchers alarmed by size of the Great Pacific Garbage Patch
28 July 2011
A water sample teeming with tiny, colourful bits of plastic was just one of many troubling souvenirs that a group of researchers picked up during their trip to the "Great Pacific Garbage Patch" earlier this month.

American scientist Marcus Eriksen and 12 other Sea Dragon crew members from around the world docked their sailboat in Vancouver Thursday after a 20-day expedition through the North Pacific Gyre — an area of the Pacific Ocean west of Hawaii and east of Japan where circular ocean currents cause the collection of ocean debris.

The U.S. National Science Foundation's research estimates the patch is twice the size of Texas. Other estimates suggest it's much larger.

"It's like a soup that's very spread out," Eriksen said of the span of ocean filled with plastic bits. "When you drag your net through the water, that's when you really see the plastic."

The crew, led by the Algalita Marine Research Foundation, set sail from Hawaii to the gyre in early July to collect water samples, a variety of fish and pieces of plastic, using two net trawlers.

The samples will be tested to better understand the impact of plastic pollution on both marine wildlife and humans, Ericksen said.

According to a 2009 United Nations Environment Program report, a large amount of marine litter comes from dump sites located on coastlines, industrial waste and shoreline littering.

But the North Pacific Gyre's "international waters" status has made it difficult to hold polluting countries and industries accountable, Eriksen said.

Kim De Wolff, a University of California, San Diego communications student on the expedition, said the enormous amount of plastic floating above and below the water's surface was worrying.

"When you're out there, you realize there's no way you can pull those little bits out," De Wolff said, pointing to the bottle full of plastic particles. "It's really frightening how much of it is out there."

For Jill Dwyer of the annual Great Canadian Shoreline Cleanup, which takes place Sept. 17-25 this year, the fight to reduce marine litter demands a change to human behaviour.

"One of the best things we can do is stop contributing to the problem," Dwyer said.
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Mongbay.com: Adaptation, justice and morality in a warming world
28 July 2011

If last year was the first in which climate change impacts became apparent worldwide—unprecedented drought and fires in Russia, megaflood in Pakistan, record drought in the Amazon, deadly floods in South America, plus record highs all over the place—this may be the year in which the American public sees climate change as no longer distant and abstract, but happening at home. With burning across the southwest, record drought in Texas, majors flooding in the Midwest, heatwaves everywhere, its becoming harder and harder to ignore the obvious. Climate change consultant and blogger, Brian Thomas, says these patterns are pushing 'prominent scientists' to state 'more explicitly that the pattern we're seeing today shows a definite climate change link,' but that it may not yet change the public perception in the US.

Thomas, who writes frequently about climate adaptation and justice, says that some governments—local and national—are beginning to act on adapting to a new, warmer, and more unpredictable world. However, many are not moving quickly enough.

"A great many coastal towns and cities are acting as if they have centuries to do with sea level rise. Because the impacts feel like they are a long way off, most people are procrastinating. It's a cognitive problem we face because of the very long-term nature of climate change impacts. The risks are grave, the impacts are here, but the problem doesn't feel urgent," he told mongabay.com in an interview.
Although Thomas says the reality of climate change is hitting certain sectors of society, such as the insurance sector, the 'well-funded' climate change industry is continuing to halt progress on both mitigating and adapting to climate change. But the damage may be greatest when it comes to the moral dimension of climate change, especially since those hit the hardest by climate impacts (the poor in developing nations) are the least responsible for the problem.

"The persistent downplaying of the moral dimensions of climate change is one of the most damaging effects of the climate change denial industry," Thomas says. "The wealthy countries that have prospered from many decades of emissions have a moral obligation to help those who are suffering the consequences in the developing world. The United States, despite its self-perception, is quite stingy with foreign aid, especially if you eliminate the military portion of the aid to Israel, Egypt, and other arrangements. Much more needs to be done to help developing countries.'

On top of direct aid, Thomas says that "technology and know-how swaps are the linchpin. It would be a tremendous boost for the developing world if the West could assist them in skipping some of the steps to development. This goes along with active support for education assistance."

In a July 2011 interview Brian Thomas discussed how extreme weather may (or may not) be changing the public perception of climate change, how countries are adapting to climate impacts, and why the moral issues of climate change must be addressed.
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Mongbay.com: Vietnamese military illegally plundering Laos' forests
28 July 2011

Dwindling forests in the Asian nation of Laos are being illegally destroyed and traded by Vietnamese companies with the Vietnamese army as one of the biggest players in this multi-million dollar smuggling operation, according to an investigation by the Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA). EIA agents went undercover as timber purchasers to discover a long trail of corruption and poor enforcement from the destruction of Laos forests to furniture factories in Vietnam to stores in the USA and Europe. Even a ban on exporting raw timber out of Laos has done little to stop the plunder of the nation's forests for outside gain.

"EIA first exposed the illicit log trade between Laos and Vietnam in 2008, and our latest investigations reveal that sadly nothing has changed," EIA Head of Forest Campaign Faith Doherty said in a press release.

One of the largest logging operators in the investigation was the Vietnamese Company of Economic Cooperation (COECCO). However, it was discovered that this company, which specialized in logging near dam construction sites, was owned by the Vietnamese Military Zone 4. COECCO has been logging forests with impunity for two decades, according to the EIA.

The EIA report estimates that around 500,000 cubic meters of logs make their way from Laos to Vietnam annually with logs coming from "some of the last intact tropical forests in the Mekong region." Local people (70 percent of Lao people live in rural areas) are suffering the loss of the forest resources on which they depend, while, according to the EIA, the only beneficiaries in Laos of this underground trade are corrupt officials and criminal business people.

"The governments of Vietnam and Laos urgently need to work together to stem the flow of logs and curb the over-exploitation of Laos’ precious forests before it’s too late, and the Vietnamese military must be excluded from logging operations in Laos," says Doherty. "With a new Timber Regulation coming into force within European markets in 2013, both Vietnam and Laos have a lot at stake and urgently need to work with the European Union."

Already in the US, the Lacey Act makes it a federal offense to sell wood that was sourced illegally in its country of origin.

EIA recommends that the Lao government enforce its export ban on raw logs and make its forestry quotas transparent, while Vietnam should block log imports from and not allow its military to log in Laos. Consumers should be wary when purchasing Vietnamese furniture to make certain the wood didn't come from Laos forests.
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BBC (UK): UK launches woodland carbon code
28 July 2011

The UK Forestry Commission has published guidelines for schemes that plant trees in order to absorb carbon.

The Woodland Carbon Code is designed to address some of the criticisms levelled at carbon offsetting projects.

Organisation such as the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) argue that woodlands are about more than just being carbon sinks.

MPs have said it was hard to verify claims of carbon uptake due to a lack of meaningful regulations.

The Forestry Commission says the new code is designed to provide a "consistent national approach, as well as clarity and transparency to potential investors about just what their money should buy them".

In order to comply with the code, the commission added that woodland projects had to be managed to national standards, use established methods for estimating the amount of carbon captured by the trees, and be independently verified.

In order to be considered by the code's administrators, project managers will have to register each offsetting scheme, stating its exact location and long-term objectives.

Once approved, the commission added, the project would then be listed in a national online register.

The announcement coincided with the publication of government guidance for organisations on "reporting greenhouse gas removals and emissions from domestic woodland creation".

More than sinks

Responding to the publication of the code, Dr Nick Atkinson from the Woodland Trust said the guidelines would help re-energise the woodland sector of the voluntary carbon market.

Continue reading the main story

“Start Quote

    The important thing to remember is that woodlands are not just carbon sponges - they are also vital in supporting a range of threatened wildlife”

End Quote Martin Harper, RSPB

"The Woodland Carbon Code puts woodland creation on the map as part of the UK's response to climate change," he said.

"Businesses looking to voluntarily support tree planting can have confidence in the claims made around carbon removal whilst at the same time demonstrating their environmental commitment to their customers."

However, the RSPB was a little more cautious in its welcome. Conservation director Martin Harper warned that planting trees in the UK to offset carbon emissions would not solve climate problems, and must not put wildlife at risk.

"The important thing to remember is that woodlands are not just carbon sponges - they are also vital in supporting a range of threatened wildlife," he said.

"They must also be planted in the right places - much of our wildlife-rich natural landscapes such as lowland heathland have been destroyed by irresponsible, poorly planned tree-planting."

He added: "Unfortunately, this code does not go far enough when it comes to promoting the restoration of some important wildlife habitats like peat bogs.

"UK forestry has a vital role in addressing climate change, not by planting new woodlands, but by restoring peat bogs that were inappropriately drained and planted with forestry.

"These important carbon stores can and should be restored, both to help tackle climate change and to provide important sites for wildlife."

Commenting on the launch of the code, Forestry Commission chairwoman Pam Warhurst said that tree-planting projects were beneficial for organisations for a range of reasons.

"They can reduce their carbon footprint at low cost, improve the environment and enhance their environmental reputation," she said.

Quick fix?

However, offsetting schemes that involved tree planting had been criticised for being an easy option, allowing companies to reduce their carbon footprint without changing their day-to-day operations.

In a 2007 report on voluntary carbon markets, MPs on the Environmental Audit Committee concluded that some schemes were "less than robust" and threatened to undermine any potential environmental gains.

Later that year, the Forestry Commission commissioned Professor Sir David Read to review the role that UK forests could play in mitigating human-induced climate change.

In 2009, the University of Sheffield professor of plant science published his findings, and concluded that woodland creation offered a "highly cost-effective and achievable abatement of GHG emissions when compared with potential abatement options across other sectors".

Ms Warhurst said that progress had been made since then, culminating in the launch of the code.

"We now have the means to capitalise on some very significant funding opportunities and attract very new woods and forests for everyone's benefits," she suggested.

The UK's woodlands, which cover about 12% of the nation's land area, are estimated to absorb about 2% of its annual greenhouse gas emissions.
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BBC (UK): Huge Arctic fire hints at new climate cue
28 July 2011

An exceptional wildfire in northern Alaska in 2007 put as much carbon into the air as the entire Arctic tundra absorbs in a year, scientists say.

The Anaktuvuk River fire burned across more than 1,000 sq km (400 sq miles), doubling the extent of Alaskan tundra visited by fire since 1950.

With the Arctic warming fast, the team suggests in the journal Nature that fires could become more common.

If that happens, it could create a new climate feedback, they say.

Fires in the tundra are uncommon because the ground is covered in snow and ice for large periods of the year.

Continue reading the main story

“Start Quote

    Melting can lead to other huge changes... releasing carbon that's been frozen since the Pleistocene”

End Quote Michelle Mack University of Florida

Temperatures are low even in summer, and the ground can also remain wet after the ice has melted.

But 2007 saw unusually warm and dry conditions across much of the Arctic - resulting, among other things, in spectacularly fast melting of Arctic sea ice.

This created conditions more conducive to fire, and when lightning struck the tundra in July, the Anaktuvuk River fire ignited.

"Most tundra fires have been very small - this was an order of magnitude larger than the historical size," said Michelle Mack from the University of Florida in Gainesville, who led the research team on the Nature paper and is currently conducting further field studies in Alaska.

"In 2007, we had a hot, dry summer, there was no rain for a long period of time.

"So the tundra must have been highly flammable, with just the right conditions for fire to spread until the snow in October finally stopped it."

According to the team's calculations, the statistics of the fire are remarkable.

It is the largest on record, doubling the cumulative area burned since 1950.

It put carbon into the atmosphere about 100 times faster than it usually escapes from the ground in the Arctic summer, and released more than 2 million tonnes.

Although a small contribution to global emissions, this is about the same amount as the entire swathe of tundra around the Arctic absorbs in a single year.

There is some vegetation on the summer lands, which did burn; but the main fuel is carbon in the ground itself.

The Anaktuvuk fire burned down to a maximum depth of 15cm (6in), and was burning carbon sequestered away over the last 50 years.

What this implies for the future is uncertain.

Climate models generally predict warmer temperatures across the Arctic, which could increase the frequency of fires and so a net loss of carbon into the atmosphere - reinforcing global warming.

On the other hand, plant life could flourish under these conditions, potentially increasing absorption and sequestering of carbon from the atmosphere.

In a news story published well before the Nature paper came out, another of the US research team, Gaius Shaver from the Marine Biological Laboratory in Woods Hole, said the northern region of Alaska could become "vastly different from the frozen, treeless tundra of today.

"And it's one that may feed back positively to global climate change."

On reflection

Another impact of the fire that has yet to be fully assessed is that the blackened soil absorbs more solar energy than normally vegetated tundra.

This abets melting of the permafrost layer below.

"Once permafrost melts beyond a certain depth on a slope, then all of the organic layer slides down the slope like a landslide," Dr Mack told BBC News.

"This whole issue of melting can lead to other huge changes in drainage, in areas of wetlands - releasing carbon that's been frozen since the Pleistocene [Epoch, which ended more than 10,000 years ago]."

The latest data on Arctic sea ice, meanwhile, reveals that 2011 could well see a melting season that will beat the 2007 record.

Currently, about the same area of sea is covered in ice as at the same point in 2007, which the US National Snow and Ice Data Center (NSIDC) ascribes to "persistent above-average temperatures and an early start to [the] melt".
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Environmental Finance (UK): Millions of green jobs created in China... probably
28 July 2011

China’s fast-growing green economy could provide millions of new jobs in the coming decade, according to a study from the Worldwatch Institute.

The environmental research group estimates that 4.5 million green jobs will be created in 2020 alone, in the energy, transportation and forestry sectors – but one of the report’s authors has warned that the country lacks many of the “basic and crucial” statistics to track its green economy, making estimates difficult.

“It’s fair to say that China has started tracking the green economy, but there is still a long way to go,” said Haibing Ma, China programme manager and co-author of the Green Economy and Green Jobs in China: Current Status and Potentials for 2020 report.

The Chinese government has made an initial effort to calculate the country’s “green GDP” but Ma said the methodology “remains largely unclear, nor is the calculation and reporting process transparent”.

In trying to calculate the potential for green jobs, Ma found inconsistent methodologies used by the Chinese national and regional governments, challenges tracking the many smaller businesses that likely have a significant impact on job creation, a lack of industry trade organistions to monitor employment growth, and difficulty in separating out green sub-sectors from larger, fast-growing industries.

For example, he said: “We were surprised to learn that there is no reliable data on the total number of solar panel and solar water heater manufacturing companies in the country. It also isn’t clear which governmental or industrial entities should be responsible for collecting such data.”

Key findings of the study, which the institute describes as “the most thorough effort known to date to explore China's green jobs potential”, include:

    * China's solar photovoltaic industry is projected to create an average of 6,680 direct jobs annually between 2011 and 2020.

    * China's wind power industry, including both power generation and manufacturing, is expected to generate approximately 34,000 green jobs annually between 2011 and 2020. The industry has provided an average of 40,000 direct green jobs each year between 2006 and 2010.

    * China is expected to add as many as 220 million new vehicles between now and 2020, with 16.7 million of those being either hybrid or electric vehicles produced in China.

    * High-speed rail in China could create an average 230,000 jobs annually between 2011 and 2020.

    * Beijing's urban rail system alone could create 437,000 jobs each year by 2020.

    * China's afforestation sector employed as many as 1.8 million full-time workers in 2010. Between 2011 and 2020, afforestation activities could offer as many as 1.1 million direct and indirect jobs annually.

The report also identifies key lessons learned in China's green development. In some cases, inefficient implementation has led to unintended economic or environmental costs. Roughly one-third of China's installed wind capacity has difficulty connecting to the grid, causing millions of dollars of investment loss.

Ma wrote the report with Jiahua Pan and Ying Zhang, researchers from the Institute for Urban and Environmental Studies at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.
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Huffington Post (UK): California Green Economy: Residents Want An Eco-Friendly Future, But Worry About Price
28 July 2011

Californians are worried about climate change and overwhelmingly support measures to reduce the state’s output of greenhouse gas emissions. But just how they are going to do that, at what cost, and whether they believe their political leadership can do it is not so clear.

A survey by the Public Policy Institute of California, released last night, shows that 47 percent of Californians see climate change as a very serious threat, while nearly a third say it is somewhat serious.

And 80 percent support increased federal funding to develop renewable energy sources such as wind, solar, and hydrogen technology. However, if the cost gets reflected in utility bills that are too high, support drops off to just under 50 percent.

“This survey provides convincing evidence that Californians are concerned about climate change, not just in an abstract sense, but its very real impacts on California,” said Mark Baldassare, president and CEO of the institute.

Not surprisingly, said Baldassare, support for nuclear power has slumped in the past year, likely the result of the devastation at the Fukushima nuclear power plant following the magnitude 9.0 earthquake and tsunami.

According to the public policy institute, 65 percent of adults oppose building more nuclear power plants, while 30 percent are in favor. That is the lowest level of support the institute has reported since they started the survey, and a 14-point drop since last year.

Respondents are also closely divided on offshore drilling, despite the BP disaster last year. The divide appears largely along party lines, with 46 percent of California supporting offshore drilling, and 49 percent opposed. Support has increased by 12 points since last year.

“Not sure these surveys make much difference in terms of public policy,” said Richard Charter, senior policy advisor for marine programs for Defenders of Wildlife, a conservation organization. Charter has been actively involved in fighting legislation that would open up the California coast to new offshore drilling.

“Fresh oil is still rising along the coast of Florida, Louisiana and Alabama. But the media has moved on. And once the media moves on, the public forgets,” he said.

But it is clear from the survey, which was funded by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, that state respondents are not happy with their political leadership when it comes to the environment.

More than a third of the respondents said they aren’t sure what Gov. Jerry Brown is doing on environmental issues, while only 35 percent approve of what he’s doing. He fared slightly better than the state legislature, which only got 31 percent approval on the way it is handling the environment.

"People have been hearing from Jerry Brown about one issue since he was elected: The budget, the budget, the budget,” said Baldassare of the Public Policy Institute. “Largely, people are unaware about Governor Brown’s plans and initiatives. It’ll be important for him to spell that out in greater detail.”

President Barack Obama did a bit better, with 47 percent of respondents approving of his handling of the environment. Congress only got a 25 percent approval rating.

“What’s clear is that a change to a new energy supply will bring jobs,” said Baldassare. “They aren’t seeing only environmental problems, but a way to a better economic future.”
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Washington State Department of Transpotation: Environment and transportation go hand-in-hand
28 July 2011

It’s not always just about building roads and bridges. Often, transportation projects also help rebuild communities and improve the surrounding environment. The Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) was recently recognized for its successes in sustainable transportation and environmental protection.

In October 2009, a landslide massive enough to fill more than 1 million Olympic-sized swimming pools buried State Route 410 and dammed the Naches River. The slide cut off access for local residents and travelers, and the redirected river flooded the Nile Valley.

WSDOT rushed to the scene, along with a host of other agencies and volunteers, to quickly build a temporary bypass road, reroute the river into a new channel, and save more than 500 Chinook, coho and steelhead salmon. And all in less than eight weeks.

The U.S. DOT awarded this project the 2011 Exemplary Human Environment Initiative award and the Exemplary Ecosystem Initiative award – one of only two projects nationwide to receive both awards.

WSDOT responded to an emergency of a different nature near the town of Blyn (Clallam County). Two centuries of development, logging, roads, railroads, dredging, filling and diking in Blyn damaged the Jimmycomelately ecosytem so badly that only seven salmon returned to spawn in 1999.

Alongside local efforts to revive the dying ecosystem, WSDOT partnered with the community to build a new bridge on US 101. The bridge not only improved the migration of fish and wildlife and reduced flooding, but WSDOT also helped restore the nearby estuary.

The U.S. DOT awarded this project with the 2011 Exemplary Ecosystem Initiative award.

“While we are proud to be recognized for our transportation improvements and efforts to preserve the environment, we also want to recognize all the other agencies and volunteers who played an equally important role and deserve as much credit,” said Washington Secretary of Transportation Paula Hammond. “The partnerships and teamwork that it took to accomplish these extraordinary transportation projects are perfect examples of what we can do for the environment when we work together.”
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Radio New Zealand (New Zealand): Fiji environment minister pushes for Pacific economies to go green
28 July 2011

The Fiji interim minister for the environment, Colonel Samuela Saumatua, says Pacific economies need to go green if they’re to ensure they remain viable.

He’s told the meeting of the Pacific Islands Roundtable for Nature Conservation in Lami in Fiji that the Green Economy concept would help countries achieve sustainable development and poverty eradication.

The Green Economy, which is proposed as one of two significant themes for next year’s UN Conference on Sustainable Development, promises to fully incorporate the environmental and the social agenda into economic discussions.

It encourages the economy and environment to work as mutually supportive partners and not as competitors.

Colonel Saumatua says given the high dependency of Pacific Islands countries on their natural environment, with commodities such as fisheries, timber and tourism, it makes sense for them to invest in a green economy.
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Philippine Online Chronicles (Philippines): Environment updates: Reward for couple in animal 'crush videos' and Puerto Princesa underground river in New 7 Wonders
29 July 2011

People for Ethical Treatment of Animals (Peta) Asia-pacific has offered a P100,000 reward for information leading to the arrest of the couple behind the gruesome animal “crush video” featuring young girls torturing animals to death.

Couple Victor and Dorma Ridon of Bacnotan, La Union allegedly hired girls between ages 12 and 18 to torture and kill animals for fetish videos.

The couple, who also paid the girls P100 to P1,000 per video, were charged in January of violating section 6 of Republic Act (RA) 8485 (Animal Welfare Act of 1998) and section 9 of RA 7610 (Special Protection of Children Against Abuse, Exploitation, and Discrimination Act).

Additional charges which were filed against them in April include RA 9208 (Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act) and RA 9147 (Wildlife Protection and Conservation Act).

"We’ve long been looking for this couple because of the spread of crush videos in the country. They’ve been transferring from one place to another to avoid arrest,” said Sixto Comia, chief of National Bureau of Investigation Environmental and Wildlife Protection and Investigation Division (NBI-EWPID).

Comia said that the customer, usually foreigners, “specifies what type of animal he or she wants to see being tortured. They also specify how the animals are to be killed and even what the female models will wear.”

Complainant Animal Welfare Coalition (AWC) submitted videos in NBI featuring girls using stilletos to stomp a dog to death, and a rabbit having its ears removed and burned alive, among others.

According to Peta, the Animal Welfare Act states that it is unlawful “for any person to torture any animal, to neglect to provide adequate care … kill or cause or procure to be tortured or deprived of adequates care, sustenance or shelter, or maltreat or use the same in research or experiments not expressly authorized by the Committee on Animal Welfare.”

A call to support Puerto Princesa underground river in New 7 Wonders

The government is encouraging Filipinos to vote for the Puerto Princesa Underground River in Palawan (PPUR), the country's lone entry to the New Seven Wonders of Nature (N7WN) campaign.

PPUR, which was recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage Site on 1999, is among the 28 finalists for the campaign, which began with over 440 sites nominated worldwide.

The 8.2 km PPUR is the longest navigable underground river on the planet and considered to be one of the most important biodiversity conservation areas in the Philippines.

Exploration teams have recently discovered a well-preserved fossil of a sea mammal sirenia (sea cow) from the Oligo-Miocene Age in the area.

To vote via SMS, send PPUR, PPUR7, or PPUR15 to 2861 (for all networks) or online through www.new7wonders.com. Voting will end on midnight of November 10, 2011.

A raffle has been organized for Filipinos who will be texting their votes beginning August 15, with prizes varying from P7 million, to all-expense paid trips to destinations in the country.

Puerto Princesa City Tourism Officer Rebecca Labit pointed to international sources showing an imminent boost in tourism arrivals and revenue in areas that either made it or were shortlisted as in the New Seven Wonders list.

President Benigno Aquino III also issued Proclamation No. 182 “Declaring a National and International Promotion Campaign for the Puerto Princesa Underground River as One of the New Seven Wonders of Nature” calling the cooperation of all government offices in support of the campaign.
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Economic Times (India): Government panel says 'Go, No-Go' concept of forest area classification legally not tenable and should be abandoned
29 July 2011

A government panel has said the 'Go, No-Go' concept of forest area classification for clearances tocoal blocks is legally not tenable and should be abandoned.

The environment ministry's ban on mining in areas of thick forest cover has locked away millions of tonnes ofcoal reserves. According to the power ministry, coal shortage is likely to hold up new power projects of over 17,000 mw aggregate capacity. This has triggered debate among the ministries of coal, power and steel on the 'Go, No-Go' concept's merits.

The panel, set up by an inter-ministerial committee to consider the efficacy and legality of forest clearance procedures, has said the concept has no legal standing. The panel is headed byPlanning Commission member B K Chaturvedi and has representatives from power, coal and finance ministries.

"The above policies are mandated neither under Forest Conservation Rules, 2003 nor under any circular issued by the ministry of environment and forests. The ministry of law and the Attorney General have confirmed the position that it is not consistent with the current provisions," the committee said in its report.

In 2009, theenvironment ministry had placed the country's forested areas under two categories - Go and No-Go - and imposed a ban on mining in the 'No-Go' zones on environmental grounds.

Based on this categorisation, the ministry has barred mining in 203 coal blocks that hold 660 million tonnes reserves and 1,30,000-mw electricity generation potential, as they fall in the 'No-Go' or dense forest zone.

Shortage of coal in the current fiscal is projected at about 83 million tones, which is expected to cross 200 million tonnes by 2013-14.

The committee has also recommended amending the environment ministry's directives on banning coal exploration in certain industrial clusters and securing forest clearances before mining.

In November last year, the environment ministry had barred development in some industrial clusters because the pollution index had risen above the permitted level of 70. Coal India suffered a production loss of 19 million tonnes due to the moratorium.

The ministry's March 31 circular said coal companies could start mining in the non-forest area of a mine only after obtaining environment clearance. Earlier, securing forest clearance was necessary before mining the forest portion. Coal ministry has said this directive would impact Coal India Ltd's production by 11.5 million tonnes in the current year. The Chaturvedi committee suggested that the coal blocks should be taken up for mining unless there is a strong case for rejection on environment grounds.

The committee also suggested having a single-window approach by setting up nodal agencies with representatives from various departments of a state. Another recommendation was giving incentives to state forest departments that process cases quickly. Acquiring forest clearances takes three to six years, against the stipulated timeframe of 360 days.
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allAfrica: Nigeria: Plant a Tree And Save the Environment – MTN
28 July 2011

Just being around trees makes you feel good, doesn't it? Imagine a community without trees? Trees, especially in urban areas, or a business district can greatly improve the mental and physical health of residents and workers.

Many people may not know it, but tree planting is one of the best things anyone could do for the environment. Besides producing oxygen and removing carbon dioxide and contaminants from the air, trees have many social, economic, and environmental benefits.

"Trees are like the lungs of the planet. They breathe in carbon dioxide and breathe out oxygen," noted an environmentalist. Trees a help reduce ozone levels in urban areas, reduce urban runoff and erosion by storing water and breaking the force of rain as it falls and absorb sound and reduce noise pollution. A well planted group of trees can reduce noise pollution by up to 10 decibels.

• Mrs. Funmi Omogbenigun, GM, Corporate Communications, MTN, planting a tree to flag-off the annual MTN 21 Days of Y'ello Care, with support from Dr. Newton Jibunoh , Founder, Fade Africa and Mrs. Toyin Utomakili, Head, Tree Planting Programme, Lagos State Ministry of Environment, in Lagos.

Nigerians are finally beginning to appreciate the imporftance of planting trees to reduce what is described as the "urban heat island effect".

It's now clear that trees are essential to life on Earth and that not only can you plant trees in your yard, you can also get involved in local tree planting activities.

This exactly was what the MTN Group, did recently when it utilised its 21 Days of Y'ello Care programme to mark the 2011 World Environment Day. As part of their contributions towards ensuring the "Go Green" initiative of a pollution-free world, they planted trees ina simulteneous event which which ran in all 21 countries where the network provider operates in Africa and the Middle East.

The adopted theme was "Making a positive difference in our environment" for this year's celebration. To commemorate the World Environment Day, MTN Nigeria kicked off the celebration with the Y'ello Earth Walk, an activity that aimed to create awareness for preservation of the environment.

The Walk was joined by people from various walks of life with same interest, chief among them being Dr. Newton Jibunoh, a renowned Soil engineer, a consistent environmental crusader and Founder of Fight Agianst Desert Encroachment, (FADE Africa).

For 21 days, FADE Africa partnered with staff of the telecommunications giant to plant thousands tree saplings for both fruits and shade in communities across the country.

Recycling also formed part of the event as the team moved from schools to orphanage homes, markets and garages, teaching them the social and economic benefits of recycling and Craft. They participated in cleaning of blocked drainages, gutters and roads.

Mr. Ekong Udoabang, Project Manager of 21 Days of Y'ello Care, 'it is not enough to tell people about global warming and environmental degradation, it is more impactful go a step further by showing what eco-friendly habits like tree planting and recycling can do for our environment."
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Business World (Philippines): Environment conservation key to Samar tourism
28 July 2011

Elizabeth H. Espino, project manager of Berkman International, said the island has natural tourist attractions that should be protected and preserved to attract the tourists.

“Samar is endowed with beautiful natural sites with unique geological features. The people in Samar should not allow mining, quarrying, logging and other activities that will destroy the environment,” Ms. Espino said in an interview after a visit to major destinations in the three Samar provinces.

Berkman has been commissioned to assist the local governments of Samar to draft a master plan for the island’s tourism sector.

Ms. Espino also said there should be infrastructure support and local governments should improve sanitation and ensure proper waste management.

“Conservation and preservation efforts should be supported with telecommunication, road network and transport linkages. These are needed for modern living. It’s good if we could make the three provinces accessible from the usual origin, which is Manila,” Ms. Espino told BusinessWorld.

Samar may be reached through the airports in Calbayog City and Catarman in Northern Samar. But from the airport, the road network is poor and there aren’t enough transport facilities for tourists, she added.

“There’s a need to implement transport connectivity between tourism sites, loops, circuits and among tourism destination areas. Upgrading of access roads which link the highway to the tourism site is needed,” she added.

Another recommendation is for the locals to be aware of the history of the various destinations.

“One of our major recommendations is for people to [inform visitors on the] unique formations like the Biri Rock Island in Northern Samar and limestone mountains in Marabut, Samar. We need to get the origin of Samar Island,” she said.

The Samar Island Tourism Master Development Plan, estimated to cost P1.5 million, will guide stakeholders on how to make the entire island a major tourist destination by 2016.

The final plan will be presented to the three Samar provincial tourism councils and Regional Development Council within the year.
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Hindu (India): 20% increase in tiger population
29 July 2011

India registered a 20 per cent increase in tiger population last year, says a report, ‘Status of tigers, co-predators and prey in India-2010,' released here on Thursday by Jagdish Kishwan, Additional Director-General (Wildlife), Ministry of Environment and Forests.

“The estimated population of 1, 706 individual tigers represents a 20 per cent increase from the last survey in 2006, which estimated a number of 1,411 tigers. The increase is based on the survey of additional areas as well as an increase in the number of tigers within high-density populations,'' the report said.

The assessment of tigers, co-predators and prey included 17 States with tiger population and involved 4, 77, 000 work-days by forest staff and 37, 000 work-days by professional biologists, making it the largest exercise of its kind in the world. It is done once every four years and is a collaborative initiative between the National Tiger Conservation Authority, the Wildlife Institute of India, tiger States and outside expertise.

“The increase in the numbers is due to the fact that tiger populations in Uttarakhand, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra and Karnataka have shown an increase in their density.

The inclusion of Sunderbans, some portions of the North-East and parts of Maharashtra have also contributed to the increase and the methodology consisted of a double sampling approach,” noted Mr. Kishwan.

But despite the good news, the report warns that tigers are still in danger due to an overall 12.6 per cent loss of habitat, which means that more tigers are being squeezed into smaller areas, which could lead to a lack of dispersal and consequent loss of genetic exchange between populations, and an increase in human-tiger conflict.

“Human wildlife conflict has been one of the major issues that we need to work around to ensure that not just tigers but other endangered species have a chance of flourishing.

The Ministry of Environment and Forests is also looking at amending and bringing in harsher penalties for those caught under the Wildlife Act. We will also bring in the eco tourism guidelines very soon.”

Lead author of the report, Dr. Y. V. Jhala, said: “The loss of corridors does not bode well for the tiger. Poaching can wipe out individual tiger populations, but these can be re-established by reintroductions as has been done in the Sariska and Panna reserves.

However, once habitats are lost, it is almost impossible to claim them back for restoration. We found that tigers require good forests and prey, along with undisturbed breeding areas, for long-term term survival.”
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Indian Express (India): A New Environment
29 July 2011

New Environment Minister Jayanthi Natarajan surprised many by walking in for the Cabinet meeting on Thursday. As Minister of State for Independent Charge, Natarajan is expected to attend Cabinet meetings only when a matter related to her ministry is part of the agenda. In this case, her ministry’s matter was listed only in the Cabinet Committee on Infrastructure (CCI), which meets after the meetings of the full Cabinet and the Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs are over. By convention, Natarajan was expected to attend only the CCI meeting but sat through all the three meetings instead. In the process, she missed a public event she was scheduled to attend.

SUSPENSE DRAMA

THE suspense over his resignation may be over but B S Yeddyurappa is still keeping everyone guessing, including his party leaders in Delhi. His request to the leadership that he be allowed to continue in office till July 31 has left the BJP high command on tenterhooks. They are finding it difficult to figure out what he intends to do in the intervening period, whether its is to conduct some religious rites or is it just that he considers it an auspicious day. On the face of it, Yeddyurappa’s parting wish is no big deal and there should be no problem granting it, but central leaders still can’t figure out what he might do by then. The suspense is clearly not over yet.
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Friday July 29th 2011
General Environment News

Daily Nation(Kenya): Ethiopia: UN Calls for Suspension of Giant Hydroelectric Dam

The United Nations has added its voice to the barrage of criticism on Ethiopia's massive Gibe III hydropower project, calling for work to be suspended until the negative impacts of the dam have been determined. The World Heritage Committee, which establishes sites to be listed as being of special cultural or physical significance, said the dam's construction endangered the existence of Lake Turkana. The lake, the largest desert lake in the world and listed as a Unesco World Heritage Site in 1997, sits astride the Kenya-Ethiopian border. In a letter to the Ethiopian and Chinese governments after its annual meeting, the committee underlined the importance of Lake Turkana as an outstanding research area for animal and plant communities.

The dam has been the subject of a massive campaign by mainly western rights groups over what they say are negative environmental and social impacts against an estimated 500,000 people in Kenya. International Rivers, a US-based campaign group, said the project may be one of Africa's worst "development disasters" because of the harm it may cause people in the south of the Horn of Africa country. 

The Moment  (UK): Africa: ITU Moves to Tackle Climate Change with IT

AT a time when countries across the globe are experiencing ecological disasters, the International Telecommunications Union (ITU) has organized an information and communications technology (ICT) conference aimed at fighting climate change with technology. The sixth symposium on ICTs, the Environment and Climate Change recently held in Ghana, had on its agenda how to employ information and communication technology to monitor climate change, mitigate and adapt to its effects and, in this light, identify future requirements for ITU's related work - including standardization of ICT equipment and networks as well as development activities in Africa and developing world.

ITU is already actively developing a methodology that could serve as a reliable and accurate global benchmark for assessing the carbon footprint of a wide-range of ICT equipment. According to ITU's Secretary-General, Dr Hamadoun Touré, ITU's commitment to providing the technical know-how to mitigate and adapt to climate change. During the event, ITU launched a model project in Ghana to look at how ICTs can be used to help Africa adapt to the effects of climate change to be sponsored by Research in Motion (RIM). And how telecommunications can reduce their own greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs). This project will pilot, for the first time, the ITU methodology on environmental assessment for the ICT sector. 

SciDev.Net  (Namibia): Namibia: Satellite Centre to Warn of Disaster Threats

A new satellite data centre in Namibia will help farmers prepare for droughts, floods, bushfires and pests. The Earth Observation and Satellite Applications Research and Training Centre (EOSA-RTC), was launched this month (6 July) in collaboration with the African Monitoring of the Environment for Sustainable Development programme (AMESD). It is located at the Polytechnic of Namibia and comprises a satellite data receiving station and data centre, which will provide data useful for agriculture.

The data, which will be provided free to farmers' associations and government departments, will include water indices, rainfall estimates, and maps of soil moisture content. Namibian researchers have already been assessing raw data obtained directly from satellites. But the new centre will now provide specific, useful indices coming from that data, making interpretation easier. From next month Namibia will be linked to the AMESD programme that circulates a range of geographic data and maps relating to crops, droughts and wildfires to Southern African Development Community (SADC) countries.

UN News Centre: East Africa: UN Refugee Agency Seeks Additional Funding for Horn of Africa Emergency

The United Nations refugee agency has revised upwards the amount of funds it requires to effectively respond to the hunger crisis in the Horn of Africa, asking donors to provide an additional $8.6 million on top of the $136.3 million already requested for its humanitarian operations in Somalia, Ethiopia, Kenya and Djibouti. In Somalia, the additional funds will enable the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to scale up assistance, delivering relief supplies such as plastic sheeting, kitchen utensils, blankets, jerry cans and high-energy biscuits to some 180,000 people, most of them displaced by a combination of famine, drought and conflict.

The UN World Food Programme (WFP), meanwhile, has welcomed donor generosity, saying that response to its appeal from governments, companies and individuals has been encouraging. WFP said it had received pledges amounting to more than $250 million in recent days from Australia, Brazil, Canada, the European Commission, France, Germany, Ireland, Japan, Saudi Arabia, Luxembourg, Monaco, Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United States, as well as from the UN Central Emergency Fund (CERF). 
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Regional - Agua, el dilema de América Latina

27 – 07 – 11 
La presión sobre este recurso vital pone en peligro su existencia. Las políticas ambientales de la región son deficientes 

La existencia del recurso agua está amenazada. El principal problema de los recursos naturales en América Latina es la presión sobre el agua, tanto en términos de cantidad (extracción) como de calidad (contaminación). 

El proceso de primarización de la economía de la región y la profundización de su especialización internacional como productoras y exportadoras de commodities agrícolas y minerales, forzó tanto a ese recurso como a los suelos. 

Así se desprende de la información de doce estudios de caso analizados en el informe ‘Eficiencia en el uso de los recursos en América Latina: Perspectivas e implicancias económicas’, elaborado por el Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA) y la Red Mercosur de Investigaciones Económicas. 

El estudio, que incluyó a Brasil, Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, Chile y México, tiene el objetivo de contribuir al desarrollo sustentable de la zona a partir del análisis de la situación y el diseño de políticas como recomendación. 

Además, aporta información que contribuye a la integración de la eficiencia en el uso de recursos en la formulación de políticas de los sectores públicos y privados. 

LO QUE PASA 

En cuanto a los cambios en el uso del suelo y las presiones del sector agrícola, se detectó una reducción del área forestal natural en la mayor parte de los países, al tiempo que se incrementan las plantaciones forestales (fundamentalmente en Uruguay, Chile y México). 

Además se observa una intensificación notoria en el uso de fertilizantes y pesticidas sobre todo en Chile, Uruguay, Brasil y, en menor medida, en Paraguay y Argentina. 

En algunos casos, el impacto ambiental de las actividades económicas es tan grande que, por más que se mejore la eficiencia en el uso de los recursos, difícilmente se logre alcanzar la sostenibilidad. 

El informe concluye que las políticas ambientales de América Latina tienen ‘cierto retraso en adaptarse a su nueva realidad productiva y de integración al mundo’. Y que la falta de iniciativas o programas orientados a prevenir los impactos ambientales del desarrollo productivo ‘puede desincentivar la mejora ambiental con graves consecuencias económicas’. 

LO QUE RECOMIENDAN 

En base a los hallazgos, el informe da pistas y recomendaciones para que apliquen los países de manera conjunta y a nivel local. Señalan, por ejemplo, que en materia de políticas ‘el mayor desafío es adaptar la institucionalidad disponible para ampliar la escala de las experiencias locales exitosas de promoción de la eficiencia en el uso de los recursos (pasando de una lógica de casos o prácticas locales a un enfoque de políticas)’. 

Y que para integrar el enfoque de eficiencia de los recursos en el diseño de las políticas públicas, ‘es imprescindible fortalecer capacidades de investigación y de disponibilidad de estadísticas ambientales’. 

Finalmente remarcaron que las políticas ‘por sí solas no alcanzan’: deben de implementarse promoviendo espacios de cooperación público-privada y acuerdos con actores múltiples.   

Nicaragua - Nicaragua dispondrá de 22 millones de dólares para electricidad 

28 – 07 – 11 
Washington (EFE).- El Banco Interamericano de Desarrollo (BID) aprobó hoy un préstamo de 22 millones de dólares para respaldar el Programa Nacional de Electrificación Sostenible y Energías Renovables (PNESER) de Nicaragua. 

El BID había aprobado el 7 de julio pasado otro préstamo con ese mismo fin por valor de 30,5 millones de dólares, con lo que el monto de la ayuda asciende ya a 50,5 millones de dólares. 

El PNESER busca respaldar la transformación de la matriz energética del país y aumentar la cobertura eléctrica desde el 65 % hasta el 85 %, lo que beneficiará a 1,7 millones de personas. 

El BID indicó en un comunicado que durante los próximos cuatro años el programa ofrecerá servicios a 117.390 nuevos usuarios. 

El PNESER busca también normalizar el servicio en 164.000 hogares, con 984.000 habitantes, que ahora tienes conexiones eléctricas ilegales. 

El programa también respaldará la construcción de 214 kilómetros de nuevas líneas de transmisión que transportarán energía procedente de fuentes renovables como la eólica y la geotermal.   

Bolivia - Derecho al agua, el principal de todos los derechos humanos, afirma Evo Morales 

27 – 07 – 11 
El derecho al agua es la madre de todos los derechos humanos, afirmó hoy el presidente de Bolivia ante la Asamblea General de la ONU al participar en un debate sobre agua y saneamiento. 

Evo Morales consideró un hito que Naciones Unidas reconozca desde hace un año el acceso al agua como una garantía fundamental e insistió en que como tal debe respetarse. 

Si los Estados no garantizan el agua como un derecho humano, seguramente no se respetan todos los derechos de las personas en el mundo, dijo el mandatario. 

“Si el agua es un derecho humano, debe dejar de ser un negocio privado y ser un servicio público. Si el agua es un derecho humano no puede haber metas que conviertan en comercio al agua, ni fuentes o empresas que puedan lucrar del agua”, puntualizó Morales. 

Agregó que por lo mismo, los gobiernos tienen la obligación –a partir de la declaración de la ONU del agua como garantía fundamental – de implementar políticas que hagan efectivo el acceso de toda la población a ese preciado líquido. 

Por otra parte, el presidente boliviano se refirió a la falta de agua como causa de muerte de mucha gente del campo y afirmó que el enemigo principal del derecho al agua es el calentamiento global. 

En este sentido, instó a los gobiernos a invertir en proyectos que combatan y mitiguen el cambio climático para que los campesinos no carezcan del agua que necesitan para subsistir y producir los alimentos la sociedad en su conjunto. 

Ecuador - Inauguran biblioteca de materiales reciclados 

27 – 07 – 11 
La librería Misael Acosta Solís en Ecuador fue construida de trozos de metales desechados, paneles de envases tetra pak utilizados y madera reciclada 

QUITO, Ecuador - Trozos de metales desechados, paneles hechos con material de envases de alimentos utilizados y madera reciclada de construcciones remodeladas son algunos de los artículos utilizados en una biblioteca pública que inaugura hoy Ecuador en su empeño por preservar el medio ambiente. 

Se trata de la biblioteca que lleva el nombre del destacado científico ecuatoriano “Misael Acosta Solís” (1910-1994), que en cincuenta metros cuadrados extiende el concepto de conservación en cada rincón pues está construida “con materiales cien por ciento reciclables” , según el Ministerio del Ambiente. 

Todo comenzó por una bola de papel desechada. “Nace de una inconsciencia del ser humano en repartir papeles volantes” , dijo Rafael Carrasco, el arquitecto encargado de la obra, quien generalizó que tras “leer el título” de la octavilla, la gente “hace bolita el papel y lo desecha” . 

Así, añadió, se botan “millones y millones de árboles para producir papel y un acto inconsciente del ser humano está acabando con esos recursos”. 

“De ahí nace ese concepto, de la bolita de papel nace la biblioteca, que es como arrugada, es la sensación de que es una bolita de papel que se metió dentro del ‘hall’ de entrada del Ministerio”, comentó al informar sobre la ubicación de la construcción. 

Señaló que todo el material es de desecho: paneles de “tetra pak” (material de envases de alimentos) , estructuras metálicas en las que se transportan piezas y partes de automóviles para ensamblaje y madera de distinto tipo descartada en la reconstrucción de un barrio de la ciudad de Guayaquil: caoba, chonta, teca, laurel, entre otros. 

La idea es “tratar de que no sólo la información tenga la conciencia ambiental sino que ya el espacio arquitectónico, la biblioteca, tenga esa conciencia” , señaló al definir al estilo de la edificación como “arquitectura de vanguardia, innovadora” . 

Dos meses y medio duró la investigación, diseño y construcción de la biblioteca, situada en Quito, y en ella se invirtieron 20 mil dólares, comentó Carrasco. 

“Al reducir el costo en material permitimos pagar mejor a la mano de obra. Estamos pagando a nuestros obreros un 40 ó 50 % más de lo que recibe un obrero común”, señaló al comentar que además de la “responsabilidad ambiental” por el material utilizado, la construcción ofreció así “responsabilidad social”. 

Carrasco confía en una larga duración de la estructura: “Hay pedazos de madera aquí en la biblioteca que tienen setenta años de antigüedad. Siempre que haya un buen mantenimiento, dura tranquilamente lo que cualquier construcción convencional”, señaló. 

De una sola planta, la biblioteca cuenta con alrededor de 2.000 libros recuperados de bodegas del Ministerio y otros donados de los viajes de funcionarias, comentó a Efe Mónica Reinoso, directora de Información, Seguimiento y Evaluación del Ministerio del Ambiente. 

Reinoso, que describió el interior de la biblioteca como un “mosaico de madera”, indicó que además de las estanterías, hay, entre otros, una sala de exposiciones, un aula virtual y equipamiento tecnológico nuevo a servicio del público. 

La funcionaria del ministerio aseguró que se han regido en las leyes del cuerpo de bomberos y tienen un plan de manejo para la biblioteca. “Tenemos las medidas de seguridad necesarias”, apuntó. 

Brasil - Analizarán la sustentabilidad del biocombustible para aviones 

27 – 07 – 11 

Las fabricantes de aviones Boeing, Embraer junto al Banco Interamericano de Desarrollo (BID) anunciaron que juntos financiarán un análisis de sostenibilidad para producción del biocombustible para aviones jets, desarrollado por Amyris a partir de la caña de azúcar brasileña. El estudio evaluará condiciones ambientales y de mercado asociadas al uso del combustible de fuente renovable para jets, producido por Amyris (NASDAQ: AMRS). El World Wildlife Fund (WWF) actuará como consultor independiente. 

“Nuevas tecnologías para la producción de combustibles de fuente renovable para aeronaves jet tienen potencial para reducir de manera significativa las emisiones de gases de efecto invernadero, tal y como ya lo ha demostrado el etanol extraído de la caña de azúcar en Brasil”, dijo Arnaldo Vieira deCarvalho, líder de la Iniciativa de Biocombustibles Sustentables para Aviación del BID. 

“Este estudio evaluará el potencial de la producción sostenible a gran escala de combustibles alternativos para jets apartir de la caña de azúcar.” El mes pasado, el BID anunció una cooperación regional para ayudar instituciones públicas y privadas a desarrollar una industria sostenible de biocombustibles para jets. El estudio de Amyris es el primero en financiarse por dicha iniciativa. 

El estudio lo coordinará ICONE, una organización brasileña de investigación con larga experiencia en agricultura y análisis de biocombustibles y será supervisado por WWF. Programado para concluirse a principios de 2012, el estudio realizará un análisis completo del ciclo de vida de las emisiones asociadas al combustible de fuente renovable para jets de Amyris, en el que se incluye el cambio del uso indirecto de la tierra y sus efectos. 

El estudio realizará además una evaluación comparativa de los combustibles derivados de la caña de azúcar para jets respecto a los estándares de sostenibilidad existentes, en la que se incluirán el Bonsucro, el Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels y el Biofuel Scorecard del BID. 

“La investigación conjunta para el uso de la caña de azúcar en jets es importante para diversificar las fuentes de combustible para aviación y fortalecer la cooperación que se ha establecido entre los Estados Unidos y Brasil en el área de energía renovable”, dijo el Vicepresidente de Medio Ambiente y Política de Aviación de Boeing, Billy Glover. “Con la autorización del uso del biocombustible de aviación por parte de empresas aéreas, el entendimiento y la garantía de la sostenibilidad de las fuentes de energía que pueden abastecer a las cadenas de suministro regionales resultan ser factores críticos y Brasil tiene un papel importante que ejercer en ello. Este proyecto expande asimismo la colaboración existente entre Amyris, el Gobierno del Estado de Queensland y Boeing.” 

“El mes pasado, la ASTM International creó una grupo de trabajo para establecer especificaciones de producto para combustibles de fuente renovable para jets a partir de la caña de azúcar, tal y como lo está desarrollando Amyris. Tenemos el compromiso no sólo atender a las especificaciones técnicas definidas para nuestro combustible para jets, sino también de garantizar que nuestros productos sean producidos de forma sostenible”, dije John Melo, CEO de Amyris. “Nuestro planeta no tendrá beneficios con un combustible que simplemente substituya a los actuales combustibles fósiles. El estudio nos ayudará a sustituir a los combustibles fósiles por un combustible de fuente renovable para jets que supere los criterios técnicos y de sostenibilidad.” 

“La participación en este importante estudio supone un paso más para Embraer en el apoyo al desarrollo de combustibles sostenibles para la aviación”, dijo Guilherme de Almeida Freire, Directorde Estrategia y Tecnología para el Medio Ambiente de Embraer. “Brasil es un fuente rica de biomasa y el desarrollo de dicha tecnología, basada en la caña de azúcar, refuerza la importancia del crecimiento sostenible de la aviación para el país.” 

“Los cambios climáticos amenazan a la biodiversidad y al hábitat de algunas de las especies más simbólicas del mundo”, dijo Kevin Ogorzalek, Asesor de Programas del World Wildlife Fund. “El crecimiento de la producción de combustibles de fuente renovable para jets tiene que hacerse de modo transparente y sostenible. Tenemos el orgullo de contribuir con este estudio como parte de un creciente esfuerzo internacional en reducir las emisiones de contaminantes de la aviación, que crecen de manera acelerada, y en proteger a los recursos críticos de los que todos nosotros dependemos.” 

México - Volverá lobo mexicano a los ecosistemas nacionales 

27 – 07 – 11 
CIUDAD DE MÉXICO - Investigadores de la Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana unidad Xochimilco (UAM-X) realizan estudios para lograr la reproducción del lobo mexicano (Canis lupus baileyi), al tiempo que evalúan diversas zonas del norte del país para su reintroducción. 

La causa fundamental por la que se busca la repoblación obedece a que estos animales realizan servicios ecológicos que permiten un incremento de la biodiversidad. Debido a ello, ya se han evaluado diversos puntos al norte del país, en los cuales es viable la reintroducción del mamífero salvaje. 

El doctor Jorge Ignacio Servín Martínez, profesor-investigador de la UAM-X, mencionó que para lograr la repoblación del lobo mexicano en cautiverio se han inventariado y clasificado a las potenciales presas del lobo (venados, jabalíes, guajolotes silvestres, conejos, liebres y roedores), para así asegurar la subsistencia del cánido. 

Servín Martínez comentó que el lobo mexicano fue enlistado en la Norma Oficial Mexicana NOM-059-ECOL-1994, que determina el peligro de extinción, riesgo o vulnerabilidad de las especies y subespecies de flora y fauna silvestres terrestres y acuáticas en México. El mamífero está protegido bajo un programa federal de conservación y reproducción en cautiverio de la especie, que actualmente cuenta con 350 ejemplares. 

En contraste con Estados Unidos, donde desde 1998 se ha liberado paulatinamente este animal (en Arizona y Nuevo México), en México se ha complicado la réplica de estas acciones, debido a que no se han logrado acuerdos con los pobladores que actualmente habitan las zonas aptas para la repoblación del lobo. 

Estos acuerdos se refieren a la conservación y el manejo de vida silvestre entre las comunidades rurales, que a decir Servín Martínez, redundarían en beneficios económicos para quienes fomenten y cuiden los ecosistemas nacionales. Sin embargo, la mayoría de pobladores que habitan en los puntos estratégicos para la reintroducción del lobo está en contra de la repoblación del Canis lupus baileyi, debido a la mala imagen de depredador que tiene este cánido. 

A propósito, el investigador enfatizó que la depredación no es una actividad negativa sino un evento natural que equilibra los ecosistemas. 

A decir del doctor Servín Martínez, este programa tiene grandes posibilidades de éxito, puesto que actualmente los científicos han logrado aumentar el número de animales que sirven como alimento para el canino. 

El investigador expuso que la reintroducción del lobo mexicano en su hábitat natural permitiría un equilibrio ecológico en diversos ecosistemas nacionales. Tal como sucedió recientemente en algunas zonas de Yellowstone, en Wyoming, Estados Unidos.   

México - Ambientalistas piden que Pemex cumpla con la NOM-86 

27 – 07 – 11 
Los beneficios ambientales por mejorar la calidad del aire y evitar enfermedades relacionadas con la contaminación superan los 9 mil millones de pesos 

México, D. F.— Organizaciones de la sociedad civil enviaron una carta al presidente Felipe Calderón en la cual solicitan que Petróleos Mexicanos (Pemex) cumpla con la NOM-086 que lo obliga desde 2009 a distribuir diesel ultra bajo azufre (UBA) en todo el país lo cual que ha incumplido desde entonces. 

El escrito, firmado por el Centro Mexicano de Derecho Ambiental (Cemda), el Colectivo Ecologista Jalisco (CEJ), El Poder del Consumidor, el Instituto de Políticas para el Transporte y el Desarrollo (ITDP), el Centro de Transporte Sustentable (CTS) y la Red por los Derechos de la Infancia en México, señala que los recursos que Pemex requiere para reducir el contenido de azufre del diesel serían de aproximadamente cuatro mil millones de dólares para cumplir al 2014 con la distribución de dichos combustibles. 

“Existe un compromiso expreso del presidente Felipe Calderón para mejorar la calidad de los combustibles, y es necesario que el gobierno federal a través de Pemex cumpla con la NOM-086”, señaló Sandra Guzmán, coordinadora del Programa Aire y Energía del Cemda. 

Las organizaciones firmantes impulsan la implementación de un paquete normativo para contar con transporte eficiente en México, el cual incluye la actualización de las normas 042 y 044 de control de contaminantes criterio, así como la publicación de normas de eficiencia vehicular, que requieren para su mejor funcionamiento e instrumentación de la distribución del diesel UBA, lo que redundaría en beneficios ambientales, de salud pública, de competitividad y de lucha contra el cambio climático. 

México - GDF publica norma para producción y consumo de productos plásticos 

27 – 07 – 11 
Los criterios y normas promueven reducción, reciclaje y reutilización en el manejo de las bolsas de plástico 

Ciudad de México.— La Secretaría del Medio Ambiente del gobierno capitalino publicó en la Gaceta Oficial del Distrito Federal los criterios y normas de producción y consumo sustentable de los productos plásticos, que entrará en vigor el próximo año. 

Los criterios y normas promueven reducción, reciclaje y reutilización en el manejo de las bolsas de plástico y garantizan que el ciclo de vida de las bolsas de plástico no sea mayor a diez años, procurando la utilización de materiales provenientes de recursos renovables, como los biopolímeros para su pronta biodegradación en los destinos finales. 

Por otra parte, se determinó que tanto los productores como distribuidores de aditivos que aceleren la degradación, deberán acreditar ante la Secretaría del Medio Ambiente que el ciclo de vida de las bolsas de plástico que contienen esos aditivos y que se producen y comercializan en el Distrito Federal no es mayor a cinco años o que los materiales que los contienen son compatibles con el reciclaje. 

Asimismo, se establece que las bolsas de plástico que por sus características y composición no puedan ser sujetas a un proceso de reciclaje, deberán incluir en un lugar visible la leyenda “No Reciclable” y las bolsas de plástico que por sus características y composición puedan ser compostables, deberán incluir en un lugar visible la leyenda “Compostable”. 

Estos criterios entrarán en vigor un año después de publicados y en tanto se convocará un nuevo grupo de trabajo en el Comité de Normalización para estudiar, discutir, elaborar y publicar las normas ambientales para el Distrito Federal tendentes a que los procesos productivos de las bolsas de plástico cumplan estándares de sustentabilidad e incorporen materiales reciclados en el porcentaje y bajo las características que el Grupo de Trabajo determine.   

México - Ecobici llega a 29 mil usuarios 

28 – 07 – 11 
Martha Delgado, secretaria de Medio Ambiente, indicó que en la ciudad creció el número de viajes hechos en bicicleta, al pasar de dos a tres punto cinco por ciento 

MÉXICO, D.F.- El Sistema de Transporte Individual ECOBICI ya cuenta con 29 mil personas inscritas, el objetivo es que el cinco por ciento de viajes que se realizan en la ciudad de México sean en bicicleta. 

Martha Delgado, secretaria de Medio Ambiente de la ciudad, destacó que en la ciudad creció el número de viajes hechos en bicicleta, al pasar de dos a tres punto cinco por ciento, que significa 30 mil viajes diarios. 

Agregó que con la ampliación del servicio con 280 cicloestaciones nuevas y cuatro mil bicicletas, permitirá que 60 mil capitalinos se sumen a moverse en transportes no motores. 

Delgado agregó que a través de cursos como son “En Bici al Trabajo”, capitalinos logran la confianza para moverse por la ciudad en bicicleta. 

“Les asesoran completamente de cómo llegar, entonces empieza a tomar confianza, la práctica y el hábito de realizar este trayecto”, expresó. 

En días pasados, la secretaria informó que las nuevas etapas de Ecobici no han iniciado debido a que la dependencia a su cargo no ha reunido el dinero suficiente para poder firmar el contrato con la empresa Clear Channel. 

Perú - Minam establece tres nuevas áreas de conservación privada en Amazonas y Arequipa 

27 – 07 – 11 

Lima (ANDINA). El Ministerio del Ambiente (Minam) oficializó el reconocimiento de tres áreas de conservación privadas (ACP) en los departamentos de Amazonas y Arequipa, las cuales permitirán conservar y proteger la diversidad biológica y garantizar el uso sostenible de los recursos naturales. 

Fue reconocida la ACP Lomas de Antiquipa, por un período de diez años, que ocupa 19,028,02 hectáreas del predio de la comunidad campesina de Yauca, Jaqui y Atiquipa, en los distritos de de Yauca y Atiquipa, en la provincia arequipeña de Caravelí. 

Con el reconocimiento se busca proteger y conservar la diversidad biológica de las Lomas de Atiquipa y los servicios ecosistémicos que brinda a la población, así como su patrimonio cultural a través de actividades de manejo sostenible con participación comunitaria. 

Entre sus objetivos específicos figura conservar y manejar sosteniblemente los recursos de flora y fauna silvestre; mantener y conservar el entorno natural de los recursos culturales, arqueológicos e históricos ubicados en su interior, así como de su identidad cultural y religiosa. 

Refiere que el expediente de reconocimiento del ACP Lomas de Antiquipa es también su plan maestro, ya que contiene el listado de obligaciones y restricciones y la propuesta de zonificación interna del área. 

También fue reconocida, por un período de diez años, la ACP Milpuj-La Heredad, ubicada en el distrito de Magdalena, en la provincia amazonense de Chachapoyas. Abarca 16.57 hectáreas y su propietaria es María D. Arce viuda de Heredia. 

Permitirá conservar parte de los bosques y matorrales secos de la cuenca media del río Utcubamba, a través de estrategias de conservación privada y el manejo sostenible de sus recursos. 

En tercer lugar figura el ACP Huaylla Belén-Colcamar, por un período de 30 años, que ocupa 6,338,42 hectáreas del predio de la comunidad campesina de Colcamar, ubicada en los distritos de Colcamar, Inguilpata, Longuita, Ocumal y Tingo, en la provincia amazonense de Luya. 

A través de ella se conservará la biodiversidad en un contexto paisajístico y se promoverá y garantizará el uso sostenible de los recursos naturales, fortaleciendo la organización y costumbres tradicionales de la comunidad campesina involucrada. El expediente de reconocimiento como ACP es también su plan maestro, especifica la disposición. 

Las disposiciones que otorgan dichos reconocimientos fueron publicadas hoy en el boletín de Normas Legales del Diario Oficial El Peruano. 

Global - Estudio advierte de impacto climático de los incendios en la tundra ártica 

28 – 07 – 11 
"Es una cantidad suficiente para sugerir que los incendios en el Ártico podrían impactar el clima mundial", dijo Mack 

Los incendios que se producen de nuevo en la tundra ártica después de una ausencia de más de mil años, tienen el potencial de acelerar el calentamiento mundial y alterar el clima del planeta, según un estudio divulgado hoy. 

Científicos de la Universidad de Florida (UF) llegaron a esa conclusión basados en el análisis de la cantidad de carbono que fue emitido a la atmósfera durante un incendio que ocurrió en 2007, en la zona del río Anaktuvukr que se extendió por más de mil kilómetros cuadrados en la ladera norte de la cordillera Brooks de Alaska. 

Los ecologistas de la UF Michelle Mack y Ted Schuur y un equipo de científicos determinaron que más de 2,1 millones de toneladas métricas de carbono fueron emitidas por el incendio, cantidad que supera en más del doble los gases de efecto invernadero emitidos por la ciudad de Miami en un año. 

"Es una cantidad suficiente para sugerir que los incendios en el Ártico podrían impactar el clima mundial", dijo Mack, profesora asociada de ecología de ecosistemas del departamento de biología de la UF, en Gainvesville, en el centro de Florida. 

La ecologista dijo: "estamos viendo los efectos de una atmósfera que se calienta. Es una campanada de alarma de que el ciclo de carbono ártico podría cambiar rápidamente, y necesitamos saber cuáles serán las consecuencias". 

Los científicos explicaron que el humo de los incendios en la tundra ártica emiten gases de efectos invernadero, pero es solo una parte del impacto causado por ese tipo de fuego. 

Los incendios también consumen hasta 30 por ciento de la capa orgánica que protege al permagel (suelos permanentemente congelados) que se encuentra en la tundra. 

Precisaron que en un incendio forestal, por lo general el fuego consume la vegetación, pero no el suelo. 

Debido a que la tundra ártica está compuesta por un suelo rico en carbono, la tierra es un "combustible por sí misma". 

Cuando el incendio se extingue, el impacto en la zona es doble porque el vulnerable permagel no solo queda más expuesto, sino que también queda cubierto por tierra negra que absorbe más calor del sol, lo que a su vez acelera el descongelamiento de la zona. 

Según el estudio, cuando se calienta el permagel, los microbios comienzan a descomponer el material orgánico y se podría emitir a la atmósfera, incluso, más carbono del que se encontraba almacenado en el permagel por cientos o miles de años. 

"Si esa enorme cantidad de carbono es liberado, eso podría aumentar el dióxido de carbono en la atmósfera drásticamente", se advirtió.  
Global - Las áreas protegidas no evitan la pérdida de biodiversidad 
28 – 07 – 11 
Hoy en día existen cien mil áreas protegidas en todo el mundo 

El establecimiento de áreas protegidas no está evitando la pérdida de biodiversidad que para el año 2050 puede ser catastrófica, según un estudio publicado hoy que solicita soluciones más efectivas para los problemas del crecimiento de la población y el nivel de consumo. 

Según el estudio, publicado en la revista científica "Marine Ecology Progress Series", aunque hoy en día existen cien mil áreas protegidas en todo el mundo, que suman 17 millones de kilómetros cuadrados en tierra y 2 millones de kilómetros cuadrados en los océanos, la pérdida de biodiversidad se ha acelerado. 

"Estamos invirtiendo una gran cantidad de recursos económicos y humanos en la creación de áreas protegidas y desafortunadamente la evidencia existente sugiere que esa no es la solución más efectiva", afirmó en declaraciones a Efe Camilo Mora, un investigador colombiano que trabaja actualmente para la Universidad de Hawai en Manoa. 

"Desafortunadamente la pérdida de biodiversidad está al mismo nivel que siempre ha estado y debido a esa aceleración de la pérdida de biodiversidad, hay una cierta emergencia para empezar a implementar la solución más efectiva al problema de la biodiversidad", añadió Mora. 

Uno de los problemas es que de esas cien mil áreas protegidas, sólo se produce un cumplimiento estricto de las normas en el 5.8 por ciento de las que está en tierra y un 0.08 por ciento de las que están en los océanos. 

El gasto mundial en las áreas protegidas es de sólo 6 mil millones de dólares al año, cuando debería ser de 24 mil millones de dólares, por lo que muchas áreas no están financiadas de forma adecuada, dijo el estudio. 

El estudio, del que es coautor Peter Sale, director del Instituto del Agua, Medio Ambiente y Salud (Canadá) de la Universidad de las Naciones Unidas, también identificó otras cuatro limitaciones en el uso de áreas protegidas como forma para preservar la biodiversidad del planeta. 

Según Mora y Sale, el crecimiento previsto de las áreas protegidas es demasiado lento. Al actual ritmo, para alcanzar el objetivo de cubrir el 30 por ciento de los ecosistemas del mundo con áreas protegidas se necesitarían 185 años en tierra y 80 años en los océanos. 

Al mismo tiempo, las amenazas contra la biodiversidad, como el cambio climático o la contaminación, están avanzando rápidamente. 

Igualmente, el tamaño y la conexión de las áreas protegidas son inadecuados. El 30 por ciento de las áreas protegidas en los océanos y el 60 por ciento de las de tierra tienen una superficie inferior a 1 kilómetro cuadrado. 

Además, las áreas protegidas sólo son una medida efectiva contra dos amenazas de origen humano, la sobreexplotación y la pérdida de hábitat, pero no contra otras como cambio climático, contaminación y especies invasoras. 

Finalmente, las áreas protegidas entran en conflicto con el desarrollo humano. 

Por estas razones, Mora dijo que "es el momento de emplear todos esos recursos que van para las áreas protegidas y utilizarlos en estrategias que sean más efectivas al problema tan grave que tenemos con la pérdida de biodiversidad". 

"Durante 30 años, se ha realizado un esfuerzo tremendo para crear áreas protegidas y no hay ningún signo de que hayamos sido capaces de reducir la pérdida de la biodiversidad. Eso ya debería ser un signo suficiente para que empecemos a cuestionar si es esa la alternativa más eficiente al problema que tenemos", añadió Mora. 

Las consecuencias de la falta de acción serán catastróficas, según los investigadores. 

"Hoy en día la productividad de extracción sostenible del planeta se calcula en el orden de unos 11 mil millones de hectáreas. Con alrededor de 7 mil millones de personas, el consumo promedio por persona es de 2.1 hectáreas por año, es decir 14 mil millones de hectáreas", explicó Mora. 

"Hoy en día la población está consumiendo 3 mil millones de hectáreas más de lo que el planeta puede dar sustentablemente". 

Pero los cálculos de Mora y Sale indican que para 2050, con una población estimada de hasta 10 mil millones de personas, "se necesitarían del orden de 27 planetas para pagar los costes ecológicos de la demanda de recursos naturales de la población humana". 

Mora dijo que el estudio no aboga por la eliminación de áreas protegidas, sino un cambio de estrategia. 

"No sugerimos eso y de hecho sostenemos que en ciertas situaciones tenemos que mantenerlas. En situaciones en que hay especies que están a riesgo de extinguirse o en los casos en los que están protegiendo ecosistemas que son tan pequeños que simplemente si los abrimos los van a destruir". 

"Lo que en realidad estamos sugiriendo es que es tiempo de mirar estrategias alternativas. Las áreas protegidas son una buena estrategia pero es muy costosa y llegó el tiempo de mirar soluciones que sean más definitivas". 

Global - Climate unit releases virtually all remaining data 

07 – 27 – 11 
The University of East Anglia Climatic Research Unit, target of "ClimateGate", has released nearly all its remaining data on temperature measurements following a freedom of information bid. 

The unit works with the UK Met Office to compile one of the world's most used records of global temperature change. 

Most temperature data was already available, but critics of climate science want everything public. 

Data from Trinidad and Tobago is being released against the country's wishes. 

Following the latest release, raw data from virtually all of the world's 5,000-plus weather stations is freely available. 

The only exceptions concern 19 weather stations in Poland, for which the Polish national weather service has declined to release data, for reasons it has not elaborated. 

The requests were made two years ago by Jonathan Jones, a quantum computing specialist at Oxford University, and Don Keiller, a biologist at Anglia Ruskin University in Cambridge. 

Trevor Davies UEA 

They demanded that the Climatic Research Unit (CRU) release data that had been sent to other researchers at Georgia Institute of Technology in the US, concerning weather stations from 30 degrees north to 40 degrees south of the equator - a belt around the world. 

"It was very much a matter of principle," Dr Jones told BBC News 

"This dataset wasn't particularly interesting, but we thought the data in general should be available, and we thought people shouldn't have to make FoI requests for it. 

"So when earlier requests were turned down by the University of East Anglia (UEA) on what I thought were foolish grounds, I decided to push this to the limit." 

Public order 

The limit was reached last month when the UK Information Commissioner's Office (ICO) ruled that UEA had to release the data. 

The Met Office, as the UK's national weather service, had approached the owners of data from more than 1,500 weather stations around the world - both inside and outside the zone covered by the FoI requests. 

Many had given data to the Climatic Research Unit (CRU) on the understanding that it would not be made public - the main reason being that they charge for the information. 

Model visualisation of ocean currents CRU data has been crucial in designing and validating computer models of the climate system 

About 60% either failed to respond, or responded equivocally. Some were willing to have it go public, while Trinidad and Tobago asked categorically for it to be kept private. 

UEA argued that breaking pledges of privacy could damage international relations, and relations between UK research institutions and partners overseas. 

But the Information Commissioner ruled that public interest in disclosure outweighed those considerations. 

Trevor Davies, UEA's pro-vice chancellor for research, said the potential for damaging relations was still a concern. 

"This particular ruling might have unintended and potentially damaging consequences for international collaboration," he said. 

"We regret having to release data from Trinidad and Tobago against that state's express wish; but we want to place beyond all doubt our determination to be open with our data and to comply with the ICO's instruction." 

Data from 3,780 weather stations had been released earlier this year via the UK Met Office, while US portals such as the Global Historical Climatological Network also put raw readings into the public domain. 

Concluding remarks? 

The release marks the latest chapter in a story that has run for several years, with critics of climate science trying to force institutions to release raw weather station data rather than figures that have been processed and analysed. 

The issue peaked just before the 2009 UN climate summit in Copenhagen, when a batch of e-mails and other documents was stolen from a CRU server and made public - the affair dubbed "ClimateGate". 

Even though virtually all raw station data is now out there, this may not be the final chapter. 

"I think people are far more interested in CRU's corrections, in homogenisation of data, and far more interested in their paleo-climatic data," said Dr Jones. 

"And this process will carry on until the climate science community starts behaving like proper scientists." 
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IPS: U.N. Puts Spotlight on Youth in Tough Global Climate
26 July 2011
What Joseph Deiss, the General Assembly president, called in a briefing the "vast and untapped potential" of youth has been more than evident over the past half year or so in the uprisings in the Middle East and North Africa, where disgruntled youth, among others, coordinated protests and demonstrations and sparked revolutions using methods such as Facebook and Twitter. 

Youth - people between the ages of 15 and 24 - comprise 18 percent of the world's population. Eighty-seven percent of those youth live in developing countries. 

In a briefing, leaders including Deiss and the ambassadors of Austria and Benin, co-facilitators for the meeting's outcome document, acknowledged that despite the vast promise that youth possess, countries and international organisations lack a formal structure to support and enhance that potential. 

Today, in the wake of the global economic crisis, roughly 81 million youth are unemployed, and even those employed are subject to work longer hours with lower earnings. Other challenges to youth development include armed conflict, foreign occupation, and terrorism. 


Ahmad Alhindawi, a Jordanian from the group Leaders of Tomorrow, told reporters that the U.N. needed to rethink the coordination of youth affairs, noting that no U.N. agency exists for youth. Yet the U.N. has divisions specifically for issues concerning women, children and HIV/AIDS. 

Alhindawi stressed that any agency, however, must engage with youth and work with them as "partners, not beneficiaries". Youth groups create opportunities for democracy at a grassroots level, he said, but not if international groups do all the work for those groups. 

In an echo of this idea, Monique Coleman, actress and U.N. Youth Champion, urged that groups "spend less time talking about young people and more time talking to young people." 

To foster dialogue and encourage discussion, the U.N. held panels and plenary discussions Monday and Tuesday, and participants in the meetings could also attend a variety of side events at the U.N. and in its vicinity. The topics of those discussions ranged from the importance of broadband Internet to youth in the Arab states to the impact of social media. 

Need for concrete action 

Alhindawi called for "concrete actions" rather than just talk on the parts of governments and international organisations, even as the components of this high-level meeting centred on discussion and dialogue. 

When youth are provided with opportunities, he told IPS, "All their talents and potential will be reached." 

He pointed to the revolutions and violence in Arab countries as the cost of not working with young people and incorporating their needs and interests into development frameworks and mechanisms. 

Although leaders agreed that youth are important and that governments must cooperate with them to provide them with opportunities, consensus seemed limited to the need for action, both by the U.N. and governments. 

Jean-Francis Zinsou, for instance, Benin's ambassador to the U.N., said that the world body needed to act more to help member states to counter unemployment and formulate policies that would help youth transition to adults. 

So even as officials stressed the importance of acting to help youth, few seemed able to offer tangible actions to further the goals of youth development. 

A changing world 

Coleman, however, had a few specific suggestions about how youth could contribute to development. 

"Young people especially are going to have to shift their way of thinking to be more of a humanitarian perspective," she told IPS. In order to do so, she advocated encouraging youth to volunteer from a young age to teach them different ways of contributing to their communities. 

She called for a change of values and for people to stop "chasing the money" and instead ask, "How can I solve this particular social problem?" 

She highlighted the social business model - where businesses are created to solve problems, and their profits go back into solving the problem rather than those who started the business - as one possible framework for change. 

The devotion of several side events to Internet technology and social media, along with leaders' numerous references to them, underscored the recognition that such tools have and will continue to have a significant impact on shaping the world that youth are inheriting and as such are forces that governments and leaders must take into consideration. 

The outcome document of the Meeting stated that its members stressed "the need for further efforts to promote the interests of youth… by supporting young people in developing their potential and talents and tackling obstacles facing youth." 

It also pledged to "address the high rates of youth unemployment" and "strengthen the use of communication technology to improve the quality of life of young people." 

Indeed, Ajay Maken, minister of state for youth affairs and sports of India, noted in his opening remarks for one of the panels that the "pace of technological advancement is best appreciated by the youth".

Huffington Post: UN chief starts clock to 2012 London Olympics

27 July 2011
UNITED NATIONS — Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon started a clock Wednesday that will count down the days, hours, minutes and seconds until the start of the Olympic games in London a year from now – on July 27, 2012.

The ceremony, attended by nine-time Olympic Gold-medalist Carl Lewis and three other U.S. Olympians, coincided with a ceremony in London’s Trafalgar Square where International Olympic Committee President Jacques Rogge invited sportsmen and women from around the world to compete in next year’s Olympic and Paralympic games.

Ban powered up the clock, emblazoned with the London Olympics logo – the numbers “2012” in four jagged figures with the five Olympic rings – before a crowd of U.N. ambassadors and staff in his temporary office building on the north lawn of U.N. headquarters at exactly 2:30 p.m. EDT, the equivalent of 7:30 p.m. in London when the games will begin a year from now.

“We’ve all heard of Big Ben,” Ban said, referring to the famed clock in the tower above London’s Houses of Parliament.

“Somebody suggested another possibility. Since it will be placed in the United Nations, we might perhaps name it ‘Big Ban,’” the secretary-general said with a smile as the crowd burst into laughter.

General Environment News

Planet Ark: Train Carrying Hazardous Materials Derails In California

28 July 2011
A Union Pacific freight train carrying more than 60 cars, some loaded with hazardous substances, derailed on Friday in a desert town north of Los Angeles, prompting evacuations of nearby homes, fire officials said.

However, there was no sign of fire, and no injury or damage to surrounding buildings was reported.

About 30 of the train's 63 cars left the tracks, many of them overturning, at 1:25 p.m. local time in the rural community of Littlerock, Los Angeles County Fire Department Inspector Matt Levesque said.

Littlerock is about 35 miles northeast of Los Angeles.

Roughly half the cars that derailed were hazardous materials tankers, but their exact contents were not immediately known, he said, adding that Union Pacific was asked to provide fire officials with a cargo list.

Overhead footage of the scene broadcast by Los Angeles television station KCAL-TV showed numerous train cars strewn along both sides of the tracks, several of the cars lying on their sides.

Levesque said about 60 fire department personnel, including two hazmat teams, were dispatched to the scene and were examining each of the tanker cars individually for signs of possible leaks.

"It's a static situation, where they're taking their time to make sure they've investigated everything properly," Levesque told Reuters by telephone.

He said a number of homes near the derailment were being evacuated as a precaution.

The cause of the crash was still under investigation as of mid-afternoon, officials said.

PlanetArk: Some Worry Tennessee Town May Be World Nuclear Waste Dump

28 July 2011
A new contract to process 1,000 tons of nuclear waste from Germany has environmental activists concerned that the town of Oak Ridge, Tennessee could become a prime destination for the world's nuclear trash.

The city in east Tennessee was founded by scientists who were developing the atomic bomb during World War II. It continues to be a center for the nuclear industry.

It has processed nuclear waste for decades, including some from Britain and Canada. But the large German contract, its first from continental Europe, marks a significant expansion and has raised eyebrows.

"With current regulatory conditions, there is nothing stopping really great quantities of radioactive waste materials from coming from all over the world to be processed in Tennessee," says Don Safer, chairman of the board of the Tennessee Environmental Council, said on Tuesday.

The expansion comes at a time of heightened global concern about nuclear energy after the earthquake and the radioactive releases from damaged reactors in Japan. Since the Japan earthquake, Germany has decided to phase out its nuclear power industry by 2022 because of concerns about safety.

The company that processes the nuclear waste, Utah-based EnergySolutions LLC, said that under the German contract it will process residue from hospitals mainly by shrinking the volume a factor of 200-to-1, and then sending it back to Germany. The residue will begin arriving later this year, said Mark Walker, vice president of marketing and media relations for EnergySolutions in Salt Lake City.

"What people don't understand is that we are talking about the kind of products and waste materials that you find in your doctor's office. It's not high risk," said Parker Hardy, president of the Oak Ridge Chamber of Commerce.

Initial fears about the project were allayed by briefings with EnergySolutions and a visit to the incinerators, said Oak Ridge city manager Mark Watson.

"What we are talking about is we aren't melting down heavy metals here," he said.

But Safer said that even people who are in favor of nuclear power should question importing foreign nuclear waste to a state which he said puts "very little scrutiny" on the industry.

CimateWire: POLITICS: Slow stirrings among conservatives on adaptation -- just don't mention climate change
28 July 2011
Tony Allender believes in climate change, but his Texan bosses are more skeptical. That disconnection might have made his job to help prepare a coastal city for rising seas and more flooding a losing effort.

So the city planner adopted a motto being used increasingly in conservative places where global warming and its orbiting impacts, such as more powerful storms, are hitched to zany liberal politics: Don't mention it.

"The minute I do, the conversation is over," said Allender, who arrived four years ago in League City, Texas, a community of 83,000 near the serrated Gulf Coast and encircled by assets of the nation's energy industry.

His quiet approach was rewarded. About two months ago, elected city leaders approved a comprehensive plan limiting new development near wetlands and in flood plains that might be threatened in the future by rising seas, heavier downpours and surging waves driven farther onshore by hurricanes.

Those are steps toward climate adaptation -- just don't tell city officials that.

"Nowhere in our documents would you see the words climate change -- because I wanted it to pass," Allender said. "It's still a topic that tends to generate more anxiety and discussion. If I can accomplish the exact same things without necessarily using the words climate change, then we'll claim that victory."

Rather than pursuing "setbacks" to forbid new building in areas vulnerable to potential sea level rise, the plan establishes conservation easements to preserve the city's natural areas. It restricts development in places likely to flood, but for different reasons. The provision was packaged as a way to attract higher-valued homes, and more tax revenue.

Here's what you don't call it: a responsive policy aimed at a menacing environmental threat.

"Let's say a coastal community has a resilience campaign. Resilience is the antidote to vulnerability. So you're admitting vulnerability. So it's kind of a deterrent for a tax base," Hank Hodde, who is working on environmental management policies in the area as a graduate student, said of some local officials' outlook.

Climate change an 'insufficient motivation'

With climate change now carrying the stigma of being a Democratic keyword, local planning officials and outreach scientists in Republican areas are increasingly seeking ways to promote adaptation policies without igniting political opposition.

From Texas to New Jersey, local officials and scientists say they can't mention climate change, or even observed impacts already under way, without fear of disrupting meetings with local engineers, flood-plain managers and politicians.

"We have a lot of decisionmakers that are really very skeptical of climate change. It is a politically charged, hot-button issue. We can't even use that word," April Turner, a coastal communities specialist with the South Carolina Sea Grant Consortium, said at a conference for coastal professionals in Chicago last week.

"The common perception is it's not a problem at all, or if it is a problem it is beyond our control because it's occurring naturally," she added. "This presents quite a challenge for us. Climate change is really an insufficient motivation for adaptation planning."

Sea level rise also is sometimes a diminished justification to act as it gets increasingly aligned with climate partisanship. New strategies by advocates and educators include focusing on stormwater management to prevent flooding. Hazard planning, like establishing evacuation routes, is another area that might satisfy local politicians' aspirations to address immediate dangers, rather than futuristic scenarios.

The South Carolina Sea Grant Consortium, which receives funding from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, is helping the city of Charleston grapple with rising ocean waters, which already inundate some downtown city streets several times a year at extreme high tide.

The city, which is barely above sea level and is sinking, is also frequently flooded during storms. Drainage tunnels fill with seawater at high tide, leaving little or no room for rainwater. Some streets become impassable as a result.

God more involved in sea level than Charleston

If sea levels increase by a half-meter by 2100, which scientists say is a conservative estimate, extreme high tides that flood parts of the city several times annually now could become routine. And infrequent high tides would cover larger parts of downtown, where hospitals and other "critical assets" are located.

"There are some critics who are skeptical about sea level rise because of the connection to climate change. But there are a lot of others who see the shoreline changing," said Jessica Whitehead, a Sea Grant specialist who talks about coastal impacts with local officials in North and South Carolina.

She chooses her words -- and her speaking style -- carefully to avoid overloading, or alienating, listeners. Pointing out changes that have already happened, like rising ocean gauges or increased rainfall, seems to work in the communities she visits. Future impacts are riskier topics.

And if things get political, she backs off. Her expertise is on the science, not politics, Whitehead tells her audiences.

But those are the easy cities. She and other coastal experts admit that they only connect with communities that ask for help. That means other cities facing perhaps more severe hazards fail to receive adaptation attention -- either because they don't believe in climate change or they don't know how to respond to it.

Progress in Charleston is going slowly, Turner said. Sea Grant is part of a focus group with city officials that has studied new aerial maps that show the specific areas of town -- down to exact buildings -- that would be flooded at different stages of sea level rise.

But the impact of the educational effort is unclear. One city official who wasn't authorized to speak on the record about the process said this when asked about the city's involvement in studying the issue: "I think God is involved in sea level rise."

'Political tap dance' in N.J.

The hesitancy of mentioning climate change is also happening along the Great Lakes, where the Ohio branch of Sea Grant is trying to find ways to talk about the likelihood of lower lake levels and their impacts on 1,000-foot cargo vessels, or the effects on drinking water.

"We are one of the states where there is a huge amount of skepticism, or folks who are unconvinced by the science of climate change," Frank Lichtkoppler of Ohio Sea Grant said at the Chicago conference. "Sometimes, when you say 'climate change,' you turn a whole group of people off. So we're looking at other ways to address the issue of sustainability."

In New Jersey, where Republican Gov. Chris Christie recently ended his state's involvement in the nation's first regional carbon cap-and-trade program, there has been some success in raising awareness about sea level rise and ways to adapt to it.

Three communities in the state participated in a detailed effort to learn about emerging dangers related to flooding. The New Jersey Sea Grant Consortium reviewed their plans to deal with rising seas and offered recommendations to reduce risks in a 72-page report that was finished in December.

Climate change was still a taboo term to discuss, according to one participant on the project. The reason this time was less about the push back from local officials, but more that the researchers felt constrained by a lack of support from state leaders.

"It's just that we would all like to keep our jobs. I mean that's what it really comes down to," this person said. "If the governor doesn't support climate change and we start talking about climate change and climate adaptation, it immediately kind of puts this connotation [out there] that action has to occur."

"It's a political tap dance."

ClimateWire RESEARCH: Alaskan tundra fire produced huge burst of carbon emissions – study
28 July 2011
A fire that burned 400 square miles of Alaskan tundra in 2007 also sent a massive dose of carbon into the atmosphere, according to a new study.

The Anaktuvuk River fire released 2.3 million tons of carbon from tundra soils, concludes the research published yesterday in the journal Nature.

That massive pulse of carbon is roughly equal to the average amount of carbon absorbed each year by all tundra soils during the previous half-century.

"Our observations of [carbon] loss from the Anaktuvuk River fire support the idea that tundra fires have the potential to release large amounts of [carbon] and decrease landscape [carbon] stocks," wrote researchers, led by Michelle Mack, an ecologist at the University of Florida.

Such fires likely have "an immediate impact on atmospheric [carbon] and climate," the scientists said. With the frequency of major tundra blazes increasing, the fires could also worsen warming over the long term.

ClimateWire: BUDGET: House Republicans prune international climate change measures out of budget
28 July 2011
The House moved yesterday to extract the United States from international climate change negotiations and to eliminate nearly all U.S. funding to help poor countries deal with global warming.

In a unanimous vote, the House Appropriations subcommittee on foreign operations approved a $47.2 billion budget for the State Department and foreign aid in 2012. The budget is an 18 percent cut -- or $8.6 billion from the current level -- and chops out millions of dollars for various climate change measures through the United Nations, World Bank and bilateral programs.

Yet climate change received nary a mention as the panel debated U.S. assistance to Pakistan and the Middle East, as well as Republican reinstatement of a controversial policy banning federal funding to international family planning groups that offer or provide information about abortion. Several lawmakers indicated they would bring amendments to the bill when it reaches the full committee -- none were offered yesterday -- but none vowed specifically to challenge the climate cuts.

Rep. Adam Schiff (D-Calif.), a member of the subcommittee, predicted that protecting international climate funding will be an uphill battle in a Republican-led House.

"I'm not optimistic about our ability to restore funds in this area," he said after the hearing. "It's anathema to the majority who don't believe in the science."

The spending bill eliminates about $10 million combined to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The IPCC is the U.N. body that reviews and assesses climate science, and the UNFCCC is an environmental treaty that the United States signed and ratified in 1992 and operates under a secretariat aimed at developing a global agreement to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

Also eliminated: a series of World Bank programs that combine money from several industrialized countries to leverage billions of dollars to help poor countries adapt to climate change, protect tropical forests and develop clean energy technologies. In 2011, Congress put about $235 million toward those programs, a drop from $375 million in fiscal 2010.

A focus on national security?

Rep. Kay Granger (R-Texas), chairwoman of the Appropriations subcommittee overseeing foreign aid, insisted that the decision to cut climate aid was not ideological. Rather, she said, the bill prioritizes programs that directly serve U.S. national security interests.

"That was primarily Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Mexico and Israel. And then we went to programs that in our humanitarian efforts we'd get the most bang for our buck," Granger said.

Granger acknowledged that environmental activists and many top military officials believe climate change threatens national security, but said that in an era of $14 trillion in debt and extreme budget constraint, the need was not as pressing as others.

"I understand that argument," she said of the national security implications of increased natural disasters and resource scarcity brought about by rising global temperatures. But, she said, the United States needs to first "finish the job in Iraq and Afghanistan."

Environmental groups have attacked the cuts as harmful to U.S. interests, and argue that the World Bank programs in particular act as U.S. job creators by developing clean energy markets in developing countries.

It's a market that business groups and lawmakers from both parties say they want to see expand. Yesterday, at a Capitol Hill panel discussion sponsored by the National Foreign Trade Council, the director of GE Energy, Tim Richards, said the United States has a "fantastic opportunity in the clean energy and products space."

Business groups worry about clean-tech competition

He noted that General Electric Co. has doubled investment in clean energy to $10 billion over the next five years and added 6,900 U.S. manufacturing jobs in the sector. But, he and others warned, other countries are moving faster than the United States to develop the domestic markets for low-carbon technologies that will lead to a major export market.

"We can either seize the opportunity or we can miss the opportunity, " Richards said, and called for an export initiative that eliminates taxes and tariffs on environmental goods and boosts funding through the U.S. Export-Import Bank as well as the Overseas Private Investment Corp. for clean energy exports.

Bill Reinsch, president of the National Foreign Trade Council, said the World Bank funds for clean technology development are also critical for U.S. businesses. Eliminating funding, he said, would lead to "retarding infrastructure development and retarding the move toward clean energy development."

Jennifer Haverkamp, director of the international climate change program at the Environmental Defense Fund and a former assistant U.S. trade representative, agreed. She said the World Bank programs "are actually good for U.S. businesses ... they create the markets for our products."

At least one Republican House member -- Rep. David Dreier (R-Calif.) also takes issue with the cuts. Dreier spoke before the foreign trade council yesterday to declare that clean technology "is not just good for the environment, but is in fact good for business" and told ClimateWire that he is working to reinstate development aid aimed at helping countries develop clean energy.

"I've been concerned about a number of those," Dreier said of the foreign aid cuts. "I've been talking to more than a few people about this. The subcommittee has done this, but we'll see what the full committee does."

E&E Daily : BUDGET: Debt deal set to crater energy, enviro spending for years to come
28 July 2011
As the capital's debt-limit drama enters its final act today, the last two solutions standing -- one Democratic, one GOP -- would slash long-term energy and environmental spending to a degree comparable with the fiscally austere deal struck to avert a springtime federal shutdown.

The bipartisan alignment on knifing what is likely to be billions of dollars from U.S. EPA and the Energy and Interior departments' budgets over the next 10 years is drawing little notice as the debt-limit talks hurtle toward a hectic climax marked by bitter intra-party tensions.

Even as they focus on a splashier battle against restrictive policy riders in GOP spending bills, Democrats and environmentalists alike acknowledge that the deficit endgame spells doom for their priorities.

"We're fighting riders today on the Hill in the Interior funding bill for one year, but this sets up the blueprint for potentially a number of years," Sierra Club deputy national campaigns director Melinda Pierce said of the debt byplay between House GOP and Senate Democratic leaders.

"And it's dialing back funding to the place where it can have crippling effects on some of the natural resources programs, on programs that keep clean air."

One House Democrat leading the charge against the 38 policy riders in the 2012 Interior-EPA spending bill warned yesterday that many in his own party had not "looked past the headlines" to digest the practical impact of the spending cuts envisioned by the Senate majority.

"It's moving so fast that nobody has really focused on the details of any of these plans," Rep. Jim Moran (D-Va.) said. "It doesn't amount to a whole lot of money, but it will cause a whole lot of anguish."

In fact, the trims to domestic discretionary spending outlined in both Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid's (D-Nev.) and House Speaker John Boehner's (R-Ohio) debt packages are significant on paper.

Reid's plan would cap that domestic discretionary pot of money at $1.045 trillion in 2012 budget authority and let it rise to $1.228 trillion in 2021, according to independent Congressional Budget Office projections. Boehner's plan offers a similar budget authority cap that tops out at $1.043 trillion in 2012 and $1.234 trillion in 2021. The two plans could yet change.

Both party leaders' spending caps would represent a cut of more than $40 billion next year relative to the CBO baseline set by the government funding deal for 2011 that averted a shutdown in April. By 2021, CBO estimated, the Reid approach would mean a $125 billion cut below the shutdown-deal baseline, or $6 billion more in cuts than Boehner's plan.

Those long-term cuts refer to the panoply of domestic agency spending, from EPA air-pollution monitoring to DOE efficiency grants to many other non-energy or environmental programs. But on a more granular level, the 16 percent slice taken from EPA's budget in the April shutdown deal could well be the shape of things to come for most non-defense federal programs, unless the final debt pact takes a turn toward the left.

"I'm very concerned with where we're going on this debt deal," Rep. Henry Waxman of California, the House Energy and Commerce Committee's top Democrat, said yesterday. "Republicans are pushing for not just a level of cuts, but as much cuts as possible in the first couple of years."

Asked whether he would vote against a Senate Democrat-backed debt measure that promised environmental protection cuts similar to April's deal, Waxman said only: "I'd have to look at it all."

Moran was more ready to commit. "I don't think it's a fair deal," he said of the Senate Democratic outline, "and I'm not inclined to support it."

Given the likelihood that even a short-term lifting of the debt limit could damage the nation's iconic AAA credit rating, Democrats are certain to face a vise of pressure to back the Reid plan -- particularly if Boehner's alternative fails to clear the House in a test vote that could occur as soon as today. Yet their eagerness to drive a wedge within the GOP did not dispel the gloom among some green-minded Democrats over the draconian cuts now inescapable in the wake of the debt-limit showdown.

"We're in damage control at this point," Rep. Peter Welch (D-Vt.) said this week, calling it "a major error" to link long-term spending with the debt ceiling. "[The Reid plan] is significantly better than the Boehner deal. Is it what I want? No."

House Democratic Caucus Chairman John Larson of Connecticut quipped that "you don't see us doing somersaults in here" over the cuts put on the table by party leaders. "But we're bumping up against a deadline here."

Senators who have prioritized a strong EPA and DOE were less than sanguine over the trend of the debt talks in their waning hours. Sen. Tom Carper (D-Del.) this week called for an up-or-down vote on the spending plan offered last year by the presidential debt commission, which he said "gets us where we need to go with a sense of shared sacrifice -- mostly spending and some revenue."

Sen. Chris Coons (D-Del.) vowed to work "as hard as I can to find sources of revenue to sustain vital investments" in clean energy.

Noting that most decisions in the lengthy debt negotiations have been made at the top levels of congressional leadership, Pierce of the Sierra Club described many of the Hill's environmental stalwarts as "relatively powerless to change the tenor of the conversation and basically, at this point, braced for the worst."

After Senate Democrats handed a major victory to Republicans by releasing a debt plan that included no new revenue, effectively ending a months-long battle to put oil industry tax breaks on the chopping block, few liberal lawmakers or green advocates decried the scissoring publicly.

Riders a distraction?

If the $14.3 trillion federal borrowing limit is raised with the anticipated gut check to EPA, DOE and Interior, green advocates can look to April's 2011 spending deal as a harbinger of what is to come. When EPA took a $1.6 trillion hit in that pact to avert a government shutdown, Democrats declared victory after defeating GOP-backed policy riders, but environmentalists could not hide their dismay at the overall cuts to their dearly held goals (E&ENews PM, April 12).

The dynamic this week is an echo of spring, as conservation groups campaign against restrictive provisions in one House Republican 2012 spending bill while paying little public heed to the debt debate.

Battling GOP riders "has probably kept our focus off this larger debt limit negotiation that, in many respects, we should be paying significant attention to," said Alan Rowsome, director of conservation funding for the Wilderness Society.

"Because it does have long-term ramifications, at least on the funding side, that have the potential to be as damaging as policy riders or funding cuts on a year-to-year basis," he added. "If the years go by and you're stuck in this trap [of lower funding], you're not going to be able to get out of it."

Indeed, the federal budgeting process can leave agencies mired in a lower funding echelon for years following a round of steep reductions. The pattern cuts both ways -- when the April spending deal pared EPA's budget to $8.7 billion for 2011, it marked a swoon from 2010 spending but stayed more than $1 billion above the agency's 2009 levels.

Future allocations for EPA-Interior and DOE spending bills, however, are likely to remain heavily influenced by previous years' apportionment. That means that the April cuts to environmental agencies, which packed a billion-dollar punch to state programs for clean drinking water and water pollution cleanups, are positioned to have a lingering effect on long-term agency spending (Greenwire, April 12).

"I see a point at which we just can't enforce our environmental laws because we don't have the money to do that" if the trend being set during the current debt talks continues, Friends of the Earth energy tax analyst Ben Schreiber said. "A point where we end up eliminating programs that are essential, like money for renewable energy development."

Devil's in the details

Despite the storm clouds looming for energy and environmental programs, some Senate Democrats declined to predict a wallop. Overall discretionary cuts would have to be apportioned among agencies and could be steered clear of maximum punishment for favored agencies, they noted.

Environment and Public Works Chairwoman Barbara Boxer (D-Calif.) noted this week that any future cuts would not necessarily come out of EPA or any other agency, steered instead through an appropriations committee process that would determine more detailed slices.

Sen. Ben Cardin (D-Md.), a senior member of Boxer's panel, said that it would be possible to, "within this [Reid] framework, preserve clean air and clean water. It's not going to be easy, but [the Reid plan] acknowledges the political realities."

Of course, Boxer and Cardin's ability to influence future spending allocations depends in large part on whether their party can eke out a political win in the debt-limit message war that might keep their hold on the Senate during the 2012 election.

There may yet be "enough wiggle room or an opportunity to use the dollars out there and use them wisely," said Rowsome, of the Wilderness Society. "You'd hope that those investments and continued support [would go to Interior and EPA] ... it does depend a great deal, though, on the makeup of Congress going forward."

E&E Daily: ARCTIC: U.S. lacks oil spill response, Coast Guard warns
28 July 2011
The United States would be woefully unprepared if an oil spill such as BP PLC's Deepwater Horizon occurred in the Arctic Ocean, a top Coast Guard official told a Senate panel yesterday.

Adm. Robert Papp, commandant of the Coast Guard, said the agency also lacks critical infrastructure such as ice breakers, landing strips and deepwater ports to conduct search and rescue missions, even as commercial shipping, oil and gas exploration and eco-tourism expand in the Arctic's increasingly ice-free waters.

Papp warned that the Coast Guard has no base from which to mount a response to an oil spill in the Beaufort Sea, where Royal Dutch Shell PLC has proposed exploration in summer 2012. Even if it did, the agency has only one operational ice breaker in the event of spills and other incidents in the region.

"If the company fails, if the response plan fails, the federal government must in some way be able to back it up with some resources," he told a Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation subcommittee. "We had plenty of resources, from bases to communication systems to helicopters, in the Gulf of Mexico. And if this were to happen off the North Slope of Alaska, we'd have nothing."

To illustrate the point, Papp recalled an incident two weeks ago when the Coast Guard was called to rescue two dozen fishermen who had become stuck on ice that had broken away north of Barrow, Alaska.

The agency deployed a helicopter from its nearest base in Kodiak, which is about 1,000 miles and three mountain ranges away from the rescue site. The helicopter flew for hours but was called off when a separate vessel was deployed from the North Slope, he said.

"If we had to respond, it would have been very difficult and would have put their lives at risk," he said.

In another case in spring 2010, a Russian ice breaker and rescue team were needed to save a camp that had drifted on ice into U.S. rescue territory about 630 miles north of Alaska, he said.

Papp said the Coast Guard's recent "High Latitude" study found the agency needs three medium and three heavy icebreakers to meet its missions. Currently, the Coast Guard only has the 11-year-old Healy, a medium icebreaker, and the 34-year-old Polar Star, which is undergoing renovations and is expected to be operational by 2013.

But a more immediate concern is North Slope infrastructure where the Coast Guard can base its crews, hangar aircraft and protect vessels, he said.

Those needs also include communications capabilities, deepwater ports and other infrastructure, said Sen. Mark Begich (D-Alaska), chairman of the Subcommittee on Oceans, Atmosphere, Fisheries, and Coast Guard.

"With increased energy development and maritime activity, our nation must ensure the Coast Guard has the capabilities to operate in Arctic waters to guard our borders, protect life, safety and the environment and ensure safe commerce," he said.

Begich has proposed a bill that would increase the per-barrel fee for oil production by 3 cents for domestic oil and 7 cents for foreign oil to fund Coast Guard and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration efforts to research, prevent and respond to oil spills. The bill, S. 204, would raise about $300 million annually, he said.

"We have gotten no resistance at this point" from oil companies, he said. "This is the best way to pay for it with the least amount of cost."

Begich said he is confident that Shell is ready to responsibly explore for oil on its Beaufort and Chukchi leases, which the company has spent more than $3.5 billion to develop.

But he said the Coast Guard needs to be prepared to respond to potential accidents from foreign-flagged ships that travel the narrow Bering Strait. Papp echoed that concern.

Shell Alaska Vice President Pete Slaiby said the company has taken substantial steps to prevent a blowout and to respond to any potential spill. That includes the use of two shearing rams on its blowout preventer and an oil spill response plan that could mechanically remove 25,000 barrels of oil a day.

He said the company will be able to deploy its fleet of spill response vessels in less than 60 minutes, as required. The Interior Department, which has until Aug. 5 to evaluate the company's exploration plan in the Beaufort Sea, is asking the company be able to mechanically skim as much oil as it calculates in its worst-case discharge, Slaiby said.

Shell hopes to drill in both the Beaufort and Chukchi seas by summer 2012. Federal scientists believe the area contains about 27 billion barrels of oil, Slaiby said.

Greenwire: AIR POLLUTION: Oil industry pressures White House with new smog study
28 July 2011
The cost of cleaning up smog across the country would outstrip any benefits for public health, the American Petroleum Institute says in a new report that is being taken to the White House to bolster the trade group's argument that President Obama should stop U.S. EPA from setting stricter limits on ground-level ozone.

With a final decision now under review by the Office of Management and Budget, business groups are stepping up their attacks on the update to the ozone standard, which decides what counts as clean air from coast to coast.

The American Petroleum Institute, which is the largest trade group for the oil and gas industry, says in its new report that EPA has tweaked its economic analysis to exaggerate the health benefits that would result from stricter rules that were proposed last year.

In light of his recent executive order telling agencies to get rid of rules that would do needless harm to the economy, President Obama should stick with the standards chosen under George W. Bush and wait until EPA's next scientific review of ozone wraps up in 2013, said Khary Cauthen, the group's director of federal relations.

"This is a perfect example of a rule that needs to be pulled back," Cauthen told reporters during a conference call this morning, previewing the argument his group will make during a meeting with White House officials later today.

Oil companies are worried that stricter limits would hike costs and slow down expansion throughout their supply chain, all the way from oil and gas wells to refineries and gas stations. They make their money selling fuels such as gasoline and diesel, which release the largest share of both nitrogen oxides (NOx) and volatile organic compounds, the two main chemicals that react in the air to form ozone.

Some parts of the country are still struggling to meet the current ozone standard of 84 parts per billion (ppb), which was set by the Clinton administration. In a proposed rule last year, EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson rejected the standard of 75 ppb that was chosen in 2008, saying she would follow the advice of an expert science panel that said a standard between 60 and 70 ppb was needed to protect people from asthma attacks and other breathing problems.

But the agency has delayed a final decision on the ozone standard four times now. Earlier this week, EPA said it wouldn't be done with a rule by the end of July, but insisted the rule wasn't being abandoned.

"We look forward to finalizing this standard shortly," press secretary Brendan Gilfillan wrote in an email at the time. "A new ozone standard will be based on the best science and meet the obligation established under the Clean Air Act to protect the health of the American people" (Greenwire, July 26).

Fighting over figures

EPA claims the proposed changes would have between $13 billion and $100 billion in health benefits and cost $19 billion to $90 billion.

But no matter how you slice it, the cost of cutting emissions will exceed the benefits, says Anne Smith, a senior vice president at NERA Economic Consulting who did the new analysis for the oil and gas group.

Smith says EPA's benefits estimate is inflated because of the assumption that breathing ozone-filled air can make people die prematurely. EPA based that conclusion on a National Academy of Sciences committee report from 2008, but the oil industry argues that the agency can't use any information or methodology that wasn't used for the last administration's review.

Today's report also says the agency shouldn't have counted the lives that would be saved by reduced exposure to fine particulate matter, a blend of tiny pieces of dust and soot in the air. Critics say EPA shouldn't try to justify cleaning up smog based on the benefits of cleaning up soot, though it is well established that smog-forming nitrogen oxides also cause a type of fine particles called nitrates and EPA estimates that they are responsible for thousands of premature deaths each year.

Howard Feldman, director of regulatory and scientific affairs at API, said he doesn't think that nitrates in the air are killing people. He said EPA is blaming them for health problems at levels below the current federal standard for safe exposure to fine particles.

The new report also takes issue with EPA's decision to raise the "value of a statistical life," which is used to put a monetary value on the benefit of avoiding fatal risks. The agency said that in 2006 dollars, saving a life would be worth $8.9 million in 2020, up from the $7.9 million figure used by the George W. Bush administration.

Today's report was panned by public health advocates, who say that EPA can't consider costs when it sets health standards. That much was made clear by a 10-year-old Supreme Court decision written by Justice Antonin Scalia, but API said there's no legal requirement for the Bush-era standard to be changed and the costs can still weigh on the policy decision.

"As more and more air quality progress has been made, the challenge and cost of making further improvements has increased," Cauthen said today. "Thus, it's important to be sure that any new standard will produce real health benefits."

But the time for costs to be considered is when state and local governments come up with plans for making their air safe, said Janice Nolen, director of national policy at the American Lung Association. Her group met with the White House to push for a stronger standard on Monday, joined by the American Thoracic Society, American Academy of Pediatrics and other health groups.

Nolen said there's no reason to think that the price tag will be as big as industry groups claim.

"The estimate of what [a standard] will cost is just about always higher than what it actually does cost," she said. "This argument comes up every single time we have this debate about where the standards should be."

Greenwire: COAL: Another study links mountaintop removal mining to cancer
28 July 2011
People living near mountaintop removal coal mining sites in West Virginia face a greater risk of cancer, a new study suggests.

The research, published online in the Journal of Community Health, is the latest paper on the negative impacts of Appalachian mining, and the latest by Michael Hendryx, an associate professor at West Virginia University's Department of Community Medicine. The paper focused on the southern part of the state, known for the prevalence of mountaintop removal sites.

"Self-reported cancer rates were significantly higher in the mining versus the non-mining area after control for respondent age, sex, smoking, occupational history and family cancer history," the paper says.

As part of the study, a team of undergraduate students interviewed close to 800 people earlier this year. Researchers then compared the results of interviews with residents of the Coal River area of Boone and Raleigh counties with the non-mining region of southern Pocahontas County. They found that "Coal River subjects reported a significantly higher odds of cancer."

The research appears to validate the concern of some local residents who report what they perceive as an unusual number of cancer cases in the area. The recent anti-mountaintop mining documentary "The Last Mountain" featured Prenter, W.Va., resident Jennifer Hall-Massey expressing concern about cases in her neighborhood (Greenwire, June 1).

"The national average from brain tumor is 1 in 100,000," she said, "and we had six that lived side by side."

The West Virginia Department of Health did not respond to several messages asking for comment.

While the study does not explain what may be causing the higher cancer rates, it suggests some possible culprits, including the presence of arsenic in coal, the use of diesel fuel in the operations and environmental pollution in general. The report says that if higher cancer rates translate across the region, there could be 60,000 more people with cancer in central Appalachian communities.

"The results of this study and others previously cited on coal mining populations demonstrate that health disparities are concentrated in mountaintop mining areas of the region," the document says, "clearly, the national goal to eliminate Appalachian health disparities will not be achieved unless disparities are eliminated in mountaintop mining areas."

Hendryx admits limitations with this latest research, including the scope of questions asked and the means of asking them.

"Contact attempts at most households occurred only once, and survey times did not include late evenings and weekends because of the logistical and cost difficulties involved in transporting and housing the student volunteers," the authors wrote. "This could result in survey respondents in both locations that are not necessarily representative of the entire populations."

The National Mining Association reviewed the paper and said the findings are not supported by the National Cancer Institute's State Cancer Profiles. In a statement, the NMA also suggested a possible bias in interview selection and reporting by Hendryx and the other researchers, one of whom is a well known anti-mountaintop removal activist.

"While Hendryx's volunteers may have collected information on self-reported cancers for beyond the NCI database, 2003-2007," said the NMA statement, "we would not expect the profile to be altered as significantly as reported by Dr. Hendryx and his researchers."

This is not the first time Hendryx and the mining industry have been at odds over cancer rates in Appalachia. Last year Hendryx helped author a study published in the journal EcoHealth, which said that people who live near streams polluted by coal mining are more likely to die of cancer (Greenwire, April 22, 2010).

Shortly after that study's release, the NMA distributed an expert critique it commissioned of several Hendryx studies, which found "factual discrepancies and methodological flaws."

"We do not see that profile in our workforce," NMA spokeswoman Carol Raulston said in an interview, speaking about coal miners in the area. "They live in those communities, they work in the mines, and we have not seen that.

"There are a lot of health issues in West Virginia," she added. "You also have pockets of poverty."

Hendryx dismisses the criticism as industry bias and insists on a link between mountaintop removal mining and cancer.

"Yes," he said in a recent interview. "The higher rates are partly the result of other lifestyle problems and they're partly related to other socioeconomic problems. But not completely."

The Huffington Post: Climate Change Brings Water Worries To U.S. Cities, NRDC Report
27 July 2011 

You might say that the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) had good timing with their Tuesday release of a new report on water-related impacts of climate change in U.S. cities. Extreme heat had just scorched much of the country, and the South remained under extreme drought. Perhaps Americans were ready to listen?

"The truth is, we're faced with more and more extreme events, and they probably could have picked a random date," Peter Gleick, president of the Pacific Institute, a nonpartisan think tank based in Oakland, said in an email to HuffPost. While much of the NRDC's assessment is based on water research from the institute, Gleick was not involved in the new report. 

"Remember the extreme rains and snow in the West, then tornadoes, then the Mississippi flooding, then the Missouri flooding, then more tornadoes," he added. "Welcome to the future, today!"

In their report, "Thirsty for Answers," the national environmental organization looked at what water-related ways 12 cities are vulnerable to climate change and what, if anything, they are planning to do about it.

From the concrete jungle of New York City to the small seaside town of Homer, Alaska, "no region or city is immune to the water-related effects of climate change," Michelle Mehta, an attorney for NRDC's Water Program and a lead author on the report, said during a press conference on Tuesday.

Daniel Lashof, director of the NRDC's Climate Center, provided some explanations: Increased temperatures intensify the atmospheric water cycle, he said, which can trigger "more intense evaporation when it's dry" and "more intense downpours when it rains," and sea-level rise as warmed waters naturally expand and ice sheets melt. 

On top of more droughts, floods and rising seas, the NRDC uncovered a range of other water issues -- from the disappearance of storm-buffering wetlands in New Orleans to widespread degradation of water quality. In Chicago, for example, beaches continue to close due to health risks of bacteria-laden runoff. More sewage overflows are expected due to treatment facilities being overwhelmed.

Higher dissolved carbon dioxide concentrations, along with warmer water and increased runoff, are also causing more frequent and hazardous algal blooms in regions such as the Chesapeake Bay, reports the NRDC.

In the West, many of the greatest challenges appear to be related to water supplies. Availability of the vital resource in Seattle and San Francisco is highly dependent on snow-melt, the timing and quantity of which is projected to change drastically. 

Fortunately, most cities the NRDC assessed are currently identifying and implementing strategies that aim to both minimize future climatic changes and adapt to the changes already underway. 

In addition to setting a 2050 goal to reduce citywide greenhouse gas emissions by 50 percent, relative to 1990 levels, Seattle is developing some innovative new plans to combat its vulnerabilities. A decision-support tool will allow users to input variables about a proposed building project to see how projected temperature, precipitation and sea levels might impact their effort. A separate RainWatch tool will allow local utilities to better anticipate needs with more refined weather forecasts.

Miami, where sea levels are projected to rise as much as 5 feet by 2100, is well keyed in to the potential implications of sea level rise, including detailed modeling effects on local surface water, groundwater and saltwater intrusion. 

New York City is also making plans to elevate and relocate structures that are vulnerable to sea-level rise and to reduce the amount of stormwater that runs into the sewer system, as exemplified by the elevated High Line, a re-purposed piece of industrial infrastructure, and a growing fleet of green roofs across the city.

The NRDC emphasized the importance of using water wisely through conservation and reuse, as well as protecting wetlands. "Why do we let rainwater run quickly off city streets when we could collect and use it?" asked Steve Fleischli, a senior attorney with NRDC, during a press conference. "We should be allowing the urban landscape to mimic Mother Nature." 

They also highlighted some cities, including St. Louis, that lag behind others in assessing their potential city-specific threats.

"While ideological deniers of climate change might debate the facts, cities don’t have that luxury," said Lashof. "They need to plan to deal with very real effects that we're already beginning to see and that will only get more intense as we go into future."

California is one state that is already well-aware of that reality. Given his experience addressing the state's challenges, the Pacific Institute's Gleick also emphasized the need for better long-term planning, with the help of "deep community engagement."

"No city is doing enough to integrate the known and growing information on climate and water risks into long-term planning," he said. "And few cities ... [are] working directly with community groups to identify risks, local concerns and priorities, and adaptation approaches that might work on the local level."

Australia, too, has long-faced serious water woes. Jamie Pittock offered a few additional considerations based on his perspective as Program Leader for Australia and United States Climate, Energy and Water project of the U.S. Studies Center and with the Australia National University Water Initiative.

"Most of the water adaptation measures -- to conserve or expand supplies -- adopted by Australian governments and utilities are very energy intensive such as desalination plants, contributing to increased greenhouse gas emissions," Pittock noted.

He also highlighted some often-overlooked social implications, such as the loss of playing fields that are "abandoned through lack of watering" as well as a "perceived loss of amenity" as gardens and street trees are left to wither away. 

The new report, which Pittock calls "most nifty," also misses how certain mitigation measures might disadvantage the poor. He pointed to a "dramatic rise in rates for water supplies" in Australia as utilities build more expensive supply and reuse systems.

"This is a national call to action, but not a call to alarm," said Fleischli. "We can be resilient, but we must plan, prepare and act. And the sooner, the better."

The San Francisco Chronicle: Chromium 6 limit in water goal set by Calif. EPA
28 July 2011 

The California Environmental Protection Agency on Wednesday released the nation's first standard for limiting a cancer-causing chemical in drinking water.

The agency set a public health goal for hexavalent chromium, also known as chromium 6, that will be used by the state's Department of Public Health to help create a legally enforceable limit on the chemical in drinking water. The agency set the goal at .02 parts per billion.

Chromium 6 gained national infamy after a toxic plume contaminated water in the Mojave Desert town of Hinkley (San Bernardino County) - leading to a $333 million settlement from the Pacific Gas and Electric Co. - and was dramatized in the film "Erin Brockovich."

Dr. George Alexeef, acting director of the agency's Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment, said the goal "is the culmination of years of study and research on the health effects of this chemical. As the nation's first official goal for this contaminant, it will be an important tool" to develop a regulatory standard.

The Department of Public Health will consider the goal, along with the costs and feasibility of reaching it, in creating a final regulatory standard. That could take several years. The goal is equivalent to a likelihood of one person in a million developing cancer after drinking tap water with that level of the chemical every day for 70 years.

The Legislature called for a standard to be in place by 2004, but there have been a host of delays, including proving scientifically that the chemical is dangerous if ingested. The harmful effects of inhaling it already were established.

Dr. Gina Solomon, a senior scientist at the Natural Resources Defense Council, praised the level of the public health goal and said she expected some water agencies would begin reducing the level of the chemical - if it exists in their supply - to that standard even before the state makes a final regulation.

"I expect there will be a few places where there will be problems that need to be addressed and a lot of areas where won't it be very difficult to achieve," Solomon said. The group has called on the federal government to take similar action.

---

ClimateWire : WILDFIRES: Fires ravage Canada and the U.S., igniting questions about climate change
28 July 2011
A wet year followed by a dry spring has created the ideal conditions for fires to rage this summer through parts of northern Canada and southern parts of the United States.

More than 6 million acres has already been burned down in the United States, up from about 2 million acres at this time last year, and far above the 10-year average of 4 million. In Canada, while there have been fewer fires than in 2010, which was the eighth-worst fire season since 1970, far more land has been parched compared to July of last year. Over 5.9 million acres has been scorched to date, more than in all of 2009.

This sudden shift in fire severity prompts questions on how climate change and other factors affect where and when wildfires occur.

"Where does climate change come into it? Well, you can't say that any one fire or some fire season is because of climate change," said Katharine Hayhoe, an associate professor and director of the Climate Science Center at Texas Tech University.

"But climate change is changing the background conditions of the atmosphere. We already know we're getting warmer [globally], getting wetter in the Northwest, the Southwest is getting drier and rain patterns are shifting, and that all of that contributes to wildfires."

Wildfires are very complex, Hayhoe added. They depend on rainfall across years, wind conditions, humidity levels, management decisions and often whether or not a person lights a match or some other kind of ignition sets the combustion chain in motion. And on top of that, there's the influence of climate change, which warms temperatures and shifts weather patterns.

"Fluctuations from year to year have the characteristics we'd expect under climate change, like more extreme weather patterns that can lead to more extreme fire years, but to attribute any one year to climate change is a little too reductive," said Max Moritz, a specialist in fire ecology and management at the University of California, Berkeley.

People often assume that climate change equals worse wildfires, but that really depends on what types of precipitation and temperature patterns are in a part of the world, said Moritz. In the 2009 study "Global Pyrogeography," published in PLoS ONE, Moritz and his co-authors found that some regions would experience more fires and some regions would experience fewer due to climate change.

Thus, climate variables do influence fire-causing ingredients -- such as large amounts of vegetation, a long dry period and an ignition -- but with so many elements in play, it's easy to yield different predictions on exactly how destructive fires will be in future.

The present and potential damage caused by wildfires

Variation in precipitation levels from last year to this year set the stage for wildfires to take place in the upper areas of Alberta and Ontario, and throughout Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, California and other southern states.

"We get an exceptionally wet year, usually with an El Niño, and then a lot of vegetation grows. Then, the next year, if you get a really hot and dry year, usually with La Niña, then you not only have dry conditions but you have all the fuel for the fire. It's like a one-two punch," said Hayhoe.

In April, the PK West fire in Texas came within a third of a mile from Hayhoe's own home. While her house was spared, the flames ate up 126,734 acres of land, leaving an estimated $150 million in damages.

"Sometimes flames were 200 feet tall," said Hayhoe. "Houses were burned all the way to the ground, so you could see the concrete pad they were built on."

This is the real threat of fires, said Hayhoe: not just that they happen, but that they happen in places where people have built houses, driving the need for wise fire management strategies.

In Ontario, First Nations communities had to be evacuated when fires hit in mid-May, and in Slave Lake, Alberta, one particularly bad fire destroyed nearly 500 homes and businesses. Bruce Macnab of the Canadian Forest Service said that fires in remote areas can be left to burn, so long as they don't threaten people or their property.

"The priority is going to be where people are living," said Macnab, "because, in fact, fire in the boreal forest is a fundamental part of generating growth and creates the conditions for a diverse wildlife habitat."

But there is a risk that fires in other parts of the world will contribute to greenhouse gas emissions and actually reinforce climate change, said Hayhoe.

"By burning trees, bushes and other carbon-based life forms, wildfires produce carbon dioxide, methane and other greenhouse gases that in turn contribute to global warming," she said. "The emissions, and hence the effect on climate, from North American wildfires are not that great, but tropical deforestation is an important source of human-related greenhouse gases because it occurs regularly and over such a large spatial scale."

The Globe and Mail: ‘Do you have running water? I don’t and I live in Canada’
28 July 2011

One year ago today, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a historic resolution recognizing the human right to safe and clean drinking water and sanitation. Two months later, the Human Rights Council adopted a second resolution affirming that drinking water and sanitation are human rights, and setting out the responsibilities all governments now carry to fulfill these rights.

Because the Human Rights Council resolution is an interpretation of two existing international treaties, it clarifies that the General Assembly resolution is legally binding in international law. Together, the two resolutions represent an extraordinary breakthrough in the international struggle for the right to safe drinking water and sanitation and a milestone in the fight for water justice.

For the past decade, Ottawa has consistently opposed recognizing the right to water and sanitation. The Harper government voted to abstain when the General Assembly vote took place, and then argued (incorrectly) that the resolution is not binding. Canada and Tonga are now the only countries in the world that have not recognized the right to water or the right to sanitation.

The only explanation the Harper government gives is that it’s concerned about Canada’s sovereignty over its water supply, an argument that’s been debunked by international legal experts who point out that a newly recognized right is a pact between a government and its own citizens and doesn’t oblige one country to fulfill that right in another. The more likely reason is that, with an enforceable obligation, the government would likely face extensive liability with respect to the terrible drinking water and sanitation conditions in so many first nations communities.

There are at least 49 “high risk” aboriginal communities in Canada with little access to clean water and more than 100 facing “boil water” advisories. First nations homes are 90 per cent more likely to be without running water than the homes of other Canadians. And unlike other Canadians, whose water services are provided by the provinces, the federal government is responsible for the delivery of public services to first nations. But the Indian Act doesn’t explicitly authorize the protection of source water and, as a consequence, says environmental lawyer David Boyd, first nations people on reserves are without the legal guarantees of water quality enjoyed by the other 34 million Canadians.

The UN’s recognition of the human right to water and sanitation could become a powerful tool for the first nations to force the Canadian government to deal with this situation. Canada, like all members of the UN, must put in place an action plan and submit it to the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. This plan is required to address three obligations that affect aboriginal communities.

Under the obligation to respect, water and sanitation services now delivered can’t be removed. But as local authorities move to increase water rates to pay for aging infrastructure repair or lease their water services to for-profit companies, poorer and marginalized Canadians can expect to start seeing water cutoffs as is happening in U.S. inner cities.

Under the obligation to protect, governments must step in to ensure that third parties such as corporations or extractive industries aren’t destroying local water systems. The Cree of Fort Chipewyan in northern Alberta could argue that their right to safe drinking water has been violated by the destruction of water sources in tar sands production, as could the Aamjiwnaang of Sarnia, Ont., whose water supply has been so contaminated by the petrochemical industry that two girls are born for every boy.

And under the obligation to fulfill, the government is required to take additional measures necessary to guarantee the newly recognized right. This means it must pledge to provide the safe drinking water and sanitation services to the first nations communities now without.

“Do you have running water? I don’t and I live in Canada.” These words are on posters that the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs took to the UN in an attempt to gain international recognition of their plight. It’s time for the Canadian government to recognize this most basic of rights, in Canada and around the world.

The Globe and Mail:  Arctic scientist who wrote of drowned polar bears faces ‘integrity’ probe
28 July 2011
A U.S. wildlife biologist whose observation in 2004 of presumably drowned polar bears in the Arctic helped to galvanize the global warming movement has been placed on administrative leave and is being investigated for scientific misconduct, possibly over the veracity of that article.

Charles Monnett, an Anchorage-based scientist with the U.S. Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement, or BOEMRE, was told July 18 that he was being put on leave, pending results of an investigation into “integrity issues.” But he has not yet been informed by the inspector general’s office of specific charges or questions related to the scientific integrity of his work, said Jeff Ruch, executive director of Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility.

On Thursday, Mr. Ruch’s watchdog group plans to file a complaint with the agency on Mr. Monnett’s behalf, asserting that Obama administration officials have “actively persecuted” him in violation of policy intended to protect scientists from political interference.

Mr. Monnett, who has co-ordinated much of the agency’s research on Arctic wildlife and ecology, has duties that include managing about $50-million worth of studies, according to the complaint, a copy of which was provided to The Associated Press.

The complaint seeks Mr. Monnett’s reinstatement along with a public apology from the agency and inspector general. It also seeks to have the investigation dropped or to have the charges specified and the matter carried out in accordance with policy. The complaint also says that investigators took Mr. Monnett’s computer hard drive, notebooks and other unspecified items from him, which have not been returned.

A BOEMRE spokeswoman declined to comment on an “ongoing internal investigation.” Mr. Ruch said BOEMRE has barred Mr. Monnett from talking to reporters.

Documents provided by Mr. Ruch’s group indicate questioning by investigators has centered on observations that Mr. Monnett and fellow researcher Jeffrey Gleason made in 2004, while conducting an aerial survey of bowhead whales, of four dead polar bears floating in the water after a storm. They detailed their observations in an article published two years later in the journal Polar Biology; presentations also were given at scientific gatherings.

In the peer-reviewed article, the researchers said they were reporting, to the best of their knowledge, the first observations of polar bears floating dead offshore and presumed drowned while apparently swimming long distances in open water. Polar bears are considered strong swimmers, they wrote, but long-distance swims may exact a greater metabolic toll than standing or walking on ice in better weather.

They said their observations suggested the bears drowned in rough seas and high winds and “suggest that drowning-related deaths of polar bears may increase in the future if the observed trend of regression of pack ice and/or longer open water periods continues.”

The article and presentations drew international attention and helped make the polar bear something of a poster child for the global warming movement. Al Gore’s mention of the polar bear in his documentary on climate change, An Inconvenient Truth, came up during investigators’ questioning of Mr. Gleason in January.

In May 2008, the U.S. classified the polar bear as a threatened species, the first with its survival at risk due to global warming.

According to a transcript, investigator Eric May asked Mr. Gleason his thoughts on Mr. Gore referencing the dead polar bears. Mr. Gleason said none of the polar bear papers he has written or co-authored has said “anything really” about global warming.

“It’s something along the lines of the changing environment in the Arctic,” he said.

Mr. Gleason said others put their own spin on research or observations.

The complaint alleges Mr. Gleason and Mr. Monnett were harassed by agency officials and received negative comments from them after the article was published. Mr. Gleason eventually took another Interior Department job; he didn’t respond to an email and a BOEMRE spokeswoman said he wouldn’t be available for comment.

Mr. Ruch also claimed the investigation is being done by criminal investigators with no scientific background, even though the case is an administrative matter.

National Post: Keystone versus green Keynesianism
28 July 2011 

You'd think that a government with an increasingly severe unemployment problem would be desperate to approve a project that would provide 20,000 direct jobs, even if that government does have bigger - but related - things on its mind this week.

While the alleged Aug. 2 drop-deadline for raising the U.S. government's US$14.3-trillion debt ceiling is obsessing Washington, the State Department's final review of TransCanada Corp.'s $7-billion Keystone XL pipeline, which is due two weeks later, is arguably almost as symbolically significant for the direction of the American economy, at least as long as Barack Obama occupies the White House.

There were certainly no references to energy in President Obama's address to the U.S. nation on Monday night, save for the ritual swipe at oil company executives. Despite talk of compromise, the President effectively reaffirmed his apparently unshakeable belief that government spending is the route to a better society, and that all that's holding him back from leading the march is those "millionaires and billionaires" who refuse to shoulder their share of the burden.

Mr. Obama portrayed himself as the defender of senior citizens versus owners of corporate jets, and of secretaries who pay higher tax rates than their hedge-fund-managing bosses (class warfare ammunition supplied by Warren Buffett).

He implied that his opponents want a land without education, new roads or food inspection. Citing slavery, economic justice and Thomas Jefferson, Mr. Obama made that trademark pinch-fingered gesture with which he indicates his grasp of the most minute detail of his own utter rightness.

However, House Speaker John Boehner quickly followed with a brief but devastating deflation of the notion that the President was the Great Compromiser. If there was a crisis, said Mr. Boehner, it was of the President's own creation. Moreover, he noted, "Balance" in Mr. Obama's Washington means: "We spend more, you're taxed more."

Despite the fact that both tax increases and further Keynesian "stimulus" now appear non-starters, Mr. Obama's comprehension of where productive jobs originate still seems shaky. This is obvious from his devotion to a globally thermostatic green industrial strategy, which is the main reason for his administration's foot-dragging over Keystone XL. The line, it is claimed, would not merely entrench the U.S. economy's dependence on fossil fuels, but its attachment to "dirty" ones at that.

Keystone XL is currently designed to carry 700,000 barrels per day of diluted bitumen from the Alberta oil sands to the refineries of the Gulf coast, thus pushing out oil from less reliable sources, such as Venezuela. The line has been fought every step of the way by well-funded environmental non-governmental organizations, ENGOs, who have unleashed a vast campaign of disinformation, and even slapped a fatwa on Alberta tourism. They have been helped by the blanket coverage that recent pipeline spills have received, even though the incidence of such spills has been declining for decades relative to the size of the system. The cost of such spills (the bill for the cleanup of the Enbridge leak in Michigan will be more than US$500-million) is surely more than enough incentive to avoid them. Meanwhile, Keystone XL is the safest and most sophisticated pipeline ever built.

Ultimately, the ENGOs' target is the oil sands themselves, which the green movement has chosen as a wonderfully antiphotogenic symbol of environmental devastation. The diluted bitumen that would be transported via Keystone XL has been demonized as "toxic sludge" that would eat through steel and pollute the Ogallala aquifer. Such claims are without foundation.

Admittedly, the ENGOs' job has been made easier by the oil industry's - not to mention Ottawa's and Alberta's - sloth in cranking up their defence, which is still less than stellar. The latest snafu occurred last week, when Canadian Environment Minister Peter Kent announced a new comprehensive environmental monitoring program for the oil sands, but apparently forgot to check who was going to pay for it.

The Harper government is, nevertheless, a stout supporter of Keystone XL, although it is also keen to cut domestic regulatory barriers to projects that would serve other foreign markets for oil-sands oil, such as Enbridge's proposed Northern Gateway pipeline to the West Coast.

One would imagine that any sensible U.S. administration would be keen to secure as much Canadian oil as possible, even without the promise of pipeline jobs. However, at a time when the U.S. economy is losing the employment battle, the administration is still in thrall to environmental alarmism. Meanwhile, if the U.S. government receives a downgrade from ratings agencies, it will have little or nothing to do with the failure to raise the debt ceiling. Rather, it will be the consequence of an administration devoted to doubly toxic green Keynesianism.
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UNEP or UN in the news

The Star: International workshop on dugong begins in Sarawak
A three-day Southeast Asia regional workshop on the dugong, a protected species under the Sarawak Wildlife Protection Ordinance, commenced Wednesday with delegates from 11 countries deliberating on the latest efforts to protect the vulnerable marine mammal.

The workshop, organised by the Sarawak Forestry Corporation (SFC), is funded by the United Nations Environment Programme and Convention on Migratory Species (UNEP/CMS) Office in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates.

SFC Protected Areas and Biodiversity Conservation general manager Wilfred Landong said the workshop provided an avenue for deliberating and sharing the research findings on dugong conservation projects undertaken in the Southeast Asia region.

Welcoming the participants, he said the event aimed at coming up with strategic recommendations on distribution of the dugong, their habitats and risks from fisheries in the region, while also establishing collaborations on conservation and research programmes with renowned institutions.

"For Sarawak, it will be a good avenue to build our capacity and facility on dugong conservation and research," he noted.

Describing the workshop as a historical milestone in the implementation of dugong conservation work in Malaysia, Wilfred said Lawas was selected to host the workshop as its river mouth, Kuala Lawas, had been found to be a haven for dugongs in the state.

"Kuala Lawas is the last frontier for dugong conservation in Sarawak," he said, adding that the workshop was the second such event since the first one in Abu Dhabi last year.

Leading dugong experts attending this workshop include UNEP/CMS dugong programme officer Dr Donna Kwan, James Cook University of Australia researcher Dr David Blair and UNEP/CMS technical advisor Dr Nicolas Pilcher.

Sarawak Second Minister of Resource Planning and Management Datuk Amar Awang Tengah Ali Hasan would officially open the workshop Wednesday night. - Bernama 

Reuters: South Korea finalizes eco-tourist plan for DMZ: report
The South Korean government on Wednesday finalized an $17.9 billion blueprint to create an "ecological tourism belt" in regions near the border with North Korea by 2030, local media reported.

The blueprint fleshed out a plan to turn the areas near the Demilitarised Zone (DMZ), a 4-km (2.5 mile) wide swathe of land serving as a buffer between the two Koreas since the end of the 1950-53 Korean War, into tourist attractions, Yonhap news agency said.

Areas near the DMZ are rich in flora and fauna as development has been restricted.

The plan calls for the DMZ area to be designated as a biosphere zone by the U.N. Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) to preserve biodiversity and promote sustainable use of the area that is home to a variety of rare species.

The plan also includes establishing trekking and bicycle paths in an effort to promote environment-friendly tourism as well as hosting college research centers and establishing a renewable energy complex, Yonhap quoted officials as saying.
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UN News Centre: Secretary General expresses solidarity with flood victims of the Republic of Korea

The Secretary-General has written to President Lee Myung-bak to convey his condolences to the families of the victims of the flash floods and mudslides that took place in recent days, and to express his solidarity with the people and Government of the Republic of Korea.
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IPS: U.N. Puts Spotlight on Youth in Tough Global Climate


The Huffington Post: UN chief starts clock to 2012 London Olympics
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United States





PlanetArk: Train Carrying Hazardous Materials Derails In California


PlanetArk: Some Worry Tennessee Town May Be World Nuclear Waste Dump 


ClimateWire: POLITICS: Slow stirrings among conservatives on adaptation -- just don't mention climate change


ClimateWire: RESEARCH: Alaskan tundra fire produced huge burst of carbon emissions -- study 


ClimateWire: BUDGET: House Republicans prune international climate change measures out of budget 


E&E Daily: BUDGET: Debt deal set to crater energy, enviro spending for years to come


E&E Daily: ARCTIC: U.S. lacks oil spill response, Coast Guard warns


Greenwire: AIR POLLUTION: Oil industry pressures White House with new smog study


Greenwire: COAL: Another study links mountaintop removal mining to cancer


The Huffington Post: Climate Change Brings Water Worries To U.S. Cities, NRDC Report


The San Francisco Chronicle: Chromium 6 limit in water goal set by Calif. EPA


�Canada





ClimateWire: WILDFIRES: Fires ravage Canada and the U.S., igniting questions about climate change


The Globe and Mail: ‘Do you have running water? I don’t and I live in Canada’


The Globe and Mail: Arctic scientist who wrote of drowned polar bears faces ‘integrity’ probe


National Post: Keystone versus green Keynesianism
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