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Express Tribune (USA): Environmental issue: Say no to warfare, yes to green peace
7 November 2011

Participants of a seminar on Sunday stated that the frequent and rising use of weapons of mass destruction and explosives were causing irreparable damage to the environment.

These losses in turn have affected the environment, public health and food security; if the nations of the world do not work to curb this menace, succeeding generations will face severe consequences, according to a press release issued by the Human Rights, Environment and Landscape Protection (HELP) forum that had organised the seminar at a local hotel.

Participants of the “International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict,” said modern day warfare had impacted the environment so severely that it had endangered life on the planet.

President of HELP T. Muhammed Jan said the long-term and widespread impacts caused by such degradation was literally killing the environment.

He added that the use of weapons was feeding into more armed conflicts, depleting the world’s water reservoirs in turn contributing to global warming, destroying forests and creating more diseases.

Sanaullah Akhar said that water shortages could lead to inadequate cropland irrigation and decrease in agricultural production.

Intensive bombing and heavy military vehicles travelling over farm soil, much like during the Afghan and Iraq wars, grossly affects the environment and agricultural production, he said.

Other speakers urged the world to play its role in stopping further armed conflicts, appealing to the world’s cognizant leaders to come forward and minimise poverty, starvation, deprivations and other tribulations from the earth and clamp down on conflicts.
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Associated Press of Pakistan (Pakistan): UN chief stresses role of peacekeeping for just use of natural resources
6 November 2011
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon Sunday stressed that ensuring equitable management of natural resources is a key part of the work of the UN peacekeeping and peacebuilding missions in countries emerging from war, given the tendency of natural wealth to fuel conflict. “Given their critical role in supporting countries emerging from conflict, United Nations peacekeeping operations are well placed to positively influence how the environment is protected and natural resources are managed,” Ban said in a message to mark the International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict.Ban noted that since the Day was first declared 10 years ago, the UN had made important progress in understanding the complex relationship between war and the environment and the role that natural resources play in fuelling and financing instability and violence.
“From Sierra Leone to Timor-Leste, countries have been helped to mitigate the environmental risks to building peace and to harness the economic potential of using their natural resources sustainably,” the Secretary-General pointed out.
The environment, however, continues to be one of the casualties of warfare, even as demand for natural resources continues to grow to meet the needs of a rising global population.
Fragile nations, including those emerging from conflict, could face significant resource competition in the coming decades, a phenomenon that could be exacerbated by the predicted consequences of climate change on the availability of water and food, as well as sea-level rise and increasing population.
“As we mark this International Day, let us recognize the wide-ranging and long-term consequences of damaging the environment” both in peace and times of war.

“And let us reaffirm our commitment to the sustainable management of natural resources as a critical element of durable peace and security,” Mr.Ban emphasized.
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Manila Bulletin (Philippines): Protect environment in armed conflict
6 November 2011

The United Nations General Assembly observes November 6 every year as International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict. The United Nations (UN) Declaration was made on November 5, 2011, to underscore the tremendous importance that the United Nations places on ensuring that action on the environment is part of conflict prevention, peacekeeping, and peace building strategies.

The global organization believes there can be no lasting peace if the natural resources that sustain livelihoods and ecosystems are not replaced.

Six United Nations agencies and departments – the UN Development Programme, the Department of Political Affairs, the United Nations Environment Programme, the Peacebuilding Support Office, the UN-HABITAT, and the Department of Economic and Social Affairs – have partnered with the European Union to help countries reduce tensions over natural resources and utilize environmental management as part of the strategy in peace building and conflict prevention efforts.

Data from the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) reveals “that over the last 60 years, at least 40 percent of all internal conflicts have been linked to the exploitation of natural resources, whether high-value resources such as timber, diamonds, gold, and oil, or scarce resources such as fertile land and water.”

As we observe International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict, we are reminded of the essential role played by our environmental resources in the achievement and maintenance of peace. Governments and states are urged to commit themselves to protecting the environment – on which nearly half the world’s population, including the vast majority of the rural poor, depend for their daily sustenance and income – in times of armed struggles.
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Huffington Post (USA): When War Stops, the Impact on the Environment Lives On
4 November 2011

Dead and wounded soldiers and citizens have always been the true currency of war. But another of war's consequences -- and sometimes its cause -- is the destruction of natural resources; the two go hand in hand. In 2001, the United Nations declared November 6 "International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict." It is a day to reflect on the massive damage done to ecosystems during war -- damage that can last well beyond the duration of the conflict itself.

Through our work in the Horn of Africa and elsewhere, the Women's Refugee Commission is all too familiar with the serious, negative impacts of conflict and displacement on the environment. Conflict produces refugees, and when gathered together in large numbers they put extra strain on already stressed resources. The marginal, semi-arid lands where so many displaced persons' camps are located may have been able to effectively support their small dispersed resident populations in the past. However, sudden large concentrations of people living in the crowded camps that emerge during conflict or after natural disasters can rapidly deplete the land's carrying capacity and make it difficult for the environment to recover.

Safe, sustainable access to cooking fuel is of particular concern. Cooking fuel is not provided on any measurable scale in most humanitarian emergencies, and thus women and children are forced to forage for firewood on their own, which can have a devastating impact on the environment. For example, refugees fleeing the Rwandan genocide in the 1990's collected an estimated 1,200 tons of firewood each day, causing permanent deforestation in Tanzania and other host countries.

Years of collecting firewood and shelter material (timber and thatch as well as fired mud bricks) by both displaced and host communities in Darfur has also taken a visible toll on the environment, with few or no trees remaining in vast swaths of the region. To find firewood, women and children are forced to travel ever-greater distances -- as far as 10 miles outside of their camps -- which puts them at high risk of attack.

It is so dire in Darfur that in many cases women have resorted to digging holes in areas where trees used to be, in the hope of being able to pull up a root they can burn for fuel. In addition to the physical toll of such hard labor, this complete stripping of natural resources hinders the possibility for reforestation in the long run.

In Kenya, where forest cover has been reduced from 12 percent 50 years ago to 1.7 percent today, we've interviewed women who have lived in the Dadaab refugee camps for over 20 years and have watched trees disappear in an ever-widening circle. They are forced to travel farther and farther every year to find any wood. The massive influx of new refugees from the famine in Somalia is only exacerbating the problem.

Clearly a new approach is needed to protect the environment and the women and children at risk. The first step should be to support the direct provision of cooking fuel in emergencies -- including sustainably harvested firewood where necessary -- to help decrease the unsustainable and often unsafe collection of firewood. Non-wood shelter construction materials, such as unfired soil blocks, should also be promoted whenever feasible.

In the longer term, the environmental field should play a lead role in developing and promoting both fuel-saving devices, such as cookstoves, and alternatives to firewood, such as briquettes or gas-based fuels.

When firewood must be collected because alternatives do not exist or are not feasible, local environmental workers should ensure that it is done in the most sustainable way possible, by teaching sustainable harvesting techniques and introducing controls on the frequency or location of firewood collection. They should also develop and promote environmental protection and conservation activities, such as planting woodlots and undertaking reforestation programs in tandem with local governments and environmental authorities.

Taking these actions can play an important role in protecting women and children -- and the environment in which they live.
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UPI: Peacekeepers for natural resources?
7 November 2011

Peacekeepers working for the United Nations have a role to play in protecting the environment and natural resources, the U.N. secretary-general said.

"Given their critical role in supporting countries emerging from conflict, United Nations peacekeeping operations are well-placed to positively influence how the environment is protected and natural resources are managed," U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said in a statement.

Ban warned that the environment was one of the casualties of war as a growing world population puts strains on limited supplies of conventional natural resources.

He added that as some developing countries emerge from conflict, their reconstruction depends in part on their access to food, water and other natural resources. This, he added, is exacerbated by climate-change issues like drought and rising sea levels.

"From Sierra Leone to Timor-Leste, countries have been helped to mitigate the environmental risks to building peace and to harness the economic potential of using their natural resources sustainably," he said.

His comments were in commemoration of the 10th annual International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict.
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Afrique en ligne: Sustainable management of natural resources
7 November 2011

UN chief tasks peacekeepers on resources management - UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon on Sunday said ensuring equitable and sustainable management of natural resources is a key part of the work of the UN peacekeeping and peacebuilding missions in countries emerging from war, given the tendency of natural wealth to fuel conflict.

'Given their critical role in supporting countries emerging from conflict, United Nations peacekeeping operations are well placed to positively influence how the environment is protected and natural resources are managed,' Ban said in a message to mark the International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict. He said since the Day was first declared 10 years ago, the UN had made important progress in understanding the complex relationship between war and the environment and the role that natural resources play in fuelling and financing instability and violence. 'From Sierra Leone to Timor-Leste, countries have been helped to mitigate the environmental risks to building peace and to harness the economic potential of using their natural resources sustainably,' he stated.

The Secretary-General, however, said 'the environment continues to be one of the casualties of warfare, even as demand for natural resources continues to grow to meet the needs of a rising global population.' Ban also noted that fragile nations, including those emerging from conflict, could face significant resource competition in the coming decades. 'The phenomenon can be exacerbated by the predicted consequences of climate change on the availability of water and food, as well as sea-level rise and increasing population. 'As we mark this International Day, let us recognise the wide-ranging and long-term consequences of damaging the environment -- both in peace and times of war. And let us reaffirm our commitment to the sustainable management of natural resources as a critical element of durable peace and security,' the UN chief said.
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SOS Children’s Villages (Canada): The Environmental Consequences of War
6 November 2011

Today is the International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict. In Somalia, war and drought have meant that more than a million children need humanitarian assistance.

Today is the International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict. It is a United Nations (UN) sanctioned day of commemoration that began exactly a decade ago with the UN General Assembly resolution A/RES/56/4.

The consequences of war are almost always measured in the number of human causalities, dollars lost or territories won. Yet, the delegates that approved resolution A/RES/56/4 recognized that armed conflict has a deleterious impact on ecosystems, which jeopardizes the survival of future generations. They understood that the environment has long been the silent victim of human war.

Water sources such as rivers and wells are polluted; crops torched; forests razed; soils poisoned and livestock or game slaughtered. Massive human displacement – large influxes of migrants such as refugees to a new area – can put pressure on the natural resources of the region, such as food, water and fire wood.

According to the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), over the last six decades, two-fifths of all intra-state conflicts have been linked to the exploitation of natural resources – from precious metals and stones to arable land and water. Those conflicts that do involve natural resources are more volatile, shown to be twice as likely to reignite.

While some countries with a history of civil conflict, such as Sierra Leone and Timor-Leste, have pledged to mitigate environmental risks and use their resources sustainably while building peace, fragile states will face increasing pressure for resource competition in the coming times. The effects of climate change can only be expected to exacerbate these vulnerabilities. Water scarcity, food insecurity, rising sea levels and changing population patterns are all potential consequences with dangerous dimensions.

Somalia, a country with two decades of ongoing civil conflict under its belt and without an effective central government for these years, has also been struck by environmental disaster. Fighting between armed factions and the famine that has flared up in the south has displaced millions of people. Because of the multi-pronged crisis stemming from political, social and environmental factors, Somalia can be deemed a “complex emergency.”

As of January 2011, there were 2.2 million “persons of concern” to the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) from Somalia, including almost 1.5 million internally displaced persons, 770,154 refugees and more than 22,800 asylum seekers. About 330,000 Somalis have fled famine and insecurity to Kenya, Ethiopia, Yemen and Djibouti. Many have found refuge in the Dadaab camp, where the dwindling number of trees evidences deforestation. The influx of Somali refugees has exacerbated the problem.

An estimated 1.5 million children in Somalia are in need of humanitarian assistance, 190,000 of whom face a high risk of death from malnourishment. According to the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), access to safe water is a significant problem in Somalia, worsened by the destruction and looting of water supply installations during the civil war.

Roughly two-thirds of men, women and children do not have access to safe water throughout the year, and poor sanitation (leading to water-borne illnesses) is a major cause of disease among children. In Afgooye, cholera has already killed 83 children and hospitalized 1,300 women and children. Half a million people trapped in the famine-struck, rebel-ruled Afgooye might be beyond the aid of international agencies.

No durable peace can be sustained if the ecosystems that are essential to human life and livelihoods are destroyed beyond repair. It is therefore vital that the environment is mainstreamed into all interventions along the continuum of armed conflict – from conflict prevention to peacekeeping to post-conflict reconstruction.
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Voice of Russia (Russia): Environmental imperative of war
6 November 2011

On 5 November 2001, the UN General Assembly declared 6 November of each year as the International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict. The purpose is to raise awareness of the environment as an innocent victim of war.

Since ancient times military actions have been doing huge damage to the environment. Often it was done deliberately, for example, when one party of a military conflict poisoned sources of fresh water used by the other party, burnt harvests and cut woods to block the roads.

A sad example from recent history is the war in Vietnam in 1960-s. In order not to let guerillas hide in jungles, the US troops widely used defoliants, chemicals sprayed or dusted on plants to cause its leaves to fall off. Defoliants and herbicides were sprayed also over rice fields in the areas controlled by rebellion troops to liquidate sources of food replenishment. Defoliants were named after the colored band painted around the barrels in which it was shipped.

The Orange agent became an especially wide spread defoliant. It contained dioxin, an extremely toxic poison which causes deformities, cancer and other dangerous diseases. In war years defoliants were spread at least over 16% of Vietnamese territory affecting about 5 million people. 

Besides that the US army used rain bombs which destroyed dams and washed away the entire settlements, Viktor Baranets, a military reporter with the Komsomolskaya Pravda newspaper says:

"War always implies an attack on the environment and all living organisms on our planet. Planes, missiles, tanks, cannons they all cause inevitable environmental losses which often have far-reaching consequences. Especially, if we speak about the use of chemical and nuclear weapons, which was the case in Japan in 1945. Many years have passed since Americans threw nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki but the consequences are still felt. In Japan still children are born with genetic damages because their ancestors were in the area of the nuclear explosion."

The UN urges all countries, which are involved in military conflicts not to cause damage to the environment when pursuing their military purposes. Parties of a military conflict should observe international norms and agreements such as Convention of Geneva, which regulate the conduct of war.  Some of such norms such as a ban on deliberate liquidation of agricultural lands are environmentally oriented. But in general the modern international law ignores environmental consequences of war.  According to UN Secretary General Ban Ki moon time has come to revise international agreements, which concern war conflicts.  These agreements should cover issues linked with deliberate and non-deliberate damage to the environment.

The students of Russian military academies are taught a special course of military ecology. The course in particular obliges commanders to take into account the requirements of the ecological imperative when planning war actions.
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Globes (Israel): Israel Chemicals tackles mercury emissions
7 November 2011

 

Sources inform "Globes" that Israel Chemicals Ltd. (TASE: ICL) unit Dead Sea Bromine (Industrial Products Division), which is located in Ramat Hovav, is about to hire dozens of new employees as part of its expansion plan. NIS 100 million will be invested in developing a new bromine-based solution called "Markwell" that neutralizes mercury emissions from coal burned in power stations. The decision to expand the factory in southern Israel was made due to the forecast of increased demand for the new solution in US power stations, and preparations to provide a solution for future demand from other countries around the world, including China. 

Strict environmental regulations, including demands to drastically reduce mercury emissions from coal-powered stations, are expected to take effect by the end of 2014. There are more than 500 such coal-powered stations in the US alone. The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) claims that more than half of poisonous mercury emissions in the air come from coal-powered stations. 

The Markwell solution comes in a liquid form that is sprayed on the coal to be burned in the power stations. Dead Sea Bromine marketing manager Ronit Shafrir, who is in charge of selling the new solution and developing a customer base in the US, says that the spraying prevents evaporation of the chemical through the chimneys and controls it. "When coal that is sprayed with the solution, is burned at 500 degrees Celsius, the poisonous Mercury turns into a heavy material that is easy to deal with - just like any other material - through the absorption or filter systems that already exist in the power station. In addition, the mercury is mostly not poisonous anymore in this form," Shafrir said. 

Dead Sea Bromine has been supplying NIS 70 million worth of the Markwell solution annually to US power stations since 2010 through service companies. Dead Sea Bromine expects to double its revenue from Markwell sales since its use in US power stations is expected to grow following the implementation in 2014 of environmental regulations. Dead Sea Bromine expects demand from other countries, including China, to rise significantly in the next few years. "The fact that our factory is in southern Israel and from time to time is subject to difficult security situations, has raised questions among our customers in the US," Shafrir said. "Due to their need for Markwell to reduce emissions levels, power stations that consistently use Markwell are concerned about disruptions in supply and Dead Sea Bromine's inability to deliver the product on time. In order to ensure availability of the solution, we have decided to set up a logistics network with fixed stock amounts in a number of locations in the US so that even during times of tensions, supply will not be affected," Shafrir said. 

While senior executives at Dead Sea Bromine and from Israel Chemicals are promoting Markwell as a "green" solution, Adam Teva V'DIn Israel Union for Environmental Defense notes that the factory in Ramat Hovav factory is one of the worst polluters and that it has surpassed acceptable levels by hundreds of percent. A number of lawsuits have been filed against Dead Sea Bromine over the last few years claiming that it is polluting the air with carcinogenic materials that are hazardous to the health of the area's residents. 
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AllAfrica.com: Mercury Negotiations Move Forward Towards Global Treaty
3 November 2011

Representatives from 120 governments are gathering at the headquarters of the United Nations Environment Programmed (UNEP) in Nairobi this week for negotiations towards a global treaty on mercury.

The third of five sessions of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee (INC3) will address the release of mercury into the environment from energy production and industrial processes and the use of mercury in small-scale gold mining, consumer goods and its presence in hazardous wastes, among other issues.

Mercury is listed by the World Health Organization (WHO) as one of the top ten chemicals of public health concern. Human exposure to mercury can damage the nervous system and cause behavioural disorders. When released, mercury persists in the environment where it circulates between air, water, sediments and soil. Mercury has toxic effects on humans and wildlife and can enter the food chain through contaminated fish.

To mark the Nairobi negotiations, UNEP hosted a press briefing with senior members of the International Negotiating Committee, including Chairperson Fernando Lugris (Uruguay) and mercury experts from UNEP, WHO and the UN Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO). Panelists briefed journalists on the implications of a global mercury treaty for Africa.

Much of the discussion focused on artisanal and small-scale gold mining (ASGM) and its effects on human health and the environment on the continent.

ASGM remains the largest demand sector for mercury globally, with an estimated 1300 tonnes set to be used in 2011.

ASGM is practiced in around 70 countries, almost half of which are in Africa. Virtually all the mercury used in small scale gold mining is released into the environment, posing long-term risks for mine workers and communities living downstream or downwind from mines.

Abiola Olanipekun, INC Bureau member representing the African regional group, told the press briefing that alternative processes for gold extraction which do not use mercury now exist and that investment in such methods was essential for reducing environmental and health risks.

"When it comes to mercury, Africa is the most vulnerable region", said Ms. Olanipekun. "Africa needs these alternatives so that the environment and people's futures aren't jeopardised. That's why these negotiations are so important"

Ludovic Bernaudat of the UN Industrial Development Organization told journalists that the high price of gold (currently over US$1700 per ounce) is sparking a 'gold rush' in many countries, posing a timely challenge of how to reduce the use of mercury in the growing, but largely informal small-scale mining sector.

Under its Global Mercury Partnership, which brings together governments, civil society and the private sector, UNEP is assisting African countries in developing national mercury inventories. As well as forming the basis of mercury reduction targets, developing comparable sets of data from different countries can serve to enhance international co-operation on mercury. Inventory projects led by the Global Mercury Partnership are currently being explored in Burkina Faso, Senegal and Mali, for example.

As mercury is present as a contaminant in virtually all fossil fuels, reducing emissions of mercury from coal-fired power stations and the burning of oil and gas is also a priority for many countries at the INC negotiations. Other key issues include the presence of mercury in cosmetics, such as skin lightening creams, medical instruments such as thermometers, or mercury-containing hazardous wastes such as batteries and fluorescent lamps.

The INC negotiations, for which UNEP provides the Secretariat, are at the half-way stage in Nairobi, with the aim of achieving a global treaty on mercury by 2013.

Speaking at the opening ceremony of the Nairobi session, UN Under-Secretary-General and UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner said: "It is our obligation through this treaty to create the conditions by which the world will rapidly reduce the likelihood of exposure (to mercury) in both a health and environmental context".

"The key at the end of 2013 must be that we have a treaty that sets the world on a course where mercury is less likely to affect the lives of people on this planet", added Mr. Steiner.

Among the key objectives for the INC negotiations are:

Reducing the supply of mercury onto the market and enhancing capacity for environmentally-sound storage of mercury

Reducing mercury demand for products, processes and international trade

Reducing atmospheric emission of mercury

Addressing mercury-containing waste and remediation of contaminated sites

Increasing knowledge and capacity building on mercury

Arrangements for technical and financial assistance to support implementation

There are important development and economic factors to be considered. Artisanal and small-scale gold-mining, for example, contributes an estimated US$10 billion to the global economy and employs around 10-15 million people.

However, low-mercury and mercury-free solutions are available for gold mining (such as gravity separation or concentration methods) which can reduce health and environment risks while avoiding impact on livelihoods.

Virtually all the mercury used in artisanal and small-scale gold mining is released into the environment.
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Taiwan News (Taiwan): Talk of treaty ban on mercury concerns scientists
24 October 2011

Scientists are warning officials negotiating a global treaty on mercury that banning the deadly chemical completely would be dangerous for public health because of the chemical’s use in vaccines.

The ban option is one of several proposals on the table for a meeting later this month in Nairobi, but a final treaty isn’t expected until 2013.

According to the World Health Organization, mercury is one of the top 10 chemicals of public health concern and is highly toxic. Most of the worry is centered on mercury emissions from burning coal, gold mining and people eating mercury-tainted fish.

Mercury in small amounts is also found in many products including light bulbs, batteries and thermometers. WHO advises such products to be phased out, suggesting for example, that health systems switch to digital thermometers instead.

The problem is that a proposed ban might include thiomersal, also known as thimerosal, a mercury compound used to prevent contamination and extend the shelf life of vaccines, many scientists say. It is used in about 300 million shots worldwide, against diseases including flu, tetanus, hepatitis B, diptheria and meningitis.

“Not being able to use mercury is not a viable option,” said David Wood, a WHO vaccines expert.

Wood said there isn’t a viable alternative to thiomersal at the moment. If banned, pharmaceuticals would likely have to switch to preservative-free vaccines, which would complicate the supply chain and vaccination campaigns in poor countries, since the injections would have a much shorter shelf life. Costs would also spike since manufacturers would need to reconfigure their factories.

In 2009, the United Nations Environment Programme, or UNEP, began working on a legally binding global treaty on mercury. At the end of October, the third of five meetings to hammer out a treaty will take place in Nairobi.

“The document is a draft at the moment, so some of these proposals have to be taken with a grain of salt,” said Tim Kasten, head of the chemicals branch at UNEP. Kasten said the amount of mercury in vaccines is so minute it doesn’t threaten the environment. He said there could be provisions to allow mercury for certain uses, such as in dental fillings and vaccines.

But according to an annex in the draft document, there is currently no “allowable use exemption” for mercury products in pharmaceutical products, putting vaccines in the same category as banned mercury-containing paints and pesticides.

“That would be a terrible idea,” said Paul Offit, an infectious diseases expert at the University of Pennsylvania. “It would be another tragic example of us not being able to explain to the public where the real risk lies.”

Thiomersal has mostly been removed from childhood vaccines in the U.S. and Canada. In some European countries, including Norway and Sweden, manufacturers have been encouraged to make thiomersal-free vaccines — and no other uses of mercury as a medical preservative are allowed.

Fears about thiomersal in vaccines were raised after a flawed medical study in 1998 linked a common childhood injection to autism. Even though that study didn’t involve mercury, it ignited fears about vaccines in general, including those containing thiomersal.

Concerns were also heightened after the U.S. decided to largely remove thiomersal from many injections as a precautionary measure in the 1990s. Numerous studies have found no sign the mercury compound is risky but many anti-vaccine groups still believe it may be linked to autism and other health problems.

Experts hope countries won’t go overboard in their attempts to control the substance.

“Provided you know the risks and it’s handled properly, there isn’t a problem,” said Andrew Nelson, a toxicology expert at the University of Leeds. “The health of so many millions of children benefit from vaccines containing mercury that an absolute ban is ridiculous.”
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CTV (Canada): WHO opposes ban on mercury-based vaccine preservative
22 October 2011

The World Health Organization is trying to prevent thimerosal, a mercury-based preservative used in vaccines, from being banned.

A new round of talks on a global treaty to reduce human exposure to mercury begin on October 31st in Nairobi, Kenya.

The talks are being run by the U.N. Environmental Program.

But WHO says the environmental experts negotiating the treaty may not realize the full health consequences of their actions.

The U.N.'s health agency says thimerosal is not a health risk in the amounts present in vaccines.

And Dr. Allison McGeer, of Toronto's Mount Sinai Hospital, says that without it vaccine makers would have to switch from multi-dose vials to single dose formulations.

She says that would drive up the cost of vaccines and also create logistical problems.

Canada has filed a position paper on the issue with the UNEP.

The paper argues there's no "legitimate safety reason to avoid the use of thimerosal-containing products for children or older individuals, including pregnant women."
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Winnipeg Free Press: WHO worries mercury treaty could affect costs, availability of vaccines
21 October 2011

The World Health Organization is trying to fend off an effort to include a mercury derivative used in vaccines from being banned in a global treaty on mercury currently under negotiation.

The next round of talks for the proposed binding treaty begin on Oct. 31, and the Geneva-based UN health agency is trying to lobby for support of its position that banning thimerosal would be a mistake.

Thimerosal is a preservative used in many vaccines that are shipped to doctors and clinics in multi-dose vials.

Without a preservative, these vaccines would have to be produced in single dose formulations, which would drive up their cost considerably and create logistical problems, especially in developing countries.

David Wood, a WHO vaccines expert, said health ministries in participating countries may not have been aware of the fact that language that would ban thimerosal has been put into a draft treaty for the coming round of talks, which are being run by the UN Environment Program.

"Countries need to have their positions ready for that discussion," said Wood, co-ordinator of the quality, safety and standards team in WHO's immunizations, vaccines and biologicals department.

"That's part of our concern, that there could be decisions that are made that inadvertently could have a health impact. We just want to make sure that all of the relevant information and the facts are considered."

Tim Kasten, head of the UNEP's chemicals branch explained that the fact the language is in the draft doesn't mean it has the support of the majority of countries.

Anything proposed by any country is in the draft treaty — meaning, in fact that in some cases the document calls the same thing to be both banned and exempted. In the next and future negotiating rounds, countries will have to come to a consensus about what they want to remove and what they want to leave in, he said from Geneva.

"So there's a long road ahead yet on this. And most of the interest, shall I say, is coming from the NGO community on this one," Kasten said, referring to thimerosal.

Only countries can propose language for the treaty. But a number of non-governmental organizations — NGOs — are heavily involved in the discussions. Some are actively lobbying for the treaty to bar the use of thimerosal in vaccines and other pharmaceuticals.

Kasten said both the UNEP and the WHO believe other sources of mercury to be "more significant health threats" than thimerosal, though the final decisions are up to countries.

Negotiations aimed at limiting the risk from mercury began in 2009 after the UNEP's governing council decided voluntary efforts to reduce use and emissions of the chemical were not making a big enough impact.

What is envisaged here is a treaty, parts of which will be binding, with other parts voluntary.

There have been two negotiation sessions so far, with the third set to run from Oct. 31 to Nov. 4 in Nairobi, Kenya, home base of the UNEP. Two more will follow, with the treaty expected to be completed in 2013.

The WHO lists mercury as one of the top chemicals of public health concern in the world, a designation saved for the most hazardous of compounds. It is especially harmful for children and developing fetuses, with exposure leading to impaired cognitive development.

It is naturally occurring; volcanoes, for instance, emit mercury into the atmosphere. But most mercury is produced through the burning of coal and through industrial processes such as mining.

Despite its risks, it has long been used in a variety of products, including light bulbs, batteries and lamps. Mercury thermometers used to be standard, though newer thermometers don't use the chemical and the WHO is recommending the treaty urge that mercury thermometers no longer be used.

"There's growing momentum to phase them out," said Carolyn Vickers, the WHO's team leader for chemical safety.

Vaccines that contain thimerosal include those for influenza, rabies, and the triple shot that protects against diphtheria, tetanus and pertussis.

In some developed countries — Canada, the United States, the countries of Western Europe — thimerosal is no longer used in most pediatric vaccines. That shift was a response to concerns — since discounted — that with the high number of vaccines young children get, the cumulated exposure to thimerosal might pose a health risk.

Anti-vaccine activists also blamed thimerosal in childhood vaccines for rising levels of autism. But a Canadian study actually showed autism rates did not decline after thimerosal was removed from the vaccine formulations.

Canada has filed a position paper on the issue with the UNEP. While it says thimerosal will be phased out of vaccines used in Canada when safe alternatives are available, it believes there is no "legitimate safety reason to avoid the use of thimerosal-containing products for children or older individuals, including pregnant women."

The real impact of barring thimerosal use in vaccines would be felt in the developing world, the WHO and others said.

"The challenge in the rest of the world is that switching to single dose vaccines is going to make the logistics of vaccine delivery much more difficult," said Dr. Allison McGeer, an infectious diseases expert at Toronto's Mount Sinai Hospital.

"Most vaccines we have require a cold chain, so you have to keep them cold. That is already difficult to do in many countries. It's even more difficult to do if you increase the volume of the things you have to keep cold."

Single dose vials would be more expensive to produce and to transport because of additional packaging and bulk.

"For many vaccines and many countries, I don't think there's any doubt that that would compromise the delivery of all sorts of vaccines," McGeer said.
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Empowered News (USA): Total Mercury Ban Alarms Scientists
25 October 2011

The global treaty that would totally ban mercury has alarmed scientists because of its great importance in the preservation of many vaccines for known diseases and infections. Scientists warned officials that negotiating a global treaty should be properly and carefully analyzed before implementing.  Officials will meet in Nairobi later this month to discuss the ban option but a final treaty might be expected only by 2013.

The World Health Organization lists Mercury as one of the ten most dangerous and highly toxic chemicals on earth.  The worry for mercury contamination is highly centered on burning coal mercury emissions, mercury-contaminated fishes eaten by people and gold mining. Mercury is a substance also found in small amounts in batteries, light bulbs and thermometers. The WHO urges many countries to ban thermometers and switch to digital ones instead.

The proposed ban will also include the banning of thiomersal. It is a mercury compound used to extend the shelf life and preserve many known vaccines. Currently, thiomersal is helpful in preserving 300 million shots of vaccines worldwide including tetanus, flu, meningitis and hepatitis B.

David Wood, WHO expert for vaccines, said totally banning mercury is not a viable option. Currently, there is no feasible and available alternative to thiomersal.  If ever it would be banned, pharmaceutical companies around the world would likely switch to vaccines without preservatives. It will affect the supply chain of vaccines in poor countries.
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PR Newswire: SafeMinds Applauds Proposed Global Treaty Ban on Mercury in Vaccines
24 October 2011

SafeMinds applauds UNEP's draft treaty language which does not exempt the use of mercury in pharmaceutical products, including vaccines, from the global ban.  Governmental regulators, public health officials and pharmaceutical companies have recognized that the toxicity of mercury in pharmaceutical and personal care products, to which people are directly exposed, justifies a preventive approach to minimize all exposures.

"We need the vaccine industry to move into the 21st century," said Eric Uram, Executive Director of the Coalition for SafeMinds, an observer to the negotiations.  "The treaty looks to phase-out unnecessary mercury use in products by requiring alternatives.  We need to make sure all products used are the safest and least toxic possible.  The treaty does this by signaling the end of using thimerosal in vaccines."

In most industrialized countries it has been relatively easy to replace, reduce, or eliminate thimerosal as a preservative in single and multi-dose vaccines.  Alternatives are available to address issues related to vaccine shelf-life and sterility in developing countries that can even eliminate the use of preservatives, but pressure to change has never really been applied.  

"The evidence continues to mount that mercury in vaccines is not safe, that negative effects happen even with vaccine levels of exposure," said Dr. Jose Dorea, Professor of Nutritional Sciences, Universidad de Brasilia.  "We must end the use of thimerosal as soon as possible. No pregnant mother or child should have to trade getting mercury injected into them for the prevention of an infectious disease."

None of the "live" vaccines including oral polio, measles, mumps, rubella (MMR), yellow fever or tuberculosis (BCG) have ever contained thimerosal and current immunization programs for those vaccines will not be impacted. However, thimerosal is still used in many diphtheria, pertussis and tetanus (DPT), tetanus toxoid (TT), hepatitis B, and influenza vaccines, especially in developing countries.

The World Health Organization maintains that thimerosal is necessary as a preservative in multi-dose vaccine preparations, especially in developing countries.  Fortunately other readily available products approved for use as vaccine preservatives do not contain mercury, are much less toxic, and are cost-comparable to thimerosal including 2-phenoxyethanol, benzethonium chloride and phenol. Several vaccines with one of these non-mercury preservatives have been approved by the U.S. FDA and administered to children in the United States.

"A blanket exemption for use of thimerosal is unjustified and urgent efforts are needed to phase out its use in all products globally.  It is unethical and unjust to continue the exportation of thimerosal-containing products from countries where they are no longer accepted into other less developed countries. SafeMinds contends that immediate substitution should be a global priority," said Lyn Redwood, RN MSN, Vice-President, Coalition for SafeMinds.

Thimerosal Facts:

    * The typical concentration of mercury in products preserved with thimerosal is 50,000 ppb. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency requires liquid waste which exceeds 200 ppb of mercury to be disposed of as hazardous waste.  Mercury becomes airborne when unused thimerosal-containing products are incinerated as was the case with millions of unused flu vaccines in 2010.

    * Wastewater that results from vaccine production processes are polluted with thimerosal concentrations ranging from 25 to 50 mg/L. The manufacturing and disposal process for these products results in human exposure as does the elimination of these products into our municipal waterways from both humans and animals.  There is limited, if any, remediation technology available to remove mercury from vaccine production wastewater.  

    * The state of California recognizes thimerosal as a reproductive toxicant and exposure during pregnancy can disrupt the development of the fetus or cause fetal death.  Prenatal exposure may also result in birth defects, low birth weight, and psychological or behavioral deficits that manifest later in life.

    * Levels of mercury documented in infants after exposure to thimerosal-containing vaccines have reached levels classified by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) as mercury chemical poisoning.  These same exposure levels in infant primates resulted in significant deposition of inorganic mercury in their brains.    

    * Hundreds of scientific studies published over the past five decades have demonstrated significant toxicity of thimerosal, calling for the removal or restriction of its use as a preservative in all products.  For a summary of publications supporting removal of  thimerosal from vaccines, please visit:  http://www.safeminds.org/research/docs/SM%20Science%20Summary%202010-11.pdf

    * Studies have shown increased incidence of speech delays and tics in children exposed to thimerosal (Verstraaten, 2003; Thompson, 2007).

    * In a recent study of pneumococcal vaccine (Khandke et al. 2011) 2-PE provided a "superior antimicrobial effectiveness over Thimerosal".

The third negotiating session of the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) to develop a legally binding instrument to reduce mercury exposure will take place in early November in Nairobi.  This historic decision to address mercury, one of the most toxic substances on earth, was agreed to unanimously by over 140 countries.

The purpose of the Coalition for SafeMinds is to restore health and protect future generations by eradicating the devastation of autism and associated health disorders induced by mercury and other man made toxicants.
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UN news Centre: Tracking 20 years of environmental change, UN report lays out challenges ahead

1 November 2011

Concerted and rapid action is urgently needed to curb resource depletion and ensure human activities do not destroy the very environment that supports economies and sustains life, warned a United Nations report released today, which tracks the environmental changes the planet has gone through over the past 20 years.

The report, Keeping Track of our Changing Environment: From Rio to Rio+20, compiles relevant statistical data on population, climate change, energy and food security among other key issues, to draw a picture of the current environmental landscape, spotlighting challenges ahead.

Achim Steiner, Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), said the report was a timely reminder for world leaders of the areas that continue to need urgent attention such as the rapid build-up of greenhouse gases, the erosion of biodiversity and the use of natural resources, which increased by 40 per cent from 1992 to 2005, a much faster pace than population growth.

Other key issues highlighted by the report include ongoing forest loss in Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, with a decrease of 300 million hectares of forest areas in the region since 1990, and the diminishing glaciers which have influenced the current rise in sea-levels, threatening the well-being of approximately one sixth of the world’s population.

However, Mr. Steiner said the report also highlights areas where progress has been made and “underlines how, when the world decides to act it can dramatically alter the trajectory of hazardous trends that threaten human well-being – action to phase-out ozone-damaging chemicals being a spirited and powerful example.”

The report notes that many environmental issues, which were only emerging in 1992, when the Earth Summit was held in Rio de Janeiro, are now part of mainstream policy-making in many countries due to consumer and civil society demands.

Some of these issues include the implementation of recycling practices, the commercialization of renewable energy, the rise in sales of organic products and eco-labelling, and the use of carbon trading as a way to regulate greenhouse gas emissions.

In addition, the report draws attention to the increase in the support for developing green economies, with more government investment in ways to effectively manage their resources and curb their carbon emissions as part of their broader economic development strategy.

Mr. Steiner said the upcoming UN Conference on Sustainable Development Rio+20 in the Brazilian city of Rio de Janeiro next June could help address the negative effects mentioned in the report and enhance efforts already having a positive impact.

“Rio+20, under the two themes of a Green Economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication and an institutional framework for sustainable development, can, with the requisite level of leadership, trigger the necessary switches that may ensure that the balance of negative versus positive trends moves from the red into the black and that the right to development is enjoyed by the many rather than the few,” he said.

The report is part of UNEP’s Global Environmental Outlook-5 (GEO-5) series, which assesses the state and trends of the global environment. The full GEO-5 report will be launched next May, one month ahead of Rio+20.
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CBC news (Canada): What global change has affected us the most since 1992?
2 November 2011

The world has changed a lot since the first Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 20 years ago, according to a recent report by the United Nations Environment Program, which has been Keeping Track.

UNEP researchers have compiled data on a range of issues, from population growth and climate change to energy consumption and food security.

To help you see the big picture, the CBC's Margo McDiarmid has highlighted 20 major ways in which the world has changed since the 1992 Earth Summit.

"Far from being a thick report that will just gather dust, Keeping Track is actually a bit of a page-turner, filled with surprising and often encouraging news about our stewardship of the Earth," writes McDiarmid.
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CBC news (Canada): 20 ways the world has changed since 1st Earth Summit
2 November 2011

The United Nations says humans are more concerned about damage done to the environment than we were 20 years ago — but we're still destroying it faster than we can fix it.

Prime Minister Brian Mulroney chats with the late oceanographer Jacques Cousteau, following Mulroney's speech at the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992.Prime Minister Brian Mulroney chats with the late oceanographer Jacques Cousteau, following Mulroney's speech at the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992. (Ron Poling/Canadian Press)

That's part of a snapshot prepared by the United Nations Environment Program in a report called Keeping Track that looks at a wide range of changes that have occurred since the first Earth Summit in Rio in 1992.

The report is designed to be used by legislators at the 2012 Earth Summit in Rio next May.

And far from being a thick report that will just gather dust, Keeping Track is actually a bit of a page-turner, filled with surprising and often encouraging news about our stewardship of the Earth.

The report uses a minimum of text and relies on colourful graphics, charts and satellite pictures to show the major environmental and social changes that have occurred on Earth since the early 1990s, from growing cities in China to the rapidly spreading footprint of Alberta's oilsands.

Of course some of the news is bad … really bad. But not all.

Here are some examples of the big changes in the world over the last 20 years.

1. The number of megacities has doubled.
2. The world is eating 26 per cent more meat.

3. Global temperatures continue to rise, with the last 10 years the warmest on record.

4. World industry is 23 per cent more energy efficient.

5. Plastic consumption has skyrocketed — with annual production reaching a record 265 million tonnes worldwide in 2010.

6. The 1990 Montreal Protocol to limit ozone-destroying chemicals is the world's most successful international agreement, producing a 93 per cent drop in the damaging emissions since 1992.

7. Cement production is the fastest-growing source of C02 emissions.

8. The Mesopotamian Marshlands, the largest in the Middle East, are recovering from deliberate draining by Iraq in the 1990s.

9. Saudi Arabia has transformed from an importer of food to an exporter due to irrigation.

10. Environmentally protected areas have increased worldwide by 42 per cent.

11. Fish stock depletion is now one of the most pressing environmental issues.

Patterns of electric light on Earth seen from space at night show the digital divide between north and south. Patterns of electric light on Earth seen from space at night show the digital divide between north and south. (UNEP report)

12. Renewable energy has skyrocketed, with solar energy leading the way — up 30,000 per cent since 1992.

13. Biofuel production — up 300,000 per cent — is converting more land from farming to production of fuel.

14. Organic farming is up 240 per cent since 1999.

15. The Amazon rainforest has been largely destroyed due to drought and farming.

16. Tourism and travel is the world's largest business sector — and ecotourism is the fastest-growing type of tourism, up 20-34 per cent per year.

17. Passenger trips by airplanes have doubled in the past two decades.

P.O.V.

What global change has affected us the most since 1992? Have your say.

18. Clean drinking water access increased to 87 per cent, but widespread sanitation is still slow.

19. 30 per cent more private companies are adopting environmental standards every year.

20. Women's influence is rising with more 60 per cent more seats in national parliaments.
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Media Newswire :New UNEP Report Tracks the Changing Global Environment As World Population Hits 7 Billion
1 November 2011

As the world population reaches the 7 billion mark, a new UNEP report uses the best and most comprehensive statistical data available to date to illustrate how the planet has changed in two decades, since the 1992 Rio Earth Summit.

The report, entitled "Keeping Track of our Changing Environment: From Rio to Rio+20", tracks economic, environmental, social, geopolitical and technological trends through numerically-based graphs and illustrative "before and after" satellite images.

The report is produced as part UNEP's "Global Environmental Outlook-5" ( GEO -5 ) series, the UN's most authoritative assessment of the state of the global environment. The full GEO-5 report will be launched next May in the run up to the UN Conference on sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
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Journal Times (USA): UN releases snapshot of environmental change 
1 November 2011

The United Nations says humans are destroying the environment faster than they are learning to protect it.

The U.N. Environment Program says the last two decades have been marked by a steady erosion of the planet's resources as the world population grows and becomes ever more urban.

But a 20-year snapshot comparing the period between the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and next year's sustainable development meeting in the Brazilian city also shows some progress.

UNEP says fossil fuels are being used more efficiently and clean energy production is up sharply.

The report released Tuesday is intended to provide lawmakers with a handy reference on key environmental markers ahead of the 2012 Rio meeting.
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Bits of Science: UNEP hands world homework for Earth Summit 2012
1 November 2011

Among green geopolitical milestones there are a few true megaliths. Probably one can count in the world assemblees in Copenhagen and Kyoto, but the real foundations for international environmental cooperation were laid decades before.

Major examples are the 1972 Stockholm UN environmental conference [and from the same year the publication of The Limits to Growth] and Our Common Future, or the ‘Brundlandt Report’, by the UN World Commission on Environment and Development, released in 1987 [the real environmental success of that year was however the Montreal Protocol].

But in the early 90s there was another big one: the Earth Summit or Rio Conference, which was held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992.

It was then and there in Rio that the world decided a special climate treaty would be needed and the UNFCCC was established. As there are so many other environmental and development issues that require international cooperation the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs thought it would be nice to hold a reunion, from 4 to 6 June 2012.

The new summit will be called the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, Rio +20 – as again Rio de Janeiro will be host city.

Today UNEP has published a report (PDF) with background data for the negotiating parties.

As derived from the UNEP report here is an overview of some of the heaviest bullet points, summarising where we stand. It is safe to say things have not quite improved since 1972 or 1992:

On population

    * As the world population has reached 7 billion, urban population has grown by 45 per cent since 1992

    * Yet the percentage of slum dwellers has dropped from 46 per cent in 1990 to a third in 2010, thanks to improved housing and sanitation

    * The number of megacities with at least 10 million people has grown from 10 in 1992 to 21 last year – a 110 per cent increase

    * 1.4 billion people globally have no access to reliable electricity or the power grid.

Climate change

    * Global C02 emissions continue to rise due to increasing use of fossil fuels, with 80 per cent of global emissions coming from just 19 countries.

    * The amount of CO2 per US$1 GDP has dropped by 23 per cent since 1992 underlining that some decoupling of economic growth from resource use is occurring.

    * Nearly all mountain glaciers around the world are retreating and getting thinner, with severe impacts on the environment and human well-being.

    * Diminishing glaciers not only influence current sea-level rise, but also threaten the well-being of approximately one-sixth of the world’s population.

    * Sea levels have been rising at an average rate of about 2.5 mm per year since 1992.

Energy

    * Tracking energy trends since 1992, the report indicates that the contribution of renewable energy (including biomass) to the global energy supply stood at an estimated 16% in 2010.

    * Solar and wind energy accounted for only 0.3% of the total global energy. Increased recognition of the need to move towards low carbon, resource efficient energy solutions can be seen in the 540% increase in investments in sustainable energy between 2004 and 2010.

    * Due to the decreasing prices of the technologies and adoption of new policies, growth in biodiesel as a renewable energy source has jumped 300,000 per cent, use of solar energy has increased by nearly 30,000 per cent, wind by 6,000 per cent and biofuels by 3,500 per cent.

Resource Efficiency

    * The global use of natural resources rose by over 40 per cent from 1992 to 2005. The report warns that unless concerted and rapid action is taken to curb and decouple resource depletion from economic growth, human activities may destroy the very environment that supports economies and sustains life.

Forests

    * Despite the net reforestation now seen in Europe, North America and Asia Pacific, ongoing forest loss in Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean means that global forest area has decreased by 300 million hectares since 1990.

    * The annual 20 per cent rise in the number of forests receiving certificates for sustainable forestry practices shows that consumers are exerting influence on timber production. However, only around 10 per cent of global forests are under certified sustainable management.

    * A growing percentage of the world’s forests are ones that have been replanted – an area equaling the size of a country like Tanzania.

Food Security and land use

    * Food production has risen by 45% since 1992. These increased yields are heavily reliant on the use of fertilisers, which as well as enriching soil fertility, can also have a negative impact on the environment, such algal blooms in inland and marine waters.

    * Land used for organic farming is growing at an annual rate of 13 per cent.

Drinking Water

    * The world will meet, or even exceed, the Millennium Development Goals target on access to drinking water; indicating that by 2015 nearly 90 per cent of the population in developing regions will have access to improved sources of drinking water, up from 77 per cent in 1990.

The data compiled also indicates that environmental target-setting works best for well-defined issues such as phasing out leaded gasoline or ozone-depleting substances.

The Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, for example, used mandatory targets to phase-out the pollutants that were damaging the planet’s protective shield.

Over 90 per cent of all ozone-depleting substances under the treaty were phased out between 1992 and 2009. Similarly, only a small number of countries still use leaded gasoline and they are expected to make the switch over the next year or two.

Other facts and figures from the report include:

    * 13 per cent of the world’s land surface, 7 per cent of its coastal waters and 1.4 percent of its oceans are protected. [See Nagoya results – planned increase to 17 percent.]

    * There is a growing concern that the oceans are becoming more acidic. This could have significant consequences on marine organisms which may alter species composition, disrupt marine food webs and potentially damage fishing, tourism activities.

    * The ocean’s pH declined from 8.11 in 1992 to 8.06 in 2007.

    * The number of tanker oil spills recorded has declined in 20 years.

    * Biodiversity has declined by 12 per cent at the global level and by 30 per cent in the tropics.

    * Eco-tourism is growing at a rate three times faster than traditional mass-tourism.

    * Plastics production has climbed by 130 per cent.

The UNEP publication also notes that many environmental issues, which were only emerging in 1992, are now firmly part of mainstream policymaking in many countries.

Some examples include:

    * New Multilateral Environmental Agreements and Conventions which have been established or entered into force to address emerging global environmental issues.

    * The greening of economy has taken off as a viable pathway of low-carbon, climate resilient and resource efficient economic development.

    * Carbon Trading has put a monetary value on Greenhouse Gas Emissions.

    * Recycling, or processing waste into new resources, is becoming policy and practice in many countries.

    * Commercialisation of renewable energy, with biofuels, solar and wind energy production growing.

    * Chemicals Management has led to the banning of a number of deadly chemicals.

    * Organic Products and eco-labeling are growing thanks to consumer demand.

    * Nanotechnology is growing, especially in the fields of energy, health care, clean water and climate change.
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allAfrica.com: New UNEP Report Tracks the Changing Global Environment over the Past Two Decades
1 November 2011

The environmental changes that have swept the planet over the last twenty years are spotlighted in a new compilation of statistical data by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), released today in a report entitled "Keeping Track of our Changing Environment: From Rio to Rio+20".

The report is produced as part of UNEP's "Global Environmental Outlook-5" (GEO -5) series, the UN's most authoritative assessment of the state, trends and outlook of the global environment. The full GEO-5 report will be launched next May, one month ahead of the Rio+20 Conference taking place in Brazil.

UN Under-Secretary General and UNEP Executive Director, Achim Steiner, said, "Today marks the deadline for governments, business and civil society to submit their submissions for how Rio+20 can deliver a transformational outcome in terms of accelerating and scaling-up sustainable development for now seven billion people".

"The indicator report gets us all back to basics, underlining the rapid buildup of greenhouse gases to the erosion of biodiversity and the 40 per cent increase in the use of natural resources-faster than global population growth. But the report also underlines how, when the world decides to act it can dramatically alter the trajectory of hazardous trends that threaten human well-being-action to phase-out ozone damaging chemicals being a spirited and powerful example," he added.

"Rio+20, under the two themes of a Green Economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication and an institutional framework for sustainable development, can with the requisite level of leadership trigger the necessary switches that may ensure that the balance of negative versus positive trends moves from the red into the black and that the Right to Development is enjoyed by the many rather than the few," said Mr. Steiner.

Through data, graphics and satellite images, the UNEP report offers wide-ranging information on a number of key issues:

On population

- As the world's population reaches 7 billion, urban population has grown by 45 per cent since 1992

- Yet the percentage of slum dwellers has dropped from 46 per cent in 1990 to a third in 2010, thanks to improved housing and sanitation

- The number of megacities with at least 10 million people has grown from 10 in 1992 to 21 last year - a 110 per cent increase

- 1.4 billion people globally have no access to reliable electricity or the power grid.

Climate change

- Global C02 emissions continue to rise due to increasing use of fossil fuels, with 80 per cent of global emissions coming from just 19 countries.

- The amount of CO2 per US$1 GDP has dropped by 23 per cent since 1992 underlining that some decoupling of economic growth from resource use is occurring.

- Nearly all mountain glaciers around the world are retreating and getting thinner, with severe impacts on the environment and human well-being.

- Diminishing glaciers not only influence current sea-level rise, but also threaten the well-being of approximately one-sixth of the world's population.

- Sea levels have been rising at an average rate of about 2.5 mm per year since 1992.

Energy

- Tracking energy trends since 1992, the report indicates that the contribution of renewable energy (including biomass) to the global energy supply stood at an estimated 16% in 2010.

- Solar and wind energy accounted for only 0.3% of the total global energy. Increased recognition of the need to move towards low carbon, resource efficient energy solutions can be seen in the 540% increase in investments in sustainable energy between 2004 and 2010.

- Due to the decreasing prices of the technologies and adoption of new policies, growth in biodiesel as a renewable energy source has jumped 300,000 per cent, use of solar energy has increased by nearly 30,000 per cent, wind by 6,000 per cent and biofuels by 3,500 per cent.

Resource Efficiency

- The global use of natural resources rose by over 40 per cent from 1992 to 2005. The report warns that unless concerted and rapid action is taken to curb and decouple resource depletion from economic growth, human activities may destroy the very environment that supports economies and sustains life.

Forests

- Despite the net reforestation now seen in Europe, North America and Asia Pacific, ongoing forest loss in Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean means that global forest area has decreased by 300 million hectares since 1990.

- The annual 20 per cent rise in the number of forests receiving certificates for sustainable forestry practices shows that consumers are exerting influence on timber production. However, only around 10 per cent of global forests are under certified sustainable management.

- A growing percentage of the world's forests are one that have been replanted-an area equaling the size of a country like Tanzania.

Food Security and land use

- Food production has risen by 45% since 1992. These increased yields are heavily reliant on the use of fertilizers, which as well as enriching soil fertility, can also have a negative impact on the environment, such algal blooms in inland and marine waters.

- Land used for organic farming is growing at an annual rate of 13 per cent.

Drinking Water

- The world will meet, or even exceed, the Millennium Development Goals target on access to drinking water; indicating that by 2015 nearly 90 per cent of the population in developing regions will have access to improved sources of drinking water, up from 77 per cent in 1990.

The data compiled also indicates that environmental target-setting works best for well-defined issues such as phasing out leaded gasoline or ozone-depleting substances.

The Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, for example, used mandatory targets to phase-out the pollutants that were damaging the planet's protective shield.

Over 90 per cent of all ozone-depleting substances under the treaty were phased out between 1992 and 2009. Similarly, only a small number of countries still use leaded gasoline and they are expected to make the switch over the next year or two.

Other facts and figures from the report include:

- 13 per cent of the world's land surface, 7 per cent of its coastal waters and 1.4 percent of its oceans are protected.

- There is a growing concern that the oceans are becoming more acidic. This could have significant consequences on marine organisms which may alter species composition, disrupt marine food webs and potentially damage fishing, tourism activities.

- The ocean's pH declined from 8.11 in 1992 to 8.06 in 2007.

- The number of tanker oil spills recorded has declined in 20 years.

- Biodiversity has declined by 12 per cent at the global level and by 30 per cent in the tropics.

Relevant Links

    * Environment

    * Sustainable Development

- Eco-tourism is growing at a rate three times faster than traditional mass-tourism.

- Plastics production has climbed by 130 per cent.

The UNEP publication also notes that many environmental issues, which were only emerging in 1992, are now firmly part of mainstream policymaking in many countries.

Some examples include:

- New Multilateral Environmental Agreements and Conventions which have been established or entered into force to address emerging global environmental issues.

- The greening of economy has taken off as a viable pathway of low-carbon, climate resilient and resource efficient economic development.

- Carbon Trading has put a monetary value on Greenhouse Gas Emissions.
- Recycling, or processing waste into new resources, is becoming policy and practice in many countries.

- Commercialization of renewable energy, with biofuels, solar and wind energy production growing.

- Chemicals Management has led to the banning of a number of deadly chemicals.

- Organic Products and eco-labeling are growing thanks to consumer demand.

- Nanotechnology is growing, especially in the fields of energy, health care, clean water and climate change.

The authors of the report point out that the lack of sufficient, solid data and monitoring systems to measure progress remains an obstacles to achieving the environmental goals set by the international community. The report highlights the missing pieces in our knowledge about the state of the environment, calling for global efforts to collect scientifically-credible data for environmental monitoring.

The Eye on Earth Summit, to be held in Abu Dhabi next month, presents one such opportunity, where scientists, policymakers and governments will work together to define the key challenges and solutions related to environmental data access and sharing.
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News 24 (South Africa): UN snapshot of environmental change
1 November 2011

The United Nations says humans are destroying the environment faster than they are learning to protect it.

The UN Environment Program says the last two decades have been marked by a steady erosion of the planet's resources as the world population grows and becomes ever more urban.

But a 20-year snapshot comparing the period between the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and next year's sustainable development meeting in the Brazilian city also shows some progress.

Unep says fossil fuels are being used more efficiently and clean energy production is up sharply.

The report released on Tuesday is intended to provide lawmakers with a handy reference on key environmental markers ahead of the 2012 Rio meeting.
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Washington Post (USA): UN releases snapshot of environmental change over last 20 years ahead of Rio climate meeting
1 November 2011

The United Nations says humans are destroying the environment faster than they are learning to protect it.

The U.N. Environment Program says the last two decades have been marked by a steady erosion of the planet’s resources as the world population grows and becomes ever more urban.

But a 20-year snapshot comparing the period between the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and next year’s sustainable development meeting in the Brazilian city also shows some progress.

UNEP says fossil fuels are being used more efficiently and clean energy production is up sharply.

The report released Tuesday is intended to provide lawmakers with a handy reference on key environmental markers ahead of the 2012 Rio meeting.
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Bloomberg Businessweek (USA): UN releases snapshot of environmental change
1 November 2011

The United Nations says humans are destroying the environment faster than they are learning to protect it.

The U.N. Environment Program says the last two decades have been marked by a steady erosion of the planet's resources as the world population grows and becomes ever more urban.

But a 20-year snapshot comparing the period between the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and next year's sustainable development meeting in the Brazilian city also shows some progress.

UNEP says fossil fuels are being used more efficiently and clean energy production is up sharply.

The report released Tuesday is intended to provide lawmakers with a handy reference on key environmental markers ahead of the 2012 Rio meeting.
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Eco-Seed: From the Decline of Arctic Sea Ice to Trends in Energy Use
2 November 2011

The environmental changes that have swept the planet over the last twenty years are spotlighted in a new compilation of statistical data by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), released today in a report entitled “Keeping Track of our Changing Environment: From Rio to Rio+20”.

The report is produced as part of UNEP’s “Global Environmental Outlook-5” (GEO -5) series, the UN’s most authoritative assessment of the state, trends and outlook of the global environment. The full GEO-5 report will be launched next May, one month ahead of the Rio+20 Conference taking place in Brazil.

UN Under-Secretary General and UNEP Executive Director, Achim Steiner, said, “Today marks the deadline for governments, business and civil society to submit their submissions for how Rio+20 can deliver a transformational outcome in terms of accelerating and scaling-up sustainable development for now seven billion people”.

“The indicator report gets us all back to basics, underlining the rapid buildup of greenhouse gases to the erosion of biodiversity and the 40 per cent increase in the use of natural resources—faster than global population growth. But the report also underlines how, when the world decides to act it can dramatically alter the trajectory of hazardous trends that threaten human well-being—action to phase-out ozone damaging chemicals being a spirited and powerful example,” he added.

“Rio+20, under the two themes of a Green Economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication and an institutional framework for sustainable development, can with the requisite level of leadership trigger the necessary switches that may ensure that the balance of negative versus positive trends moves from the red into the black and that the Right to Development is enjoyed by the many rather than the few,” said Mr. Steiner.

Through data, graphics and satellite images, the UNEP report offers wide-ranging information on a number of key issues:

On population

    * As the world's population reaches 7 billion, urban population has grown by 45 per cent since 1992

    * Yet the percentage of slum dwellers has dropped from 46 per cent in 1990 to a third in 2010, thanks to improved housing and sanitation

    * The number of megacities with at least 10 million people has grown from 10 in 1992 to 21 last year – a 110 per cent increase

    * 1.4 billion people globally have no access to reliable electricity or the power grid. 

Climate change

# Global C02 emissions continue to rise due to increasing use of fossil fuels, with 80 per cent of global emissions coming from just 19 countries.

# The amount of CO2 per US$1 GDP has dropped by 23 per cent since 1992 underlining that some decoupling of economic growth from resource use is occurring.

# Nearly all mountain glaciers around the world are retreating and getting thinner, with severe impacts on the environment and human well-being.

# Diminishing glaciers not only influence current sea-level rise, but also threaten the well-being of approximately one-sixth of the world’s population.

# Sea levels have been rising at an average rate of about 2.5 mm per year since 1992.

Energy

    * Tracking energy trends since 1992, the report indicates that the contribution of renewable energy (including biomass) to the global energy supply stood at an estimated 16% in 2010.

    * Solar and wind energy accounted for only 0.3% of the total global energy. Increased recognition of the need to move towards low carbon, resource efficient energy solutions can be seen in the 540% increase in investments in sustainable energy between 2004 and 2010.

    * Due to the decreasing prices of the technologies and adoption of new policies, growth in biodiesel as a renewable energy source has jumped 300,000 per cent, use of solar

      • energy has increased by nearly 30,000 per cent, wind by 6,000 per cent and biofuels by 3,500 per cent.&

Resource Efficiency

    * The global use of natural resources rose by over 40 per cent from 1992 to 2005. The report warns that unless concerted and rapid action is taken to curb and decouple resource depletion from economic growth, human activities may destroy the very environment that supports economies and sustains life. 

Forests

    * Despite the net reforestation now seen in Europe, North America and Asia Pacific, ongoing forest loss in Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean means that global forest area has decreased by 300 million hectares since 1990.

    * The annual 20 per cent rise in the number of forests receiving certificates for sustainable forestry practices shows that consumers are exerting influence on timber

    * production. However, only around 10 per cent of global forests are under certified sustainable management. A growing percentage of the world’s forests are one that have been replanted--an area equaling the size of a country like Tanzania.

Food Security and land use

    * Food production has risen by 45% since 1992. These increased yields are heavily reliant on the use of fertilizers, which as well as enriching soil fertility, can also have a negative impact on the environment, such algal blooms in inland and marine waters.

    * Land used for organic farming is growing at an annual rate of 13 per cent. 

Drinking Water

    * The world will meet, or even exceed, the Millennium Development Goals target on access to drinking water; indicating that by 2015 nearly 90 per cent of the population in developing regions will have access to improved sources of drinking water, up from 77 per cent in 1990. 

The data compiled also indicates that environmental target-setting works best for well-defined issues such as phasing out leaded gasoline or ozone-depleting substances.

The Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, for example, used mandatory targets to phase-out the pollutants that were damaging the planet’s protective shield.

Over 90 per cent of all ozone-depleting substances under the treaty were phased out between 1992 and 2009. Similarly, only a small number of countries still use leaded gasoline and they are expected to make the switch over the next year or two.

Other facts and figures from the report include:

    * 13 per cent of the world’s land surface, 7 per cent of its coastal waters and 1.4 percent of its oceans are protected.

    * There is a growing concern that the oceans are becoming more acidic. This could have significant consequences on marine organisms which may alter species composition, disrupt marine food webs and potentially damage fishing, tourism activities.

    * The ocean’s pH declined from 8.11 in 1992 to 8.06 in 2007.

    * The number of tanker oil spills recorded has declined in 20 years.

    * Biodiversity has declined by 12 per cent at the global level and by 30 per cent in the tropics.

    * Eco-tourism is growing at a rate three times faster than traditional mass-tourism.

    * Plastics production has climbed by 130 per cent. 

The UNEP publication also notes that many environmental issues, which were only emerging in 1992, are now firmly part of mainstream policymaking in many countries.

Some examples include:

    * New Multilateral Environmental Agreements and Conventions which have been established or entered into force to address emerging global environmental issues.

    * The greening of economy has taken off as a viable pathway of low-carbon, climate resilient and resource efficient economic development.

    * Carbon Trading has put a monetary value on Greenhouse Gas Emissions.

    * Recycling, or processing waste into new resources, is becoming policy and practice in many countries.

    * Commercialization of renewable energy, with biofuels, solar and wind energy production growing.

    * Chemicals Management has led to the banning of a number of deadly chemicals.

    * Organic Products and eco-labeling are growing thanks to consumer demand.

    * Nanotechnology is growing, especially in the fields of energy, health care, clean water and climate change. 

The authors of the report point out that the lack of sufficient, solid data and monitoring systems to measure progress remains an obstacles to achieving the environmental goals set by the international community. The report highlights the missing pieces in our knowledge about the state of the environment, calling for global efforts to collect scientifically-credible data for environmental monitoring.

The Eye on Earth Summit, to be held in Abu Dhabi next month, presents one such opportunity, where scientists, policymakers and governments will work together to define the key challenges and solutions related to environmental data access and sharing.

Rio Earth Summit: In 1992 the UN Conference on Sustainable Development, popularly known as the Rio Earth Summit, was convened in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, to address the state of the environment and sustainable development. The meeting yielded several important agreements, including ‘Agenda 21’, a plan of action adopted by over 178 governments to address human impacts on the environment at local, national and global levels, as well as key treaties on climate change, desertification and biodiversity. In June 2012 will be the follow up meeting or Rio+20 in Brazil.
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Enews Park Forest (USA): Tracking 20 Years of Environmental Change, UN Report Lays Out Challenges Ahead
1 November 2011

Concerted and rapid action is urgently needed to curb resource depletion and ensure human activities do not destroy the very environment that supports economies and sustains life, warned a United Nations report released today, which tracks the environmental changes the planet has gone through over the past 20 years.

The report, Keeping Track of our Changing Environment: From Rio to Rio+20, compiles relevant statistical data on population, climate change, energy and food security among other key issues, to draw a picture of the current environmental landscape, spotlighting challenges ahead.

Achim Steiner, Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), said the report was a timely reminder for world leaders of the areas that continue to need urgent attention such as the rapid build-up of greenhouse gases, the erosion of biodiversity and the use of natural resources, which increased by 40 per cent from 1992 to 2005, a much faster pace than population growth.

Other key issues highlighted by the report include ongoing forest loss in Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, with a decrease of 300 million hectares of forest areas in the region since 1990, and the diminishing glaciers which have influenced the current rise in sea-levels, threatening the well-being of approximately one sixth of the world’s population.

However, Mr. Steiner said the report also highlights areas where progress has been made and “underlines how, when the world decides to act it can dramatically alter the trajectory of hazardous trends that threaten human well-being – action to phase-out ozone-damaging chemicals being a spirited and powerful example.”

The report notes that many environmental issues, which were only emerging in 1992, when the Earth Summit was held in Rio de Janeiro, are now part of mainstream policy-making in many countries due to consumer and civil society demands.

Some of these issues include the implementation of recycling practices, the commercialization of renewable energy, the rise in sales of organic products and eco-labelling, and the use of carbon trading as a way to regulate greenhouse gas emissions.

In addition, the report draws attention to the increase in the support for developing green economies, with more government investment in ways to effectively manage their resources and curb their carbon emissions as part of their broader economic development strategy.

Mr. Steiner said the upcoming UN Conference on Sustainable Development Rio+20 in the Brazilian city of Rio de Janeiro next June could help address the negative effects mentioned in the report and enhance efforts already having a positive impact.

“Rio+20, under the two themes of a Green Economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication and an institutional framework for sustainable development, can, with the requisite level of leadership, trigger the necessary switches that may ensure that the balance of negative versus positive trends moves from the red into the black and that the right to development is enjoyed by the many rather than the few,” he said.

The report is part of UNEP’s Global Environmental Outlook-5 (GEO-5) series, which assesses the state and trends of the global environment. The full GEO-5 report will be launched next May, one month ahead of Rio+20.
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abc local (USA): UN snapshot: Humans destroying environment rapidly
1 November 2011

The United Nations says humans are destroying the environment faster than they are learning to protect it.

The U.N. Environment Program says the last two decades have been marked by a steady erosion of the planet's resources as the world population grows and becomes ever more urban.

But a 20-year snapshot comparing the period between the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and next year's sustainable development meeting in the Brazilian city also shows some progress.

UNEP says fossil fuels are being used more efficiently and clean energy production is up sharply.

The report released Tuesday is intended to provide lawmakers with a handy reference on key environmental markers ahead of the 2012 Rio meeting.
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Business and Leadership (UK): UN report tracks 20 years of environmental changes
2 November 2011

Rapid action is needed to curb resource depletion and ensure human activities do not destroy the environment, a United Nations report released this week has warned.

The report, Keeping Track of our Changing Environment: From Rio to Rio+20, traces the environmental changes the planet has gone through over the past 20 years and includes relevant statistical data on population, climate change, energy and food security among other key issues, to draw a picture of the current environmental landscape, spotlighting challenges ahead.

Achim Steiner, executive director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), said the report is a timely reminder for world leaders of the areas needing urgent attention, including the rapid build-up of greenhouse gases, the erosion of biodiversity and the use of natural resources.

Other key issues highlighted by the report include ongoing forest loss in Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, with a decrease of 300m hectares of forest areas in the region since 1990, and the diminishing glaciers.

Steiner said the report also highlights areas where progress has been made and “underlines how, when the world decides to act it can dramatically alter the trajectory of hazardous trends that threaten human well-being – action to phase-out ozone-damaging chemicals being a spirited and powerful example”.

The report notes that many environmental issues, which were only emerging in 1992 when the Earth Summit was held in Rio de Janeiro, are now part of mainstream policy-making in many countries due to consumer and civil society demands.

Some of these include the implementation of recycling practices, the commercialisation of renewable energy, the rise in sales of organic products and eco-labelling, and the use of carbon trading as a way to regulate greenhouse gas emissions.

The report also stresses the increase in the support for developing green economies, with more government investment in ways to effectively manage their resources and curb their carbon emissions as part of their broader economic development strategy.

Steiner said the upcoming UN Conference on Sustainable Development Rio+20 in Rio de Janeiro next June could help address the negative effects mentioned in the report and enhance efforts already having a positive impact.

“Rio+20, under the two themes of a green economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication and an institutional framework for sustainable development, can, with the requisite level of leadership, trigger the necessary switches that may ensure that the balance of negative versus positive trends moves from the red into the black and that the right to development is enjoyed by the many rather than the few,” he said.

The report is part of UNEP’s Global Environmental Outlook-5 (GEO-5) series, which assesses the state and trends of the global environment. The full GEO-5 report will be launched next May, one month ahead of Rio+20.
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KTar.com (USA): UN releases snapshot of environmental change
1 November 2011

The United Nations says humans are destroying the environment faster than they are learning to protect it.

The U.N. Environment Program says the last two decades have been marked by a steady erosion of the planet's resources as the world population grows and becomes ever more urban.

But a 20-year snapshot comparing the period between the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and next year's sustainable development meeting in the Brazilian city also shows some progress.

UNEP says fossil fuels are being used more efficiently and clean energy production is up sharply.

The report released Tuesday is intended to provide lawmakers with a handy reference on key environmental markers ahead of the 2012 Rio meeting.
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Associated Press: UN releases snapshot of environmental change
2 November 2011

The United Nations says humans are destroying the environment faster than they are learning to protect it.

The U.N. Environment Program says the last two decades have been marked by a steady erosion of the planet's resources as the world population grows and becomes ever more urban.

But a 20-year snapshot comparing the period between the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and next year's sustainable development meeting in the Brazilian city also shows some progress.

UNEP says fossil fuels are being used more efficiently and clean energy production is up sharply.

The report released Tuesday is intended to provide lawmakers with a handy reference on key environmental markers ahead of the 2012 Rio meeting.
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This Day Live (Nigeria): Illegal Oil Bunkering: One Headache too Many
8 November 2011

The recent upsurge of crude oil theft, also known as illegal oil bunkering in the country has become an issue that now gives the government, oil producing companies and Nigerians as a whole sleepless nights. While economies of countries, where Nigeria’s illegally bunkered oil are sold thrive on this cheap and illicit oil, that of Nigeria, biggest oil producer in Africa has continued to dwindle, writes Chika Amanze-Nwachuku

The Nigerian constitution provides that all minerals, oil and gas in Nigeria belong to the federal government; therefore the possession of crude oil by an individual or group other than those licensed to lift oil is illegal and punishable under the law. Despite the law in place, theft of Nigeria’s crude oil has been a decade-long issue and in recent time, has been on the increase. Top government officials, the military and some highly-placed Nigerians, including top traditional rulers in the oil producing areas had been fingered as some of the culprits, but till date known of these top politicians or individual has been interrogated or brought to book. Not too long ago, a Nigerian magazine reported that a select group of officials in the Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC) and the Petroleum Ministry established “an enduring platform by which they continue to divert crude oil sale opportunity to their preferred middleman at discounted premium leaving enough premium margin for the cabal members when the middle man sells off the crude in the international market”.

Worried about the rising incidents of illegal oil bunkering in Nigeria, the administration of former President Olusegun Obasanjo,  in 2001 set up a Special Security Committee on Oil Producing Areas to among others, identify the causes, possibly those behind the act and then proffer solution to the problem.  The committee, in its report had noted that a “major threat to the oil industry arises from activities of a 'cartel or mafia', that comprises highly placed and powerful individuals within the society, who run a network of agents to steal crude oil and finished produced from pipelines in the Niger Delta region”.

It also observed that militant groups responsible for halting or diverting oil production and preventing free traffic on the waterways "could be enjoying the patronage of some retired or serving military and security personnel”. The report also revealed that some vessels used in the sordid deal were often seized by the army and navy, while their cargoes remained unaccounted for.

Billions of Dollars Lost to Oil Thefts

More worrisome is the fact that in over five decades of oil exploration in Nigeria, the government cannot say the actual volume of oil being lifted by oil companies from Nigerian oil fields, as the NNPC, the Department of Petroleum Resources (DPR), the agency that regulates activities in oil and gas sector, as well as the Central Bank of Nigeria  (CBN) often release conflicting figures. In 2009, the House of Representative Ad hoc committee that probed the operations of the NNPC and its subsidiaries had alleged that Nigeria lost about $1.87billion between 2004 and 2007 alone due to manipulation of prices of crude oil exported by the country. Between 2007 and 2008, the country was said to have lost between $1.8 and $2.5 billion of crude to theft yearly, while estimated 200,000 barrels of crude oil were said have been unaccounted for daily. Shell, in 2009, put the cost of crude oil theft in Nigeria at £1.1bn a year-according to a report by Sunday Times. As much as 100,000 barrels of crude oil or five percent of Nigeria’s oil production was reportedly being stolen or smuggled from Nigeria every day, the report said, citing estimates from Shell.  The oil giant was quoted in the report to have said that the theft of oil in Nigeria ranged from 20,000 to 100,000 barrels per day but may have peaked at more than this.  In one of its recent reports, the Extractive Industry Transparency Initiative (NEITI) had pointed out that the nation’s daily oil production records were not captured properly by the two responsible Federal Government’s regulatory agencies, the NNPC and the DPR. The agency had described records of the country's crude oil production and export as completely vague, regretting that after over 58 years of oil production activities, the country still does not know exactly how much oil it produces.

The NEITI, which was established to monitor operations in the country's oil and gas industry to ensure that transparency, accountability and international best practices are maintained, said weakness and non-performance of regulatory agencies are to be blamed for endemic corruption in the industry  rather than absence or inadequacy of regulatory laws.

Chairman of the Board of NEITI, Prof. Asisi Asobie, said in a remark at the presentation of a research report of the Nigeria Extractive Industry in Abuja, that despite all the in-roads made by the country over the years to expand operations in the oil industry, government had not been able to get operators to tell the truth about actual oil volumes produced.

"After 58 years of producing oil, Nigeria does not know how much was being produced.  it is regrettable that we have not been able to get oil companies to tell Nigerians exactly what they produce.  The sector continued to be shrouded in secrecy. ", he said.

Asobie said the audit reconciliation carried out by the organisation in respect of its first and second audit report could only narrow down the discrepancies in revenue reporting to $16m (1999-2004) and $155m for 2005. "About $16 million were still outstanding in the accounts of oil companies with the Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN) as missing between 1999 and 2004 while $155m is standing as unreconcilied figures in 2005", he added. However, both the NNPC and the DPR were quick to dismiss NEITI’s allegations, insisting that they have all records of all oil transactions.

More shocking was a recent revelation by the Minister  of Trade and Investment, Dr. Olusegun Aganga, that the country loses N775billion annually over non-metering of oil wells and inaccuracy ship-to-shore loading and offloading of vessels. Aganga, who made the disclosure while speaking on the ministry’s achievements in 100 days said: “More than $5 billion, representing about 10 per cent of the total annual revenue from the export of oil and gas from Nigeria, is lost to non-metering of oil wells and inaccurate ship-to-shore differences while loading and offloading vessels.”

Metering, he explained, was an important part of oil field, which is responsible for the three-phase metering of the liquid, oil and gas of each well, and provided oil reservoir engineering information for geological authority. The external segregator of oil field metering station separates natural gas, oil and water.

Efficient Monitoring of Oil Exports Resisted

On assumption of office, the late President Umaru Musa Yar'Adua, was said to have set up a committee to probe the crude oil theft. Former Minister of State for Petroleum Resources, Odein Ajumogobia, who chaired the committee, had told THISDAY that in the course of investigation, the committee discovered that there were some institutional lapses, at some departments, such as the DPR, an agency saddled with the task of monitoring the industry, which was hampered in terms of funding, manpower and equipment.

"The committee was set up by the president basically to monitor crude oil exports because of those speculations. And what we did eventually was to review the process of monitoring from the well head to the flow station to the terminal. We discovered that there were some lapses, some of which were institutional.

For instance, the DPR that has the task of monitoring the industry is hampered in terms of funding, manpower and equipment. We invited some of our counterparts in other countries, Norway, for example, to advice in terms of best practices. We came up with a blue print on the best practices although we didn't discover provable lapses in terms of the volume that is being exported.

"What we decided was that it was important to have meters installed at the flow stations to determine or monitor volumes. And this recommendation is still with the government and hopefully very soon, we will start implementing it to improve the process of monitory," he said in an interview with THISDAY.

He said the ministry decided to seek expert advice from Norway on how to ensure proper monitoring of the production and export quotas, adding that based on Norwegian experts' advice, the committee decided that it was important to have meters installed at the flow stations to monitor the volume of crude oil being produced or exported by companies.

The minister added that apart from installing electronic pump metering, there were also some proposals to have third parties to monitor volumes of export.

In June 2009, Petroleum Cooperation Coordinator in the Norwegian Embassy in Nigeria, Halvor Musaeus, alleged that some people were kicking against effective monitoring of crude oil exports.

He said although the Norwegian government had the technology to stem the huge revenue losses incurred by Nigerian Government in crude oil exports occasioned by sharp practices, some people within the system were making it difficult for it to be used in Nigeria.

“We want to put the system in place (here in Nigeria) while some others sitting somewhere do not want these things,” he lamented.

He said his country had been holding seminars since 2006 to try to get the Nigerian government to be interested in the technology, but that nothing had come out of it.

According to him, in Norway where most of the exploration is done offshore, ”we have built the infrastructure offshore. It is very difficult to hide anything. Produced oil is put in ship. It is very easy to know what goes on in the ships and then oil and gas is transported by pipelines and it is easy to know what goes into pipelines”.

According to him, what is important in Nigeria is to have data of how much is being produced from the different fields in Nigeria because this is not clear to anyone. Norway, he said was prepared to assist Nigeria in designing the right metering system to get the proper information. “We think that this is needed at the flow stations.

“There are too many wells. You need to have metering at these wells. You also have flow stations close to the wells. You can meter there and meter again at the point of export terminals and know how much has been lost in transportation. Today, you only have metering system at the outlet of the terminals.”

What this means, he explained, is that “you know how much is exported but do not know what might have been diverted from the pipelines and production wells.”

Musaeus explained that to further check rip-off by the oil companies in Norway, they are made to pay tax as high as 78 per cent on profits on their products after the cost of production had been removed, adding that corruption is very difficult there because there is an effective and efficient method of monitoring losses.

An industry official who craved anonymity told THISDAY at the weekend , that since government reneged in its decision to install meters at the various points, checking activities of these illicit oil dealers would remain a mirage.

They opined that the lack of crude accounting system had left Nigeria with the option of relying on figures quoted by oil majors, noting that the resultant effect was that the Central Bank of Nigeria,  Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Petroleum Resources, DPR and  NNPC could agree on exactly how much oil is being lifted from the country.

Wikileaks Revelation

A United States diplomatic cable, WikiLeaks disclosed last year that politicians and military leaders, not militants were responsible for the majority of oil thefts. According to the US cable, which quoted an unnamed Nigerian official, a me mber of a government panel on troubles in the Niger Delta implicated a late general and a former vice-president as being the biggest forces behind the thefts. Those thefts , the report added, also fuel arms sales to the restive region while causing environmental damage and cutting production in a nation crucial to US oil supplies. "It is in the interests of these people to make it appear that the Niger Delta problem is intractable. As a result, they prop up the militants, including some who have an ideological basis for their actions" , the recently released cable quoted a panel member, Tony Uranta, to have said.

Uranta was also quoted to have said that politicians, retired admirals and generals and others in the country's elite profit ed from the thefts.

"The military wants to remain in the Niger Delta because they profit enormously from money charged for escorting illegally bunkered crude and from money extorted in the name of providing security on the roads," the cable read , adding, t he foot soldiers are not the only ones who profit; the commissioner of police, the director of the State Security Service and the military, all line up at the governor's door asking for favours ”. Despite these startling revelations, the trend has continued, as government, and the security agencies, alleged biggest culprits have remained adamant on the issue.

And Oil Thefts Continue

Just last week , Shell Petroleum Development of Nigeria (SPDC), biggest oil producing company in Nigeria raised the alarm over what it described as ‘unprecedented scale of crude oil theft in the country. The company said 10 additional oil bunkering incidents had been recorded in the Eastern Niger Delta since it shut down production from Imo River field on August 28, following an upsurge of sabotage activities, which have severely impacted the environment, resulting in deferment of 25,000 barrels of oil per day (bpd). Also, some 16 new oil theft points were said to have been discovered in Imo River field alone, in just one month. Shell’s Vice President, Health Safety and Environment (HSE) and Corporate Affairs, Sub-Saharan Africa, Mr. Tony Attah, who made these disclosures in an interactive session with journalists, said some of the latest incidents were recorded on the Okordia – Rumuekpe trunk line, Imo River – Ogale trunk line and Buguma – Alakiri trunk line.

According to the oil giant, four separate incidents were reported on sections of the Obigbo North delivery line at Komkom and Ogale.  Attah said production from those affected field would “remain suspended until the crude theft and illegal refining activities have stopped”.

He explained that a recent Helicopter overfly showed that unknown persons had drilled holes and installed valves to transfer crude to waiting barges and trucks, in the process polluting  farm lands and water bodies.

“We are very disappointed that oil thieves are still at work, Attah said.

He added, “This is why we call for concerted efforts to help stop this criminal activity, which not only puts the lives of the perpetrators and the public at risk, but causes severe environmental impact and impacts the communities in the areas. It also wastes badly needed revenue to finance development even in the same areas in which the activities are taking place.”

Attah also revealed that the company was examining ways to bring third part verification to the oil spill investigation process, in order to bring further transparency to the assessment of causes and volumes.

To stem the tide, he said the company was deploying new technologies to ensure that new pipelines were buried deeper to prevent vandals from having access to them. He explained that the deployment of surveillance contract would be maintained to safeguard the existing pipelines.

He said Shell believed in multi stakeholders approach to the worrisome problem, noting however that until sabotage and crude theft spills were stopped or at least curbed, the vast majority of oil spills would continue to impact the environment.

“Nobody else operating in the Niger Delta comes close to this level of transparency. But regardless of how well we run our operations, until sabotage and crude theft spills are stopped or curbed, the vast majority of oil spills will continue to blight large swathes of land and pollute rivers and farm lands”, he said.

He attributed the cause of oil theft to unemployment and poverty, but noted however that these were no excuse for indulging in such sordid acts.

Conclusion

In its August 2011 report, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) accused Shell and other oil firms of systematically contaminating a 1,000 sq. km (386 sq. mile) area of Ogoniland, in the Niger Delta, with disastrous consequences for human health and wildlife.

The report said the devastating oil<http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/oil> spills in the oil-rich region over the past five decades would cost $1bn to rectify and take up to 30 years to clean up.

Shell has however maintained that more than 75 percent of all oil spill incidents and more than 70 percent of all oil spilled from the its facilities in the Niger Delta between 2006 and 2010 were caused by sabotage, theft and illegal refining. Since January 1, this year the company has been publishing data on every spill on the web, this according to it was to further demonstrate the robustness of its oil spill response process.

Only last week, spokesman of the Joint Task Force, Lieutenant Colonel Timothy Antigha, announced that a ship laden with 5,000 tonnes of stolen oil and 30 barges, with unspecified quantities of crude and illegally refined oil were impounded in Bayelsa State. Given the recent upsurge of crude oil theft and activities of these illegal refiners in the country, one can conclude without mincing words that these are some of the causes of oil spills that severely impact our environment.

The recent conviction of Seven Nigerians and two Ghanaians by the anti-graft agency, the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) has been described as a welcomed development, which will go a long way to stem the tide. Unemployment and poverty have been identified as some of the reasons behind oil thefts; much as these are no excuse for indulging in such sordid acts, stakeholders urge that government should create jobs for school leavers because an idle man, they say is the devil’s messenger. Also, the security agencies should be alive to their responsibilities by ensuring that those behind these dastardly acts are arrested and brought to book to serve as a deterrent to others.
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Vanguard (Nigeria): Ogoni protest non-implementation of UNEP report
8 November 2011

Port Harcourt- Hundreds of Ogoni people, Monday, marched round major roads in Port Harcourt, Rivers State, protesting the failure of Federal Government to take any concrete measure to address the challenges identified by the United Nations Environmental Programme, UNEP, report on Ogoniland three months after the government received the report.

President, Movement for the Survival of Ogoni People, MOSOP, Mr. Ledum Mitee, who led the protesters to Rivers State Government House, presented a letter from the Ogoni body to Governor Chibuike Amaechi for onward transmission to President Goodluck Jonathan.

Ledum said it was disturbing to note that three months after the Federal Government received the UNEP’s report, it was yet to take any concrete step to address the life-threatening issues identified by the report.

Noting that it was the height of insensitivity on the part of government, MOSOP called on government and oil firms to tackle the problems brought about by oil exploration in the area.

Mitee said: “It has been three months since the report was submitted to the Presidency with details that demanded immediate action. Since then, we had been told of high level meetings and the formation of inter-ministerial committees. Yet Ogoni people have not heard from Federal Govern-ment on the report.”
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PM News (Nigeria): UNEP REPORT: Rivers Pledge Support For Ogoni
7 November 2011

Ogoni people of Rivers State today, trooped out in their thousands in a peaceful public protest ending up at Government House, Port Harcourt, over the non-implementation of the United Nations Environmental Programme Report on Ogoniland.

Ogonis under the aegis of Movement for the Survival of Ogoni People, MOSOP, were received at the Government House by the Deputy Governor, Mr. Tele Ikuru.

Stating the position of the state Government on behalf Governor Chibuike Amaechi, Ikuru pledged  support to the people of Ogoni in their quest for a speedy implementation of the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) report on environmental remediation for Ogoni land.

MOSOP was led by its President, Ledum Mitee to the Government House Port.

Ikuru, who received the protesters, stated that the issue requires immediate action as it has to do with the Ogoni Clean-Up; and called on the Federal Government to give the report the required attention.

“The situation which the Ogoni man lives is such that several people will continue to die of illnesses some of it you cannot fathom. We are waiting and hoping that the federal government and its agencies will put this at the front burner,” he said.

Ikuru however revealed that consultations have begun talks  with Shell Petroleum Development Company (SPDC) and the Federal Government to provide interim measures, while a lasting solution is being worked out.

“We have started distributing treated water in tankers to the affected areas, where UNEP reported heavy presence of benzene in their drinking water. But the permanent solution would not only be to ensure that the Ogoni people have good water to drink. What about their livelihood; what about their land? So many things are indeed contaminated.”

Ikuru commended the people for the peaceful protest, while giving them the state government’s assurance to deliver their protest letter to the President and expressed hope of immediate action.

Earlier, MOSOP President, Ledum Mitee stated that the protest had become necessary due to the delay in implementation of the UNEP report, including failure by the Inter-Ministerial Committee set up by the government to evolve measures to address the matter.

“We want to know, who are those people in the Federal Government who are delaying these issues?”

Mitee lamented the poor living conditions in most affected communities, blaming it on the long years of oil exploitation and neglect, which he explained is why MOSOP has dragged Shell to court in the United Kingdom and the United States of America to seek redress over the situation.

He however commended the Rivers State Government and the National Assembly for their efforts in addressing the Ogoni issue, while revealing that the group will on November 10 commemorate the 17th anniversary of the death of Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight other Ogonis who were executed by the military government in 1995.
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ABC (USA): Leaner, cleaner, better: so where's Australia?
8 November 2011

Our neighbours are doing it leaner, cleaner and better than us. If we don't watch out, Australia could become the dinosaur of the region's economies

AUSTRALIA REMAINS THE the lucky country within the Asia Pacific region however changes in the industries and economies of this region mean Australia may be left behind within just a few decades.

A new CSIRO report Resource Efficiency: Economics and Outlook for Asia and the Pacific, commissioned by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), for the first time provides comprehensive information on the use of natural resources - materials, energy, water and land - in economic activities for the Asia Pacific region and each of its countries.

Using innovative techniques, which model the physical economy of each country across the region, the report outlines the status of current and future natural resource use. The aim is to increase the material standard of living of all people through continued economic growth but not at the expense of natural resources.

For Australia, this report provides new information on natural resource use set in the context of the bigger picture of the Asia Pacific region. It shows that use of materials in Australia has expanded rapidly and we currently maintain our status as a major exporter.

Our use of materials is now five times the global average: in 1970 we used 25 tonnes per capita in 1970 to undertake our economic activities, but in 2005 this had increased to 45 tonnes per capita. This growth isn't driven by population growth but by a population hooked on consumption. To a small degree this has been tempered by new technology.

Despite this increase in demand and use of natural resources we have not become any smarter at resource efficiency, having failed to make any investment in resource efficiency since the 1970s. Our economic growth has continued simply because we are still able to export primary resources such as iron, coal and wheat that the other countries are still demanding.

Australia remains one of the most important exporters of primary materials to the rest of the world: in 1970 it exported 5 tonnes per capita and by 2005 this had increased to over 25 tonnes per capita.

However, while Australia has become lethargic in terms of our our efficiency there have been substantial and escalating changes occurring in the Asia Pacific region - currently the most dynamic region in the world.

Asia and the Pacific has become the largest user of materials globally. In 2005 it consumed more than 30 billion tonnes of materials and this will grow to 80 billion tonnes by 2050 if material use remains unchecked. Its use of energy and production of waste and emissions has also escalated.

In the future, the region will still need the traditional industrial resources currently provided by Australia to underpin its prosperity, such as coal and iron ore, but alternatives to these will become more attractive as these traditional resources become more expensive and difficult to source.

This sets the scene for radical changes in industrial development over the next 20 to 30 years.

Many countries in Asia and the Pacific are recognising that change is needed. They have new policies to encourage sustainable consumption and production and reducing, reusing and recycling of materials and energy. These policies aim to encourage advanced technologies and also changes in lifestyles of high-income consumers.

The future growth dynamic of Asia and the Pacific means that Australia's export opportunities of traditional industrial materials (such as coal, iron ore and wheat) will continue at least in the relative short term of two or so decades. However, as the region invests in alternative industrial development, Australia needs to think carefully how to remain competitive as the broader region moves to a low carbon economy.

As a knowledge-based economy, Australia has opportunities to develop alternative technologies for energy, food, housing, transport and mobility that would allow new markets in the wider Asia Pacific region.

But to do this Australia has to recognise and be ready to supply new products and services for a future green economy in the broader region.
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Eco Seed: UN report says employee engagement is key to hitting environmental targets but needs top management support
7 November 2011

Environmental charity Global Action Plan has contributed to a new report ‘Making Environmental Employee Engagement Happen:’ which emphasises the importance of employee engagement to achieving environmental targets. The report has been published this week by the United Nations Environment Programme Financial Initiative, (UNEP FI,) and reveals the views of leading financial institutions around the world such as Standard Chartered Bank, Citigroup and The Bank of Tokyo-Mitsubishi.

The report shows that 69% of financial institutions asked see employee engagement as a valuable tool to improve environmental performance and 94% already promote it.

Support from top management is number one on the report’s list of success factors for employee engagement programmes. With management buy-in, employee participation in environmental initiatives increases (one third party study shows an increase from 34% to 58%*) and there’s a higher chance of sustainability being integrated with overall business strategy, which also boosts value.

Head of Business at Global Action Plan, Amy Wilson, was acknowledged in the report and adds:

“This report substantiates what we know from our 18 years of experience in employee engagement. Getting buy-in and participation from senior management shows employees that the business is committed to sustainability issues, and reinforces the message that employees can make a difference.”

The UNEP FI report recommends Five Success Factors for effective environmental employee engagement:

1) Support from top management

2) Clearly linking activity with day to day job

3) Involving employees in project development enhances ownerships and levels of participation

4) Incorporating a competitive element is effective and relatively low cost

5) Communicating action and encouraging involvement.

* 19 Ramus and Steger, 'The Roles of Supervisory Support Behaviours and Environmental Policy in Employee ‘Ecoinitiatives’ at Leading-Edge European Companies in Rakowski, Employees engage creatively in environmental initiatives in supportive organizations.
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Fox News (USA): Remembering Wangari Maathai – A Global Treasure

7 November 2011

Last month, ovarian cancer claimed another dynamic woman, 71 year-old social activist, ecologist and Nobel Laureate, Wangari Maathai.

Born in 1940 in Nyeri, Kenya, Maathai attended school during a time when few Kenyan girls were educated. Although hardly known in the U.S., Maathai received a master’s degree in biology from the University of Pittsburgh before returning to Kenya where she earned her Ph.D. – a first for an Eastern African woman – from the University of Nairobi and began advocating for women’s rights and environmental conservation.

To call Wangari Maathai an over-achiever would be an understatement. Defined by words like visionary, trailblazer, courageous humanitarian and conservationist, Dr. Maathai leaves behind an illustrious and inspiring legacy.

In 1972, Professor Maathai created the United Nations Environment Programme (Unep). Always devoted to her homeland, Maathai also founded the Green Belt Movement in 1977 and began a crusade against African deforestation that resulted in the planting of 45 million trees throughout Kenya.

By the early 1990s, Maathai’s influence, popularity and pro-democracy activities made her the target of the Kenya’s oppressive and corrupt government. Beaten, jailed and the subject of government inspired smear campaigns by the media, Maathai endured years of intimidation and false accusations. Her name was even included on an assassination “hit list” along with other activists.

Despite the threats and daunting obstacles one can only imagine what a Kenyan woman would endure in a male-dominated society; Maathai remained a strong willed, tireless advocate. An admirer of Dr. Martin Luther King’s nonviolent civil rights movement she was also a consummate optimist. She is credited for changing the lives of tens of thousands of women in her homeland and was a force to be reckoned with when it came to human rights, equality and the environment.

Following an unsuccessful presidential campaign, Maathai helped create the Mazingira Party – which means environment in Kiswahili – and eventually won a seat in Kenya’s Parliament in 2002 where she continued to advocate on the issues that brought her international recognition and respect.

Wangari Maathai was an exceptional woman of perseverance, courage and conscience. Her contribution to humanity and the environment was deemed so extraordinary she became the first black African woman to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004 for her “contribution to sustainable development, democracy and peace.”

Maathai’s inspirational memoir, Unbowed, chronicles her remarkable journey and the many challenges she endured in bringing change to the people and the country she loved so much.

I met Wangari on a few occasions. She had the most indelible smile. I will always remember "that" smile, optimism and enduring beautiful spirit.

Africa has lost a rare treasure. But Maathai’s life work will undoubtedly live on, inspiring generations of visionaries willing to challenge authority and fight for a better, sustainable future.
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Other Environment News
UN News Centre: Pacific Rim nations prepare for UN-backed tsunami preparedness test
4 November 2011

Some 30 Pacific Rim countries are to take part next week in a United Nations-backed tsunami warning exercise to improve their ability to respond to an alert and enhance regional coordination in the event of a disaster.

Most tsunamis occur in the Pacific Ocean and connected seas, according to the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Three tsunamis have struck that region recently – Samoa in 2009, Chile in 2010 and Japan in 2011.

The test scheduled for 9 and 10 November, known as PacWave11, is organized under the aegis of UNESCO’s Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission and will be carried out in two phases.

In its first phase, the exercise will consist of nine different scenarios to allow each participating country to respond to a regional or local source tsunami based on powerful earthquake events generated off the shores of the Philippines, Vanuatu, Tonga, Ecuador, Central America or Japan’s Ryukyu Islands.In its first phase, the exercise will consist of nine different scenarios to allow each participating country to respond to a regional or local source tsunami based on powerful earthquake events generated off the shores of the Philippines, Vanuatu, Tonga, Ecuador, Central America or Japan’s Ryukyu Islands.

Countries engaged in the test will choose one of these scenarios and opt for a region or local event to which they would have to react.

In the second phase, which will be carried out simultaneously after receipt of warning messages, the authorities will test all the necessary steps to respond to a warning prior to alerting the public.

Simulated warnings will be sent out to national focal points by the Northwest Pacific Tsunami Advisory Centre (Japan), the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center (United States) and the West Coast/Alaska Tsunami Warning Center (US).

The Commission set up the International Coordination Group for the Tsunami Warning System in the Pacific in 1965, following the major tsunami of 1960 that hit the coast of Chile and claimed close to 5,000 lives.

The purpose of the Group is to coordinate the ongoing development and enhancement of the Pacific Tsunami Warning Systems and to promote the establishment of national risk assessments, alert and response programmes.
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UN News Centre: UN stresses role of insurance in preparing for major disasters
3 November 2011

Insurance against damage to property can boost people’s resilience in the event of disasters, the United Nations office on disaster risk reduction has stressed, pointing out that only nine per cent of building owners affected by the last month’s earthquake in Turkey had insured them.

“Insurance is not a panacea, but it helps individuals cope after suffering losses from a big earthquake or storm,” said Andrew Maskrey, lead author of Global Assessment Report for Disaster Risk Reduction, issued by the UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR).

“However, if countries don’t invest in disaster risk reduction then insurance will not be affordable,” he said in an UNISDR article published yesterday on the importance of insurance in disaster preparedness.

    Insurance could play a key part of any society’s ability to function in the face of extreme catastrophe.

According to Turkey’s main earthquake insurance authority, limited awareness, low incomes and lax enforcement are the reasons why most of those affected by the quake in the country’s southeast on 23 October had no insurance for their homes and other buildings. The 7.2-magnitude quake killed more than 600 people and injured 4,000 others.

UNISDR cited the estimates of risk modelling firms which show that as a result of the low levels of insurance in Turkey, claims related to the earthquake will be worth some $170 million, compared to the $12 billion that insurance companies paid out after the earthquake in New Zealand in February, and $22 billion in claims following the quake and tsunami in Japan in March.

In rural Africa, where entire food crops are often destroyed by droughts or floods, insurance could play a strong role in helping people recover, but insurance awareness remains extremely low in the continent.

“Insurance could play a key part of any society’s ability to function in the face of extreme catastrophe,” said Tricia Holly Davis, the Director of Commercial Sustainability at Willis Re/Willis Research Network, a member of UNISDR’s private sector advisory group. “But how do you explain insurance to a society that has never used it?”

Ms. Davis said governments had a role to play in boosting community resilience through insurance.

“There needs to be a lot more understanding about the level of responsibility and resources that governments have,” she said. “How do you get governments to budget for disaster risk reduction in national allocation plans? And as part of that, what role does insurance play? Through the UN platform we are able to have conversations with governments, to understand them better and, in turn, to help inform policy.”
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SciDev.net: Scientists unite to put drylands on Rio+20 agenda
7 November 2011

Scientists and policymakers from Africa, Argentina, Brazil, and France have called for better scientific cooperation and capacity building in the drylands with an eye on putting the drylands agenda on the UN Rio+20 summit agenda next year.

Participants at the Fight Against Desertification in Africa conference in Niger (24–25 October) invited world leaders who will take part in the UN Conference on Sustainable Development, Rio+20, in June 2012, to make creative decisions to promote sustainable development in dryland areas — home to up to two billion people.

The 'Declaration of Niamey' adopted at the conference aims to put dryland issues on the Rio+20 agenda, Tahirou Amadou, the spokesperson for the French institute for research and development (IRD) in Niger, told SciDev.Net. He said that the declaration will feed into the preparatory meetings for the summit.

The declaration recommends policies that would ensure the greening of the economy through sustainable development, including enhanced use of renewable energy.

"Efforts to improve scientific cooperation devoted to the drylands should be promoted at all levels," it says, highlighting the need for interdisciplinary research — in the fields of desertification, drought and land degradation — which takes into account social, economic and environmental issues.

This could be achieved by developing local research initiatives and regional centres of excellence, building new networks and observatories, better sharing of scientific data and its use by policymakers.

Research activities should help build local expertise, the declaration says, and not be restricted to producing scientific publications but also have outputs that could be used directly by policymakers and other stakeholders.

The declaration also calls for more South–South and tripartite cooperation; better governance that would use traditional knowledge and empower local populations while reinforcing regional cooperation; and better communication among scientists, policymakers, industry and civil groups, as well as new strategies to better monitor actions against desertification.

Koffi Clément, a lecturer in the department of biodiversity at Abobo-Adjamé University, Côte d'Ivoire, said that the declaration is a strong signal to scientists, policymakers and institutions.

"We hope that the recommendations will be applied for real effectiveness in the fight against desertification in Africa," said Clément.

Esther Bemerguy de Albuquerque, secretary of the Council of Economic and Social Development, Brazil, who attended the conference, said: "There is great interest in Brazil in this coalition, because [drylands] represent 11 per cent of Brazilian territory.

"We hope the recommendations of the declaration serve as a basis for discussions at the Rio+20 summit to renew global understanding about goals and strategies to give impetus to international efforts to combat desertification, land degradation and the effects of drought in the perspective of sustainable development."

Earlier this year, Qatar launched the Global Dry Land Alliance, which would enable member states to pool their research efforts to strengthen food security in arid countries.

The Niamey conference was organised by the African Union, the Pan African Agency of the Great Green Wall, in collaboration with France's Institute of Research for Development ,and Brazil's Centre for Strategic Studies and Management. The latter two have included the declaration recommendations in their submissions to the Rio+20 summit draft document.
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Guardian (UK): Rio Earth Summit postponed after clash with Queen's diamond jubilee
7 November 2011

Brazil has postponed the biggest environmental summit in 20 years to avoid a clash with the Queen's diamond jubilee.

The Rio+20 summit was scheduled for 4-6 June but has been moved to 20-22 June to avoid jeopardising the attendance of 54 Commonwealth leaders, including David Cameron. But Cameron, who said last month that he would not attend, is still not planning to attend, Downing Street said on Monday, despite his pledge to lead the "greenest government ever".

Instead, the environment secretary, Caroline Spelman, will be leading the negotiations, a Downing Street spokesman said.

Though Brazil has not officially confirmed the date change, president Dilma Rousseff indicated at the G20 meeting in Cannes on Friday that the summit would be postponed. Asian governments also asked for the new date following the next G20 summit which is to be held 18-19 June in Mexico. The Guardian understands European governments are already working to the new dates.

Rio+20 will mark 20 years since the original Rio Earth Summit of 1992 and is seen as a chance to renew political commitment for sustainable development and greening the economy. A report by MPs last month called on Cameron to "lead by example" and attend the summit.

Green groups and Labour accused Cameron of failing to show leadership.

Caroline Flint, shadow secretary of state for energy and climate change said: "What a sad turn of events that David Cameron, who would hug a huskie for a press stunt just a few years, has now cold-shouldered the biggest environmental conference for 20 years. Cameron has already shown he is out of touch with the public on energy prices; out of touch on tackling abuse and power of the energy giants; and out of touch on investing in green jobs and growth. Now he is determined to avoid any leadership at all on tackling climate change."

Margaret Ounsley, head of public affairs at WWF-UK, said: "Now it has been confirmed that the Earth summit is being moved specifically to accommodate the Commonwealth heads of government we would hope that the prime minister can find time in his busy schedule to attend the Rio summit. Managing the Earth's resources in a way that ensures that there is something left for future generations is still one of the greatest challenges facing humanity. It would begin to sound like he was making excuses if he were still unable to go." The then prime minister John Major attended the original Rio summit in 1992, despite IRA bombings in London, WWF have noted.

Joan Walley, chairwoman of the environmental audit committee, said: "The Rio+20 Earth summit is a vital chance for world leaders to take action to avert a global environmental crisis. But the financial situation means that minds will be focused elsewhere and there is a danger that business-as-usual may end up carrying the day. The prime minister should lead by example. He could make a big difference by demonstrating his commitment to Rio+20 and letting other world leaders know that he will personally be attending."
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BBC (UK): Lancashire beaches fail Defra bathing quality standards
8 November 2011

Lancashire has six of the 10 worst bathing beaches in England and Wales, according to the Department for the Environment and Rural Affairs (Defra).

Blackpool's central and south beaches, St Anne's North, St Anne's Pier, Heysham Half Moon Bay and Fleetwood, all failed to meet the standard for water bathing quality.

The beaches were among 502 tested by Defra and Welsh government researchers.

Local authorities have blamed storm spills for contaminating the coast.

'Heavy rainfall'

The Fylde Peninsula Water Management Group, which includes representatives from Blackpool Council, Lancashire County Council, Fylde Borough Council, Wyre Borough Council, United Utilities and the Environment Agency, has been set up to improve beach quality.

A spokesman said: "People need to be aware that our bathing waters are tested 20 times throughout the summer and the only failings have been on the occasions listed, which means for the vast majority of the time they do meet the standards.

"In some cases, when the water samples failed the tests, there had been heavy rainfall four days prior to sampling, which led to storm spills from United Utilities near the River Ribble.

"Both Bispham and Cleveleys did pass all mandatory tests.

"We are taking the findings of this report very seriously and are committed to looking at the reasons for failure and taking appropriate action."

The other beaches which failed to meet the standard are Walpole Bay, Margate, Ilfracombe Capstone and Combe Martin.
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Montreal Gazette (Canada): Kent criticized over second review of huge B.C. mine proposal

7 November 2011

Environment Minister Peter Kent triggered a chorus of criticism Monday by announcing a new environmental review of Taseko Mines Ltd.'s $1.5-billion "New Prosperity" gold and copper mine in British Columbia's central interior.

"Our government always balances environmental concerns with Canadians' top priority — jobs and the economy," Kent said in a statement. "This environmental assessment will look at new aspects of the proposal while incorporating the analysis from the previous process."

The Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency, which a year ago ruled that a previous Taseko proposal would adversely affect both the environment and native land claims in the area, will establish a panel to look at the company's new plan.

Kent has given agency a year to complete the process, which will include public hearings.

The panel "will thoroughly assess whether the proposal addresses the environmental effects identified in the environmental assessment of the original Prosperity project," the agency said in a news release.

The Harper government accepted last year a CEAA panel review which turned down Taseko's proposal to drain the trout-rich Fish Lake, about 125 kilometres southwest of Williams Lake, to use it as a tailings storage area.

The company has come back with a proposal to spend an additional $300 million to build a tailings facility two kilometres upstream from Fish Lake, though critics say it's essentially the same proposal that was considered unacceptable by both the company and the panel.

The New Democratic Party, affected native groups and environmental organizations denounced Monday's announcement.

The provincial NDP said pushing through a mining project over the objections of First Nations "will create an atmosphere of distrust and conflict" that will increase uncertainty in the province.

"If we want to do business on the land base we need to build a strong relationship of trust and partnership with First Nations," said NDP mining critic Doug Donaldson.

Federal NDP fisheries critic Fin Donnelly said the new panel is a waste of time and tax dollars.

"The previous environmental assessment clearly indicated this project would have major impacts on the environment and local First Nations," Donnelly said.

The Tsilhqot'in First Nation issued a statement expressing "anger, frustration, bewilderment and disappointment," though the release also expressed some relief that a full panel process is being created to ensure public input.

"At least the minister of the environment recognizes these must be addressed through a public review panel that ensures full transparency and accountability," said Tsilhqot'in National Government Tribal Chair Chief Joe Alphonse.

Taseko vice-president Brian Battison, whose testimony at the previous panel in 2010 has been used to try to discredit the new plan, didn't immediately return emails or a phone call.

The original proposal would have drained Fish Lake, which according to the Sierra Club of B.C. is home to an estimated 80,000 rainbow trout and was once featured on a B.C. tourism brochure.

But the Sierra Club said the new proposal will surround the lake with an open pit mine, rendering the area unusable for up to 33 years.

"This repackaged proposal would be even more environmentally destructive than the original proposal, according to Taseko's own statements," said Sierra Club BC executive director George Heyman.

"There is something seriously wrong with our assessment process when a company like Taseko can simply re-submit a mining proposal after it has been soundly rejected."

Marilyn Baptiste, chief of the Xeni Gwet'in band of the Tsilhqot'in First Nation, said Monday she believes politics influenced the decision.

Both Prime Minister Stephen Harper and B.C. Premier Christy Clark have promoted mining as a way for Canada to defy the global economic downdraft.

Taseko's lobbyists have met with senior federal officials to stress the benefits outlined in a company report arguing that the mine would generate thousands of jobs and increase federal and B.C. government tax revenues by almost $10 billion between the 2013 construction launch to its 2036 mine closure.

And company officials say Taseko will take steps to mitigate the risk posed by the newly-located tailings pond, to be located about two kilometres upstream from Fish Lake.

Critics have cited testimony from the CEAA hearings last March that included Battison's declaration that the original proposal to drain Fish Lake, which was ultimately rejected by the agency, was the only possible option.

"Developing Prosperity means draining Fish Lake. We wish it were otherwise," Battison told the panel hearing in 2010.

"We searched hard for a different way, a way to retain the lake and have the mine. But there is no viable alternative. The lake and the deposit sit side by side. It is not possible to have one without the loss of the other."

They also cite the CEAA report which said the panel agrees with observations by both the company and Environment Canada that the option to have the tailings pond upstream from Fish Lake "would result in greater long-term environmental risk than the preferred alternative."
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Times of India (India): Celebrities pressure China over pollution gauge
8 November 2011

Several Chinese celebrities have joined an online campaign aimed at pressuring the government into improving the way it measures air pollution, as residents increasingly worry about their health.

The campaign comes as locals in Beijing -- one of the world's most polluted cities -- have started to question a discrepancy between US embassy readings of air pollution in the capital and official data that is often milder.

Real estate tycoon Pan Shiyi initiated the drive at the weekend, calling on netizens to vote on whether authorities should start using a system that measures levels of tiny air particles, considered most dangerous to the health.

Pan posted the vote on his Twitter-like Sina Weibo account -- followed by more than 7.4 million people -- and it was reposted by other celebrities including Lee Kai-Fu, former head of Google China, and Yao Chen, an actress.

"Encourage more people to participate and protect the environment that we live in," wrote Ren Zhiqiang, another Chinese property mogul, who also reposted the voting call on his microblog.

More than 37,700 netizens have voted so far, with 92 percent saying the government should introduce a so-called PM2.5 standard this year, which measures particles under 2.5 micrometres in size.

Pan said he would collect the vote results and send them to China's Ministry of Environmental Protection to pressure authorities into changing their pollution data.

Particulate matter, or PM, is a type of pollution that floats in the air.

China currently uses PM10 as a measurement -- or particulate matter under 10 micrometres. But scientists say Beijing's pollution is mostly caused by fine particles under 2.5 micrometres, which the US embassy uses for its readings.

PM2.5 are widely seen to be more dangerous for the health, as they can pass through smaller airways and penetrate deeper into the lungs.

The different gauges often create a data discrepancy. When smog blanketed Beijing on October 30, for instance, the embassy's readings rated Beijing's air as "hazardous" while official measurements said the pollution was "slight."

As such, Beijing authorities have been accused of massively underestimating pollution in the Chinese capital, and a growing number of local residents are turning to the American figures rather than the official ones.

The Beijing Municipal Environmental Protection Bureau has pledged to improve the way it measures air quality, adding it is capable of monitoring smaller particles but that no timetable had been set for the release of these figures.
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Sydney Morning Herald (Australia): Climate groups welcome carbon tax
8 November 2011

Climate action groups have hailed Parliament's approval of a carbon tax while warning it is just a first step.

"At last we can begin the long game of catch-up towards more progressive international players on reducing our carbon emissions," Greenpeace spokesman Dae Levin said shortly after watching government legislation clear the Senate today.

While the vote was important, Ms Levin said it was critical not to lose sight of what still needed to be done to protect the community from polluting industries.

"This is really just a first step," she said.

Greenpeace is urging the government to drop the $12 billion worth of subsidies provided to the fossil fuel industry.

The Australian Conservation Foundation said the new laws would make the big polluters pay.

"Industries that do want to contribute to creating a cleaner and healthier future for our children and grandchildren now have a financial incentive to find new, cleaner ways to do business," foundation chief executive Don Henry said in a statement.

But NSW Business Chamber chief executive Stephen Cartwright said the federal government had "ignored the pleas of Australian businesses".

It has also placed them at a competitive disadvantage in the global economy with its "go alone approach".

"We called for the government to 'go low, and start slow' but it has chosen to start with a carbon price twice as high as Europe," Mr Cartwright said in a statement.

"Now that the government has locked us into a carbon-taxed economy, the pressure will be on the Prime Minister to secure a global and fair agreement on pricing carbon emissions."

If the government isn't able to achieve this, it should rescind the carbon tax, Mr Cartwright added.

"The notion that Australia, as one of the smallest carbon emitters, can be the leader on this issue is foolhardy and unrealistic."

The Australian Solar Energy Society said today's vote was a major step forward for the renewable energy industry.

"We are finally penalising pollution and rewarding clean energy," chief executive John Grimes said in a statement.

"This will deliver substantial investment in solar power and position Australia as a solar nation."

The Investor Group on Climate Change, comprising industry superannuation organisations with $700 billion in funds under management, said the legislation would provide greater regulatory certainty and investment opportunity.

"Passage of these bills will provide a platform for future investment in renewable energy and low-carbon technologies," chief executive Nathan Fabian said.

"It is in the interests of investors that it remain in place to maintain a certain regulatory environment."

OxFam Australia said the federal government had taken a first step in helping the nation catch up to others on tacking climate change.

"The passage of this legislation is a historic shift in direction for Australia that will help build trust with other countries and momentum towards the critical United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change negotiations in Durban, South Africa, later this month," executive director Andrew Hewett said in a statement.

Master Builders Australia, the peak body for the building and construction industry, said new house prices would rise by at least $5000 as costs increase as a result of the tax.

"The new tax could not come at a worse time - there is a serious undersupply of new housing, and households and new home buyers are struggling with worsening housing affordability and increased cost of living pressures," chief executive Wilhelm Harnisch said.

"The now legislated carbon tax will only put them under more housing and cost of living stress."

The Australian Geothermal Energy Association said the legislation would boost the industry.

"The carbon pricing framework and clean energy fund will hasten the development of geothermal energy projects here in Australia," chief executive Susan Jeanes said.

"Geothermal energy is the great hope for the future supply of low cost, emissions free, baseload energy around the world over the coming decades and beyond."

But the National Farmers' Federation was disappointed, fearing the carbon tax would add costs to the farming business.

"We know farmers are going to shoulder the burden of additional input costs, in some cases up to $10,000 per annum, and we still have real concerns about processing sector costs being passed back to farmers," president Jock Laurie said.

"Our domestic agricultural industry competes on an international playing field - one that is no longer even when it comes to carbon."

Clean energy sources will be able to compete on a level playing field with emissions-intensive sources with the passage of the tax, the Clean Energy Council said.

The peak body representing Australia's clean energy sector said Australia was now doing its part to tackle the threat of climate change.

"Our industry has been calling for the right policy environment and a carbon price is a crucial part of that," council chief executive Matthew Warren said.

"The establishment of the Australian Renewable Energy Agency and the $10 billion Clean Energy Finance Corporation will give emerging technologies the boost they need to prove their potential as mainstream energy sources.

"The clean energy sector is poised to unlock billions of dollars in investment that will provide employment for tens of thousands of people."

The peak energy efficiency body says the legislation will save Australian homes and businesses over $5 billion a year.

"A carbon price will actually help businesses, by giving them the certainty they need to invest in changes that are long overdue," Energy Efficiency Council chief executive Rob Murray-Leach said.

"Many homes and businesses have opportunities to cut their energy use by 30 per cent or more."

Australian Solar Energy Society's Mr Grimes later said the industry had been watching the debate with trepidation.

He called on the government to take the next step in the debate bring forward draft laws to establish "the Clean Energy Finance Corporation" and start the process to "supercharge solar".
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Jerusalem Post (Israel): Energy experts dispute developing nuclear energy in Israel
8 November 2011

While many energy experts and environmental advocates warned that the use of nuclear energy in Israel could prove disastrous, others advocated its implementation as a tool for producing clean electricity and securing energy independence during a forum held in Jerusalem on Monday.

The group of experts spoke on a panel called “Nuclear Energy in Israel – Chance or Risk?” at the Society for the Protection of Nature’s Jerusalem Environment and Nature Conference at the International Convention Center in Binyanei Hauma.

To many, the potential dangers that a nuclear plant may pose in the face of disaster – as seen in Japan – outweighed the potential advantages that might accompany such a facility. But others saw nuclear energy as a much cleaner alternative to coal, and a necessary supplement to natural gas and renewables.

“There would’ve been exposure to the same disaster even if it was a regular coal-based plant,” said Dr. Stilian Gelberg, of the Environmental Protection Ministry’s radiation department, about the Japanese crisis.

Gelberg, who acknowledged that most of the public opposes the use of nuclear energy, reminded the audience that an average Israeli families uses about 600 kilograms of coal monthly for electricity, an energy source that causes much more pollution than nuclear energy.

While it’s preferable to be safe than sorry by building certain a certain type of small underground reactor that is closed and requires no maintenance, the government can ensure such safety, according to Gelberg, who emphasized that Israel’s neighbors will build reactors regardless of whether it decides to do the same.

At the same time, using varied energy sources is crucial, Gelberg stressed.

Dr. Amit Mor, CEO and energy specialist at the Eco Energy, agreed, noting that “coal is fading out” and most of Israel’s power plants are moving to natural gas.

But even a combination of Israel’s natural gas and renewable sources will probably not be sufficient eventually, according to Mor.

“We must consider the technologies and not just cancel them out of hysteria and remember that gas is also polluting,” he said. “It has strategic problems in the future – you have to take everything into consideration.”

“In the long run, natural and renewable energy, especially solar – while coal is fading out – will not be sufficient to lower Israel’s carbon dioxide and greenhouse- gas emissions,” Mor told The Jerusalem Post following the meeting. “Also, due to land constraints, the nuclear-energy option should be considered and the government should check the option of preparing the base for constructing such a plant during the 2030s.”

But others did not share this opinion.

“The problem is the nuclear waste, the uranium pools – it takes a decade to cool them down,” said Dr.

Shahar Dolev, of the Israel Energy Forum, who meanwhile did acknowledge how clean nuclear energy can be.

Ultimately, nuclear reactors will not provide the energy of the future, and within the next few years more will stop working than will be built – while it might take hundreds of thousands of years to eliminate the waste produced as a result, according to Dolev.

“We don’t want to leave our future generations these explosive gifts,” he said, noting that building the reactors is also getting more and more expensive.

“The materials will stay with us,” added Prof. Uri Marinov, of the Interdisciplinary Center Herzliya “The only thing we need is renewable energy.”

Japan’s encounter with disaster, argued Dr. Nissim Otmazgin of Hebrew University, has brought the East Asian country to veer away from nuclear development, something he thinks can be seen in a positive light, and perhaps a “model” for Israel.
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Climate action groups have hailed Parliament's approval of a carbon tax while warning it is just a first step.

"At last we can begin the long game of catch-up towards more progressive international players on reducing our carbon emissions," Greenpeace spokesman Dae Levin said shortly after watching government legislation clear the Senate today.

While the vote was important, Ms Levin said it was critical not to lose sight of what still needed to be done to protect the community from polluting industries.

"This is really just a first step," she said.

Greenpeace is urging the government to drop the $12 billion worth of subsidies provided to the fossil fuel industry.

The Australian Conservation Foundation said the new laws would make the big polluters pay.

"Industries that do want to contribute to creating a cleaner and healthier future for our children and grandchildren now have a financial incentive to find new, cleaner ways to do business," foundation chief executive Don Henry said in a statement.

But NSW Business Chamber chief executive Stephen Cartwright said the federal government had "ignored the pleas of Australian businesses".

It has also placed them at a competitive disadvantage in the global economy with its "go alone approach".

"We called for the government to 'go low, and start slow' but it has chosen to start with a carbon price twice as high as Europe," Mr Cartwright said in a statement.

"Now that the government has locked us into a carbon-taxed economy, the pressure will be on the Prime Minister to secure a global and fair agreement on pricing carbon emissions."

If the government isn't able to achieve this, it should rescind the carbon tax, Mr Cartwright added.

"The notion that Australia, as one of the smallest carbon emitters, can be the leader on this issue is foolhardy and unrealistic."

The Australian Solar Energy Society said today's vote was a major step forward for the renewable energy industry.

"We are finally penalising pollution and rewarding clean energy," chief executive John Grimes said in a statement.

"This will deliver substantial investment in solar power and position Australia as a solar nation."

The Investor Group on Climate Change, comprising industry superannuation organisations with $700 billion in funds under management, said the legislation would provide greater regulatory certainty and investment opportunity.

"Passage of these bills will provide a platform for future investment in renewable energy and low-carbon technologies," chief executive Nathan Fabian said.

"It is in the interests of investors that it remain in place to maintain a certain regulatory environment."

OxFam Australia said the federal government had taken a first step in helping the nation catch up to others on tacking climate change.

"The passage of this legislation is a historic shift in direction for Australia that will help build trust with other countries and momentum towards the critical United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change negotiations in Durban, South Africa, later this month," executive director Andrew Hewett said in a statement.

Master Builders Australia, the peak body for the building and construction industry, said new house prices would rise by at least $5000 as costs increase as a result of the tax.

"The new tax could not come at a worse time - there is a serious undersupply of new housing, and households and new home buyers are struggling with worsening housing affordability and increased cost of living pressures," chief executive Wilhelm Harnisch said.

"The now legislated carbon tax will only put them under more housing and cost of living stress."

The Australian Geothermal Energy Association said the legislation would boost the industry.

"The carbon pricing framework and clean energy fund will hasten the development of geothermal energy projects here in Australia," chief executive Susan Jeanes said.

"Geothermal energy is the great hope for the future supply of low cost, emissions free, baseload energy around the world over the coming decades and beyond."

But the National Farmers' Federation was disappointed, fearing the carbon tax would add costs to the farming business.

"We know farmers are going to shoulder the burden of additional input costs, in some cases up to $10,000 per annum, and we still have real concerns about processing sector costs being passed back to farmers," president Jock Laurie said.

"Our domestic agricultural industry competes on an international playing field - one that is no longer even when it comes to carbon."

Clean energy sources will be able to compete on a level playing field with emissions-intensive sources with the passage of the tax, the Clean Energy Council said.

The peak body representing Australia's clean energy sector said Australia was now doing its part to tackle the threat of climate change.

"Our industry has been calling for the right policy environment and a carbon price is a crucial part of that," council chief executive Matthew Warren said.

"The establishment of the Australian Renewable Energy Agency and the $10 billion Clean Energy Finance Corporation will give emerging technologies the boost they need to prove their potential as mainstream energy sources.

"The clean energy sector is poised to unlock billions of dollars in investment that will provide employment for tens of thousands of people."

The peak energy efficiency body says the legislation will save Australian homes and businesses over $5 billion a year.

"A carbon price will actually help businesses, by giving them the certainty they need to invest in changes that are long overdue," Energy Efficiency Council chief executive Rob Murray-Leach said.

"Many homes and businesses have opportunities to cut their energy use by 30 per cent or more."

Australian Solar Energy Society's Mr Grimes later said the industry had been watching the debate with trepidation.

He called on the government to take the next step in the debate bring forward draft laws to establish "the Clean Energy Finance Corporation" and start the process to "supercharge solar".

UNEP or UN in the News
Huffington Post: Human Development Index 2011: Warnings For The Future

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) published its annual Human Development Index on Wednesday, painting a grim picture of the prospects for millions of people in some of the world's poorest nations. 

The Human Development Index ranks countries based on development issues, progress and policies, the UNDP report explains. This year's study focuses on the connection between development, equity and environmental sustainability. The UNDP argues that global development will be unable to continue unless the world takes bold measures to battle inequality and environmental threats. Deforestation, soil erosion and rising food prices have disproportionally hit poor populations across the world, widening the gap between developed and underdeveloped countries. 

Tree Hugger: World Environment Day and an Interview with UNEP's Achim Steiner

Last week, Treehugger Writer Bonnie Hulkower interviewed Achim Steiner, Executive Director of the United Nation's Environmental Programme (UNEP). Steiner was unanimously elected to his position in 2006, and is in the middle of serving a four year term. Mr. Steiner has managed 1,000 people in 42 countries, and is especially known for building partnerships between the private and public sectors. Working at the grassroots level as well as at the highest levels of international policy-making to address the interface between environmental sustainability, social equity, and economic development, Steiner stresses the need for a more intelligent economic system that considers the GDP generated by nature. A recession, Steiner firmly believes, is precisely when we should be even more focused on combating climate change, and on creating an inclusive green economy.

Most recently, Steiner has been focusing attention on marine dead zones resulting from fertilizer use, and has been heralding the importance of drip irrigation, indigenous knowledge, agricultural biodiversity, and yes, the coral chomping parrotfish.

Treehugger gained insight on how living in five continents truly gives one a diverse and international perspective, and was impressed by Steinerâ€™s admonition that developed countries "should shoulder their full responsibility for having used the atmosphere as a dustbin for some 200 years.â€� Mr. Steiner also outlined suggestions for strategic government incentive programs, as well as a preview of the environmental topics he will be discussing on World Environment Day, June 5th.Treehugger (TH): You've lived many places--Brazil, Germany, 

the U.S., Vietnam, South Africa, and now Kenya. How has living in those 

diverse places shaped your vision for the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP)? How has it affected the way you run UNEP and ran the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)? 

Steiner: It has shown me that no one country and no one culture has a monopoly of creative and transformational ideas. Indeed the diversity of thinking, of approaching a challenge from a novel perspective, is one of humanity's strengths that we need to harness and harvest far more.

TH: Food is on many people's minds right now. A few months ago, you warned, "if our modern agricultural systems focus only on maximizing production at the lowest 

cost, agriculture will face a major crisis in 20 to 30 years time." How likely is this scenario? What are the best strategies to avert this danger? 

Steiner: The current food crisis is predominantly one about prices rather than about supply. However, there could be a knee-jerk reaction to simply accelerate and intensify the farming methods of the 20th century.

This is unlikely to serve us well in the 21st century on a planet of 6.7 billion, shortly rising to nine billion. Why? Because in many countries in the past 50 years or so the emphasis has been almost exclusively on hiking up production at the expense of all else.

For example, the emergence of marine 'dead zones'â€”deoxygenated areas of sea in which fish and other marine life-forms have either died or fledâ€”are in part linked with the misuse of artificial fertilizers.

We also seem to have lost the link between the importance of the natural world to crop and livestock production in the first place. Whether it be pollinators such as bees and bats or the beetles, worms and other humble life-forms that make soil fertile, we need to re-discover some fundamental and economically important truthsâ€”we need to re-discover an ecological balance.

Agriculture can also be needlessly wasteful. Around 80 percent of freshwater is used for irrigationâ€”simple techniques like drip irrigation could dramatically cut this use.

Simply clearing more and more land for food and feed crops, and ratcheting up artificial fertilizer and pesticide use, will in the end damage, degrade, and ultimately undercut the life support systems that make agriculture possible in the first place.

Delivering more sustainable and more intelligently managed agriculture is going to depend on the circumstances of each community and country. But we need to look across a whole suite of issues, from subsidies and international trade, right down to the role of women, and indigenous and traditional knowledge which, like agricultural biodiversity, is being rapidly eroded.

Fundamentally, we need to learn to work with the natural world rather than against it if we are to maintain, let alone boost, food supplies over the coming decades.

TH: You once wrote an article for Vanity Fair about parrotfish. How 

did you come to be fascinated by these fish and what can we learn from 

them? 

I learnt about parrotfish on a trip with my family to the Kenyan coast. I am not sure many people enjoying the white sandy beaches there make any connection to the parrotfish in the coastal waters. But these fish are the sand-makersâ€”chomping through coral heads and passing the sandy substrates to the shoreline via their business end.

Nor do the airlines, tour operators and resort companies make a link between conserving the parrot fish and the multi-million dollar holiday businesses they collectively enjoy.

So I chose the parrotfish as a symbol of how we often fail to grasp the real economic importance of the natural worldâ€”even quite lowly creatures have an often quite critical if overlooked role.

You can make the same analogy across so many of our natural or nature-based assets. A tropical forest is for some merely a collection of trees worth more as logs and timber exports.

Only now are we grasping their true value in terms of the way these forests manage and modulate the climate water supplies and soil stabilization. They are the fonts of genetic material that will underpin new businesses and technologies in the 21st century.

These trees absorb the carbon emissions of the developed countriesâ€”a service that might be worth billions of dollars a year, if only we factored them into a more intelligent economic system that included the GDP generated by nature, and not just GDP based on making cars and clothes, or TVs and microwaves.

TH: How do you encourage countries to fight climate change while the 

economic markets are in turmoil and the US is in a recession? 

Steiner: Sir Nicholas Stern, on behalf of the UK Treasury, recently published a report estimating that unchecked, climate change will be equivalent to losing at least 5% of global GDP each year, now and forever. In other words, a failure to act will lead to a significant disruption of the global economyâ€”the recessions of the past and the present will be as nothing to those of the future. Conversely, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), established by UNEP and the World Meteorological Organization, last year suggested that combating climate change may cost as little as 0.1 or 0.2 percent of global GDP a year over 30 yearsâ€”the bargain of the century.

TH: The US pro-business group World Growth says: "quick action 

on climate change would do more harm than good." You obviously don't 

believe this, but how do you counter the nay-sayers? 

Steiner: One of the biggest challenges in transforming the world towards a low carbon economy is the vested interests of some corporate players.

You only have to look at the humble light bulb. The old, massively energy inefficient bulb dates back almost two centuries. Suddenly, the compact fluorescent bulb is all the rage, and suddenly large corporations are switching production to the energy saving onesâ€”it is about taking the lids off the eyes and catalyzing momentum.

So there will be losersâ€”the businesses and companies who fail to see the writing on the wallâ€”and there will be winners: the businesses being less energy intensive and more resource efficient, and the ones who research and develop green products and services, who will thrive.

We are already glimpsing a Green Economyâ€”from the 300 financial institutions with $13 trillion of assets who are signatories to UNEP and the UN's Global Compact Principles for Responsible Investment, to the $160 billion boom in renewable energy transactions.

And it is not just in developed countries. Two of the biggest wind power companies are based in China and India respectively.

TH: You've said that businesses should spur governments to act on stopping global warming and that the private sector should show government the way forward? Why not the other way around? 

Steiner: Governments are essential. They have to set the legal, fiscal, and policy landscape in which business and consumers can act and make sane and sensible choices. But governments can often be handicapped by short term political agendas.

What can empower governments is a sense that a majority of the private sector and the public want changeâ€”so business has an important role to play in steeling political resolve and steadying the political hand.

TH: You've said that the environment can be the common agenda and a 

basis on which nations work together. Why didn't this happen in Bali? 

How can we get nations to work together better? How do we bring 

together rich and developing countries on how to reduce greenhouse 

gases? What role does UNEP have? 

Steiner: It did happen in Bali at the climate change convention meeting. Governments have agreed to a two years negotiation that should and must lead to a new climate agreement by the climate convention meeting in Copenhagen in late 2009.

It is critical however that developed countriesâ€”who are responsible for the lion's share of emissions historically and currentlyâ€”shoulder their full responsibility for having used the atmosphere as a dustbin for some 200 years.

That responsibility also includes finding ways and means of transferring climate friendly technologies and finance to developing economies, and also finding support for poorer and least developing economies to climate-proof their economies in the face of the climate change already underway.

UNEP is playing its part in trying to build that confidenceâ€”by trying to expose the scientific realities of climate change via the IPCC and other fora, but also by emphasizing the opportunities that can arise from making a transition to more sustainable practices, including the real possibility of new and more sustainable jobs.

We are also working closely with key sectors globally, such as the buildings and construction industry, and demonstrating novel and creative market mechanisms that overcome perhaps out-dated and prejudicial views.

TH: What has made you focus on examining the postal sector's carbon footprint? 

Steiner: There are some economic sectors that can make a disproportionate contribution to the climate change agenda. The world's post service is one such sector. According to conservative estimates, postal services worldwide employ over five million staff and use over 600,000 cars, vans, and trucks, and hundreds of aircraft, to deliver mail.

There are many other sectors too. There is increasing concern over emissions from shipping. Yet there may be perhaps less than a dozen big shipping companies responsible for perhaps 90 percent of the market.

TH: You've focused on not only the doom and gloom of the climate 

crisis, but also on the idea that climate change also holds a message 

that can empower people. How do you see this happening? What message 

does the UNEP have? 

Steiner: The science and reality of human-kind's impact on the planet, from over-harvesting of fish stocks to the rapid and rising loss of biodiversity, has become ever clearer over the past half century or so. The international community has responded, establishing bodies like UNEP, and treaties covering issues from the repair of the ozone layer to trade in hazardous wastes.

There are successes too--from cuts in pollution that causes acid rain in Europe and North America to global reductions in using ozone layer damaging chemicals. Yet the truth is that the overall scale of the response has failed to match the pace and magnitude of the challenge.

Climate change represents a challenge that recognizes no national boundaries or political outlook. It is a common challenge that touches every sector and every community on the globe. Yet, overcoming climate change also represents a real chance to do business differently on this planet, and a real opportunity to address a wide range of issues that remain unaddressed, including deforestation, and a suite of promises that remain unfulfilledâ€”not least including support for developing economies.

TH: Can you tell us more about the Climate Neutral Network that UNEP 

launched in February? How were these four countries selected and how 

will they mobilize other nations? 

Steiner: These countries selected us. They are ones that have pledged to become zero emission economies not just in terms of C02, but also in terms of the other greenhouse gases. That's why it is the 'Climate' rather than the 'Carbon' Neutral Network.

They are all interesting because they face different challenges. Norway's challenge is oil and gas production, whereas New Zealand's is perhaps livestock methane emissions.

Almost 100 percent of Iceland's electricity is generated by geothermal heat, but it has challenges in terms of transport, not least from its SUV market and its big fishing fleet.

We are especially delighted that Costa Rica is a part of thisâ€”a developing country with an ethos that is summed up by Roberto Dobles, Costa Rica's environment minister, when he says: "We are not part of the problem, but we will be part of the solution."

The Network aims to federate ideas and paths to neutrality via an exchange of projects and best practices. It is open to countries, companies, and cities, and soon organizations and individuals too, who are determined to reduce their emissions and are prepared to publish a strategy, with actions, to back this up.

TH: World Environment Day is just around the corner. What is your 

message this year? Do you have any specific tips for how our readers 

can make a difference as individuals?

Steiner: WED 2008 is about mobilizing grassroots action in the 18 months left to the crucial climate change convention meeting in Copenhagen in 2009. The theme is "Kick the C02 Habit."

In the main host country New Zealand, but also around the world, we will launch the UN Guide to Climate Neutrality. I can't give much away until June 5th, but we will outline how individuals in a developed country can more than halve their climate footprint by quite simple daily choices.

Let me give you just one for fitness fans. Jogging around the park rather than on an electric-powered treadmill will cut your daily emissions by 1 KG.

And what about toast for breakfast versus heating up a roll or a croissant in the oven? Watch this space on June 5th to learn how small, easy choices can allow almost everyone to Kick the C02 Habit!

General Environment News
Yahoo: Biggest jump ever seen in global warming gases

The global output of heat-trapping carbon dioxide jumped by the biggest amount on record, the U.S. Department of Energy calculated, a sign of how feeble the world's efforts are at slowing man-made global warming.

The new figures for 2010 mean that levels of greenhouse gases are higher than the worst case scenario outlined by climate experts just four years ago.

"The more we talk about the need to control emissions, the more they are growing," said John Reilly, co-director of MIT's Joint Program on the Science and Policy of Global Change.

The world pumped about 564 million more tons (512 million metric tons) of carbon into the air in 2010 than it did in 2009. That's an increase of 6 percent. That amount of extra pollution eclipses the individual emissions of all but three countries — China, the United States and India, the world's top producers of greenhouse gases.

It is a "monster" increase that is unheard of, said Gregg Marland, a professor of geology at Appalachian State University, who has helped calculate Department of Energy figures in the past.

Extra pollution in China and the U.S. account for more than half the increase in emissions last year, Marland said.

"It's a big jump," said Tom Boden, director of the Energy Department's Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center at Oak Ridge National Lab. "From an emissions standpoint, the global financial crisis seems to be over."

Boden said that in 2010 people were traveling, and manufacturing was back up worldwide, spurring the use of fossil fuels, the chief contributor of man-made climate change.

India and China are huge users of coal. Burning coal is the biggest carbon source worldwide and emissions from that jumped nearly 8 percent in 2010.

"The good news is that these economies are growing rapidly so everyone ought to be for that, right?" Reilly said Thursday. "Broader economic improvements in poor countries has been bringing living improvements to people. Doing it with increasing reliance on coal is imperiling the world."

In 2007, when the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change issued its last large report on global warming, it used different scenarios for carbon dioxide pollution and said the rate of warming would be based on the rate of pollution. Boden said the latest figures put global emissions higher than the worst case projections from the climate panel. Those forecast global temperatures rising between 4 and 11 degrees Fahrenheit by the end of the century with the best estimate at 7.5 degrees.

Even though global warming skeptics have attacked the climate change panel as being too alarmist, scientists have generally found their predictions too conservative, Reilly said. He said his university worked on emissions scenarios, their likelihood, and what would happen. The IPCC's worst case scenario was only about in the middle of what MIT calculated are likely scenarios.

Chris Field of Stanford University, head of one of the IPCC's working groups, said the panel's emissions scenarios are intended to be more accurate in the long term and are less so in earlier years. He said the question now among scientists is whether the future is the panel's worst case scenario "or something more extreme."

"Really dismaying," Granger Morgan, head of the engineering and public policy department at Carnegie Mellon University, said of the new figures. "We are building up a horrible legacy for our children and grandchildren."

But Reilly and University of Victoria climate scientist Andrew Weaver found something good in recent emissions figures. The developed countries that ratified the 1997 Kyoto Protocol greenhouse gas limiting treaty have reduced their emissions overall since then and have achieved their goals of cutting emissions to about 8 percent below 1990 levels. The U.S. did not ratify the agreement.

In 1990, developed countries produced about 60 percent of the world's greenhouse gases, now it's probably less than 50 percent, Reilly said.

"We really need to get the developing world because if we don't, the problem is going to be running away from us," Weaver said. "And the problem is pretty close from running away from us."

Washington Post: BP agrees to pay Texas $50M for pollution violations at refinery where ‘05 explosion killed 15

BP will pay Texas $50 million after the sides reached an unprecedented settlement over air pollution violations at the beleaguered oil giant’s Gulf Coast refinery, the site of a massive explosion in 2005 that killed 15 people.

The settlement announced Thursday coincides with BP PLC’s attempts to restore its reputation and resolve lawsuits over the April 2010 rig explosion that killed 11 people and caused the largest offshore oil spill in U.S. history. It may also help BP find a buyer for the Texas City refinery since it will settle pollution liabilities with the state.

The agreement covers 72 emissions violations since the explosion. But some environmentalists note the decades-old refinery consistently has problems complying with basic environmental regulations, and any buyer would have to contend with the lingering problems of old, outdated equipment.

Still, BP Products North America and Texas both welcomed the agreement, with Attorney General Greg Abbott saying the dollar amount is a record-setter for the state’s clean air act.

“There are rules that must be followed, and if you violate those rules there will be consequences,” Abbott said. “They exposed Houstonians ... to poor air quality and now they’re paying the price for it.”

BP said in a statement it views the settlement as a continuation of its attempts to improve operations at the Texas City refinery.

“BP has maintained a steady focus on improving safety and compliance at Texas City, and this agreement is an important milestone in the progress of operations at the facility,” the company said.

The company has not yet indicated whether it has a buyer, but some speculate settling old grievances makes such sales easier. In August 2010, BP reached a $50.6 million settlement with the U.S. Occupational Safety and Health Administration for failing to correct safety violations after the 2005 explosion. At the time, OSHA indicated it was also trying to force the company to pay an additional $30 million in fines.

The settlement with Texas also resolves violations from a high-profile 41-day benzene release in April 2010 that prompted a class-action suit by Texas City residents and an investigation by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.

This agreement does not resolve lawsuits or investigations by other agencies, or any future problems at the refinery.

And that, says Matthew Tejada, executive director of the Houston Air Alliance, is key.

BP’s refinery in Texas City has always had problems complying with regulations, and there is no indication from the agreement that any settlement dollars will go toward environmental protection or monitoring in the community. At the moment, he said, there are only a few monitors for cancer-causing benzene. Only people who subscribe to email blasts from the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality would know when there is a danger, and if the wind is blowing in the right direction, the toxins will fly right past the monitors, he said.

“This money should be used to put in place some environmental protections and monitoring in Texas City,” Tejada said, noting that the technology to properly monitor and inform the community exists, and the $50 million would more than cover the cost of purchase and installation.

Tejada said it took Texas too long — more than six years — to resolve the violations, which he called an “indictment of the entire environmental enforcement system in the state.

“The state of Texas wasn’t the one that suffered from all this pollution. It was the people of Texas City,” he said.

Chicago Tribune: Obama advisers fret over pipeline's political risks

Stung by months of protests, President Barack Obama's advisers are worried that administration approval for a planned oil pipeline from Canada could cost him political support from Democrats in 2012.

Senior officials at the White House and Obama's Chicago campaign headquarters have fielded complaints from supporters who are unhappy about TransCanada Corp's plan to build a massive pipeline to transport crude from Alberta to Texas, sources familiar with the situation said.
The State Department, which is overseeing the process, said this week a delay from its end-of-year target for the Keystone XL pipeline decision was possible as it evaluates the proposal.

That would push the process into next year, just as the 2012 presidential election heats up.

Obama's own re-election plans depend partially on his ability to energize his base of supporters, many of whom are disillusioned with his progress in fighting climate change and attaining other environmental goals.

The pipeline has galvanized that discontent, leading to protests in Washington and across the country. More than 6,000 opponents have signed up to form a human ring around the White House on Sunday in what they hope will be a dramatic signal to Obama, according to environmental groups.

Obama advisers fear a decision in favor of the project could dampen enthusiasm among volunteers needed for door-to-door campaigning in battleground states that are critical to Obama's re-election.

"The potential that it's actually going to deflate their bodies on the ground in key states ... is kind of a new concern," said one environmental advocate close to the administration. He said officials were "very nervous" about the overlap between activists and potential political campaigners.

That concern has grounding. The Sierra Club, a prominent environmental advocacy group, said approval of the pipeline would dampen enthusiasm among its 1.4 million members and supporters to fight for Obama next year.

"If he approves this pipeline, it will be increasingly difficult for our members to stand behind the president," said Michael Brune, the group's executive director.

POLITICAL PITFALLS

Some administration policy advisers expect the pipeline will be approved because of the energy security and jobs it would create, according to one source who met with two White House staffers about the subject recently.

"Everything I heard suggests there's no change in the sentiment that this will go forward," the source said.

Another source, who said he discussed the issue with senior officials from Obama's 2012 campaign operation, said a delay in the decision seemed increasingly likely.

Obama has indicated he will make the final call. In a television interview on Tuesday, he outlined the economic and health criteria he would consider when the State Department's recommendations come his way.

Activists viewed that as a departure from White House assertions that State was running the process.

White House spokesman Jay Carney played down the president's comments, saying State was taking the lead but the final decision would clearly represent Obama's opinions.

"The State Department is part of the Obama administration, and you can expect that the ultimate outcome of this process will reflect the president's views," Carney said.

Taking responsibility for the decision will land Obama with political consequences, regardless of which way it goes.

Saying yes would hurt him with environmentalists and the young voters who helped propel him to power in 2008.

Saying no would mean turning down a chance to substantially increase oil imports from a friendly neighbor and halt a project proponents say would create thousands of jobs.

Obama's re-election hopes depend on his ability to bring down high unemployment and jump-start the U.S. economy.

"Politically it's his base versus the much broader constituency that's more focused on jobs and the economy, and that pretty much puts him on the horns of a dilemma," said Craig Pirrong, a professor and a director for the Global Energy Management Institute at the University of Houston.

Donors have complained about the issue to the campaign, and officials there passed on the feedback to the White House, one source said, adding that Obama's chief of staff, Bill Daley, had also fielded complaints.

As concerns mount, the administration is doing its best to highlight its green accomplishments, particularly its success in raising fuel economy standards for automobiles.

But environmentalists are worried about the carbon-spewing process of extracting oil from tar sands, the process used in Alberta, and charge that a decision in favor of the project would violate Obama's commitment to fighting climate change.

CLIMATE POLICY?

Carol Browner, who was Obama's top climate change adviser and a chief architect of his energy policy until earlier this year, has come out against the project.

"Until we do have a climate policy, the idea that we should be supportive of a pipeline that will increase greenhouse gas emissions is deeply troubling," Browner told an energy forum on Thursday.

Ben LaBolt, Obama's campaign spokesman, said Obama's record spoke for itself.

"The president has done more to wean us off of foreign oil and transition the nation to a clean energy economy than any other," he said. "When Americans compare the president's record promoting clean energy and America's energy security to those of the leading Republican candidates, who don't even believe that climate change is an issue that we need to address and would cede the clean energy market to China, there will be no question about who will continue our progress."

Mark Lewis, a partner at Bracewell & Giuliani LLP in Washington and a specialist in pipeline law, said the tar sands would be developed in any case, whether the oil comes to the United States or not.

"Politically if the pipeline project is approved Obama will take heat from the environmentalists, but not approving it won't stop the oil from getting produced, so it seems like a somewhat hollow victory, even for the environmentalists," he said.

"I'm not sure a delay helps (Obama) at all because ultimately he has to make a decision. I don't think you can delay this until after the election, but by that point a delay kills the project because the markets will look for an alternative."

Newsweek: Eye of the Storm

4 November 2011
Why women get walloped more than men by the globe’s ever-changing climate.

The past decade has seen natural disasters on an unprecedented scale: “Hundred-year” floods are hitting Western Europe and India every two or three years; hurricane and tornadoes of extraordinary strength are ravaging every continent; agriculture systems from Somalia to Texas are collapsing under the assault of unrelenting drought. But what is lesser known is how the effects of these environmental catastrophes—whether sudden or slow-moving—are disproportionately borne by women. Disaster is seldom gender-neutral.

The gap is easiest to see in the most acute disasters. In the 2004 Southeast Asia tsunami, death rates for women across the region averaged three to four times that of men. That’s in part because girls and women, per tradition, were less likely to have been taught how to swim. Also, many lacked the upper body strength necessary to climb to safety or cling to a tree; and, most tragically, in a fast-moving storm surge, mothers who stopped to find and gather up children or other dependents lost valuable time, which in some cases meant the difference between life and death.

The tragic list goes on: in the 1995 Kobe Japan earthquake, one and a half times more women died than men; in the 1991 floods in Bangladesh, five times as many women as men died. In these societies, women often live longer, but they often live in substandard conditions compared with men, making them most vulnerable to havoc wreaked by nature.

Even when the disaster does not roll in with jaw-droppingly swift power, women typically fall victim far more often than men. For instance, climate change is already producing shifts in the habitats of malarial mosquitoes throughout Africa, pushing the disease into new places. For millions of women, especially pregnant or HIV-positive women, this is a new threat knocking at the door: malaria is one of the leading causes of maternal mortality.

As climate change wreaks havoc in agriculture, we are witnessing a burgeoning crisis regarding food, both in its availability and price. In most cultures, including, arguably, our own, women eat the least; men and boys are privileged in household and family food allocation. In a feature article for The Washington Post in 2008, reporter Kevin Sullivan observed that, “In poor nations, such as Burkina Faso in the heart of West Africa, mealtime conspires against women. They grow the food, fetch the water, shop at the market, and cook the meals. But when it comes time to eat, men and children eat first, and women eat last and least.” This is certainly happening in Somalia in the path of the devastating famine: The United Nations has warned that women fleeing for refugee camps across the border are being raped, abducted, and forced into marriage. In the new world order of climate change, the world’s women will get hungrier, and more brutalized, still.

When acute disasters or chronic environmental change produce social and economic disruption, and particularly if civic order collapses entirely, violence against women and girls, especially sexual violence and sex trafficking, increase dramatically. As the U.S. State Department noted in its 2010 Human Trafficking Report, “From cyclones and floods in Southern Africa to the earthquake in Haiti, the last year has seen a multitude of natural disasters leading to increased physical and economic insecurity. These disasters disproportionately affected the most vulnerable sectors of society—migrants, job seekers, and poor families—making them easy targets for exploitation and enslavement.”

To mitigate the gendered impacts of environmental change, we need, first, to start with awareness—knowing the problem, and acknowledging it. Most official and policy analysis of disasters and environmental change is stunningly gender-blind. But a small cadre of feminist researchers and activists are poised to turn this tide. The international Gender & Disasters Network and the Gender and Climate Change Network provide clearinghouses for research and offer focal points for activists and scholars working toward policy change. Persistent efforts, combining the forces of academia and community organizing, are shifting official policies, albeit at a glacial pace. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change is only recently—yet stingily—taking note of the gender component, while most of the U.N. agencies dealing with social or environmental issues make obligatory, if fleeting, note of the gendered dimensions of disasters.

One of the brightest spots on the official policy map is Mozambique, where Environment Minister Alcinda Abreu in 2009 and 2010 commissioned a worldwide first national strategy plan for gender and environment. Let us hope the rest of the world is not far behind.

The New York Times: In Changing Ecosystems, Winners and Losers
Two new peer-reviewed studies, one about forests and the other about oceans, predict that existing ecosystems will rearrange themselves over the next 70-plus years in response to global warming.

In one of the studies, to be published in the journal Remote Sensing of Environment, scientists from Oregon, Montana and British Columbia write that northwestern forests removed from the climatic buffering effect of the Pacific Ocean will transform themselves to adapt to less rainfall as well as warmer temperatures at high altitudes.

Species that dominate sub-Alpine landscapes at high elevations, like the Ponderosa pine and lodgepole pine, will recede, the study predicts.

“At the same time, more temperate species such as Douglas fir, grand fir and western hemlock are favored to invade and eventually replace the current dominants,” the authors write.(The impact of beetles on forests of lodgepole pine was noted here a few months ago.)

Another study, by scientists associated with the Scottish Marine Institute and the Farallon Institute for Advanced Ecosystem Research, suggests that temperatures and ecosystems are changing even faster offshore.


“Geographic shifts in temperature bands, known as isotherms, in the sea have outpaced those observed on land,” William J. Sydeman, one of the report’s authors, said in a press release. He added, “We should not be surprised when we see substantial change in the whereabouts of marine populations or changes in their timing of breeding or migration dates,”

The study, whose lead author was Michael T. Burrows of the Scottish Marine Institute’s Department of Ecology, appears in the latest issue of the journal Science.

Along the California coast, salmon populations have been trending downward while the tropical Humboldt squid, which can grow to 100 pounds, has beenseen more frequently.

But the authors caution that the changes will be more pronounced in some ocean regions, like the Gulf of Alaska, than others. The waters off the Northern California and southern Oregon coasts have not followed the warming trend; in fact, they have been cooling slightly.

In the forests study, the issues identified by the researchers Richard H. Waring, Nicholas C. Coops and Steven W. Running track those raised by my colleague Justin Gillis in his examination of the role of forests and the threats they face in a warming environment.

The researchers set out to pinpoint exactly how forests have been changing in recent years and how things are likely to play out for various species in the future. The greatest changes, they predict in this paper and another recent one, will continue to occur at the northern and southern extremes of forests in the Pacific Northwest. In the north, invasive beetles are likely to be the strongest driver of change; in the south, it is likely to be fire.

Most climate models predict “that the Pacific Northwest region as a whole will become progressively warmer, by 2 to 5 degrees (Celsius) by 2080, with perhaps somewhat more precipitation in the winter and spring, and less during the summer,” they noted.

They added, “These trends accentuate those observed over the past century.”

Huffington Post: White House Rally Sunday to Stop Keystone XL 
This Sunday, I'll gather outside the White House with thousands of citizens from all over the country to call on President Obama to say "no" to the latest plan by Big Oil to hold our future hostage to the dirty fossil fuels of the past.

This time, a Canadian company called TransCanada wants to run a pipeline across the heartland to take the dirtiest oil on the planet -- tar sands crude -- to Texas refineries and ports on the Gulf of Mexico. 

Because this pipeline, the Keystone XL, would cross international borders, the project can't go forward unless the Obama administration makes a determination that it's in our national interest. It's not -- and it should be denied.

TransCanada claims the pipeline would help our country. It would provide jobs, the company says, energy security and improved U.S.-Canada relations. 

No it won't. 

After laying-off the few thousand temporary workers who might be hired to lay the pipe, this project would set back job-creating investment in the renewable fuels and efficiency gains that can power our country into the 21st Century, a Cornell University study has found. 

It would deepen our costly and dangerous addiction to oil, with no guarantee that Americans would even use this crude, which could be exported directly from Gulf Coast depots or refined into fuels for sale overseas.

And U.S.-Canada relations won't be furthered by the site of Americans using more and more oil while vast and ancient swaths of Canada's boreal forest, one of the last truly wild places on Earth, are torn to ruin by one of the most destructive extraction processes ever devised.

Tar sands production already has turned an area the size of Chicago into an industrial wasteland of open mines, waste ponds and toxic sludge that threatens area groundwater, lakes and streams.

After either strip-mining or drilling into the native forest, tar sands producers use huge amounts of water, laden with chemicals and heated with natural gas. Between the damage to the lands, the energy used in production and the carbon footprint the excavation and extraction stomps onto our atmosphere, Canadian tar sands crude is the dirtiest oil on the planet.

In fact, producing this stuff and turning it into fuel generates nearly three times the greenhouse gas emissions released to produce and refine domestic U.S. crude. Those aren't my numbers: they come from the U.S. Energy Department's National Energy Technology Laboratory. 

Want more? 

The Royal Society of Canada, that country's preeminent repository of scientific thought, has warned that tar sands production could derail Canada's goals for reducing its national carbon footprint to help ease global climate change.

And how about our own country?

This pipeline would carry up to 35 million gallons a day of heavy, high-sulfur, toxic bitumen crude right through the Great Plains, the breadbasket of America. It would cross 1,455 American waterways, from the Cheyenne River of South Dakota to Trinity Creek Marsh in Texas. 

It would cross nearly 300 miles of underground aquifers in Nebraska, the source of about 80 percent of the irrigation and drinking water for that state's people, ranches and farms.

What if there's a pipeline accident like the one that gushed 42,000 gallons of crude oil into the Yellowstone River just last summer? Michigan's Kalamazoo River has yet to recover from the pipeline blowout that spilled 840,000 gallons of tar sands crude last year. And that was just one of the 36 major pipeline accidents that killed 22 people in this country last year alone, reports the U.S. Transportation Department's Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration.

It's time we stood up, all of us, to say we won't put the American heartland at risk for a project that would wed our future to the past. We won't keep pushing to the ends of the Earth to feed our addiction to oil. And we won't be hoodwinked into believing a project to enhance the profits of Big Oil is somehow in the national interest.

That's the message we'll be delivering to President Obama when we gather at the White House this Sunday. I hope to see you there.

Forbes: The Climate Debate is Over. Let’s Tap Markets to Save the Trees, the Planet, and Ourselves 
Our economy is changing our climate in dangerous ways, and the latest figures show it’s getting worse, with greenhouse gas emissions up a nauseating and unforgiveable 6% in 2010, despite the global economic slowdown. If you’re one of these self-proclaimed “skeptics” who still deny that man caused this mess and that man must fix it, then you’ve sacrificed your credibility as a sentient human being.

That’s the take-home message from the Berkley Earth Surface Temperature (BEST) Study, which was funded in part by the Koch Brothers and headed by Richard Muller, the last of the credible climate-change skeptics.  BEST examined every bit of evidence that “Climategate” supposedly suppressed, and published its conclusion in mid-October.

“We find that the global land mean temperature has increased by 0.911 ± 0.042 C since the 1950s (95% confidence for statistical and spatial uncertainties)” the authors wrote on the very first page.  “This change is consistent with global land-surface warming results previously reported, but with reduced uncertainty.”

That means that everything you have heard about “institutional bias” among scientists in the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is wrong.  It means everything you have heard about the rate of global warming slowing down in the last decade is wrong.  It means that, if anything, the earth is warming faster than the cautious scientists of the IPCC stated, and all signs point to mankind as the culprit.

If you still want to blame sunspots and volcanoes, read The Discovery of Global Warming by Spencer Weart to learn how those and other theories emerged and failed to pass scientific muster, while the concept of a man-made greenhouse effect not only passed those tests but evolved as new evidence came to light.

The cause is clear, and the solution is obvious – but it’s that solution that has conservatives in a state of paralytic denial. To fix this problem, we must fundamentally change the way our economy prices goods and services so that the cost of environmental degradation is embedded in the cost of production.  If we do that, everything else will follow. That’s the basic premise of carbon finance, and it’s a conservative idea – first proposed and then implemented by fiscal conservatives just a few short years before the whole movement went collectively insane.

The only thing we should be arguing about now is how to transition to a truly new and green economy as quickly and efficiently as possible.  There are no quick fixes, but there are stop-gap measures that will buy us time until we can reduce industrial emissions. Chief among these is to stop paying poor people to destroy our rainforests and start paying them to maintain them.

Smart money is moving in this direction, as we saw at the end of September with the publication of State of the Forest Carbon Markets 2011: From Canopy to Currency. This survey documents a record $175 million flowing to support forest carbon projects in 2010, representing commitments to sequester enough carbon to offset nearly 30 million tons of carbon dioxide emissions.

The money comes from industrial companies that want to reduce their carbon footprint by paying poor people to act as providers of an ecosystem service – usually by either planting trees, shifting to sustainable forestry, or saving endangered rainforests (REDD – Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation).

Encouragingly, the report shows that private-sector companies aren’t just buying credits to reduce their footprints; they are also developing and brokering projects on an ever-larger scale – a role traditionally filled by environmental non-profits. This indicates the market’s growing confidence in our ability as a species to do the right thing.

And, as we all know, the market never lies.

National Geographic News: As Population Tops 7 Billion, Time to Revisit Climate Approaches 
The world population reached seven billion people around October 31, according to United Nations estimates. The actual date is a bit fuzzy, but the milestone has nonetheless had great symbolic power, triggering a stream of articles on population issues.

Nicholas Kristof, in the New York Times, argued family planning is the solution to many of the world’s ills, from climate change to poverty to civil wars—but this work has been starved of U.S. funds in recent years.

Population expert William Ryerson said the environmental movement initially focused on population, and then it became taboo—and since we haven’t pursued birth control more vigorously, we’ve failed to take some of the easiest steps to deal with climate change and resource scarcity.

The United Nations Development Programme’s annual report on the quality of life worldwide warned that unless we deal with environmental challenges including climate change, the progress developing countries have made could slow or reverse.

Paul Ehrlich of Stanford University, famous for his book The Population Bomb, said people will have trouble feeding themselves as climate change worsens. But it’s a catch-22, he said, because we need to expand agriculture, but as it’s practiced today it is also one of the biggest emitters of greenhouse gases.

A new report from the Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions says there are a number of strategies for reducing emissions from agriculture using on-farm management practices such as no-till farming and by utilizing fertilizer more strategically.

Extreme Weather

Already climate change is taking its toll, most likely responsible for an increase in extreme weather, according to a leaked draft of an upcoming report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. The report said there is a two-in-three chance that global warming has made disasters more common—and that scientists are 99 percent certain there will be more extreme heat spells and fewer cold spells.

This year the U.S. has already broken its record—set last year—for the most major disasters, reaching 89 by the end of October.

Meanwhile, there’s a push to make climate science more practical, with a shift from scenarios to short-term forecasts, reported The Daily Climate. Also, an initiative by the World Meteorological Organization is working to create “downscaled” results of climate models to provide village-by-village projections of climate change impacts across Africa.

Executive Decision on Pipeline

A proposed pipeline that would carry tar sands from Canada to Texas encountered protests in front of the White House, and now Nebraska lawmakers have introduced a bill to give state officials authority over pipeline routes.

In response, President Barack Obama said Nebraskans shouldn’t have to risk their water supplies in exchange for jobs the pipeline would create.

To help settle matters, Obama will make the decision himself about the pipeline, rather than delegating the job to the State Department, which has been reviewing the case for three years, but which was recently accused of having too close of ties with the company that wants to build the pipeline.

Oil Addiction Threatens Security

The U.S. transportation sector’s dependence on oil is the Achilles heel of U.S. national security, argued a new repor

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cna.org/EnsuringFreedomofMovement" t from CNA, a military think tank. It also said the Department of Defense, America’s single largest user of oil, should drastically cut its oil use and cut dependence on imported oil by 30 percent in the next decade.

Indiana Statesman: Cullen: Trust science to understand climate change 
The public needs to trust scientific research about global warming if they want to understand the impact climate change has on the climate, a global warming expert said at ISU Wednesday.

Heidi Cullen, CEO for Climate Central, a non-profit organization devoted to educating the public on climate change, spoke in Tilson Auditorium as part of the University Speaker Series.

Cullen graduated from Columbia University with a bachelor's degree in climatology.  She was the first on air climatologist for the Weather Channel. Cullen is now the director of communications and serves as a research scientist at Climate Central. Her other jobs include being an associate editor for Weather, Climate, Society, a visiting lecturer at Princeton University, and a reporter on climate changes for PBS News Hour.  She is also an author of The Weather of the Future.

"We are almost like firefighters. It's a scientist's job to keep people out of harm's way," Cullen said.

She also pointed out the fact that only one in 18 people know a scientist, which means only a small population know a scientist whom they can trust.

Cullen used PowerPoint to highlight graphs, pictures and videos to help the audience fully grasp these messages that she touched on during the presentation unlike other speakers that have come to ISU.

Along with reiterating the trust message, she also hit hard on how people should be concerned about our planet and how people need to continue to bring it to light in the media.

"Media coverage and the government need to come together to help solve the issue," Cullen said.

Not only are media outlets being pressured to inform the media, it is the people's job too, she said.

"People should utilize social media to build communities and get connected to the situation," she said.

Part of the problem is that TV station staffs are shrinking, and fewer reporters can cover global warming as other things have taken a front seat in the media Cullen said. Cullen has started a movement to help get global warming back on the media scene she said.

"Climate Central is a non profit climate change site that is working with local TV stations across the nation to build models to show people," Cullen said.

Another message she hit hard on was how people can help the climate and in their own communities. Cutting pollution and living sustainably are a start.  Solar panels, coal and ways to use other fossil fuels more efficiently are also ways to help.

"The sooner we fix it, the cheaper it will be," Cullen said.

Although there are ways to help fix the problem she said there is no "silver bullet" in fixing the situation.

Who will foot the bill for green development in poor countries?

Nov 5th 2011 | from the print edition

AMID the wreckage of the 2009 Copenhagen climate summit, an agreement that rich countries would, by 2020, furnish developing ones with $100 billion a year to help them mitigate and adapt to global warming looked like a rare achievement. This commitment will also be a big talking point at the next annual UN summit, due to start in Durban on November 28th. With almost no hope of a big new pact, many expect progress on the formation of a global Green Climate Fund to be one of its few successes. Yet there is huge uncertainty about how developed countries will deliver on their promise, including what role the fund will play.

The good news is that there is already a surprisingly large flow of climate finance—as investment into warming abatement and resilience measures is called. According to the first big study of the issue, by Climate Policy Initiative (CPI), a think-tank, at least $97 billion a year is going to developing countries, mostly from private lenders in rich countries. They contributed around $55 billion, with another $39 billion drawn from public budgets and capital markets by multilateral and bilateral development banks. Western taxpayers provided at least $21 billion of the latter amount. Less than $3 billion flowed from Western carbon markets (to offset emissions) and as philanthropy (see chart).

This does not mean the rich world is close to fulfilling its promise at Copenhagen. That accord referred to “new and additional” money, and it is obvious that most of last year’s investment would have happened in any event. It is also unclear what sorts of funding should count towards the totals that were pledged. The Copenhagen Accord refers to both public and private sources of capital. Yet many developing countries and NGOs argue that it should be aid money, delivered from public budgets, and with no strings attached. A more coherent view is that it should be money used to cover the “incremental costs” of low-carbon developments. This is a term in the growing lexicon of climate finance that refers to the additional cost of low-carbon investments—building a wind farm, say, compared with lower-cost alternatives such as coal-fired power stations. By contrast the CPI study, which uses broad definitions of climate-related schemes—to include railways as well as renewable energy and forestry, for example—captures the total sums invested.

Its findings are nonetheless striking. The figure of $97 billion, caveats admitted, is much bigger than most people, the study’s authors included, would have expected. Andrew Steer, the World Bank’s special envoy for climate change, attributes this partly to an exaggerated impression of paralysis created by the UN process. “The world of action on climate change is a long, long way ahead of the world of negotiation,” he says. Most progress has been made on measures to mitigate warming, such as renewable energy, which account for $93 billion of CPI’s total estimate. Last year about $200 billion was invested in renewable energy, low-carbon transport and energy efficiency in developing countries—more than a third of the global total.

The magnitude of the private sector’s contribution to climate finance suggests an obvious lesson for the Green Fund. It needs to be designed in such a way as to encourage much more of the same. And with the global investment industry sitting on over $100 trillion of assets, this would be true even if Western governments had $100 billion to spare from their budgets, which they do not.

The ability of development banks to obtain large amounts of private capital through borrowing also suggests how this might be done. The loans they dispense are further multiplied when it comes to individual projects, because their funding encourages additional private investment. According to the World Bank, loans issued at market rates by multilateral lenders are typically leveraged with private capital by a factor of three to six, and soft loans and grants by a factor of eight to ten.

This suggests the promised $100 billion a year could, if loosely defined, be raised with a relatively small contribution from Western taxpayers. According to a proposal by Bloomberg New Energy Finance, a research firm, it might consist of $30 billion of equity, some of which could be provided by developing-country investors, which would then be used to raise $70 billion of cheap debt, $50 billion of which would come from private lenders. Having thus brought down the cost of capital, the “incremental costs” of renewable-energy projects over the standard sort would be relatively low. These could be covered by between $5 billion and $10 billion a year from public budgets, philanthropy and new sources of cash, such as taxes on bunker fuels or carbon markets.

This plan would not impress most developing countries. Yet it would at least be feasible, fiscally and politically, for rich ones. Limiting the role of the new fund would reduce a risk of it getting bogged down by disagreements between its many owners. It would also put more onus on developing countries to become more attractive recipients of investment, green or otherwise. Liberalising financial sectors and scrapping wasteful fuel subsidies would be good ways to begin.

Scientific American: Climate Change May Transform California's Bay Area
3 November 2011
Climate change and expanding seas could cause the waters beneath the Golden Gate Bridge to rise 3 to 4 feet by century's end, a new study finds.

Warmer temperatures also would transform the environment of the San Francisco Bay and Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta , a system that provides water for 25 million people and irrigates $36 billion in annual crops. Changed conditions would affect native species, including the endangered delta smelt and winter-run chinook salmon, the U.S. Geological Survey reported in research published in the journal PLoS ONE.

"Virtually every aspect of the San Francisco Bay Delta system that we looked at is going to change substantially in the future," said James Cloern, a USGS scientist and the study's lead author. Less snowpack and faster-melting snow could lead to more frequent and intense flooding and droughts, he said.

"We have to really think about anticipated changes in the frequency of extreme events," Cloern said. "As global warming proceeds, we're going to experience combinations of environmental conditions unlike any we've seen in the past."

USGS looked at the likely effects of climate change using two models, one where the temperature rises 2 degrees Fahrenheit by 2099 and the other where it climbs 7 degrees by century's end. Researchers examined the impact on air and water temperatures as well as the frequency of extreme events.

The findings can help government agencies and conservation groups as they plan strategies to adapt to the changes, Cloern said. Those include the city of San Francisco and the state's San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission, which is studying how to protect water supplies and sustain native species. San Francisco, Cloern said, believes rising seas will affect 270,000 people and threaten more than $60 billion in infrastructure, he said.

"The protection of California's Bay-Delta system will continue to be a top priority for maintaining the state's agricultural economy, water security to tens of millions of users, and essential habitat to a valuable ecosystem," said USGS Director Marcia McNutt. "This new USGS research complements ongoing initiatives to conserve the Bay-Delta by providing sound scientific understanding for managing this valuable system such that it continues to provide the services we need in the face of climate uncertainty."

Widening a partisan divide
The findings could also have political punch. There is a partisan divide over water policies and fish protections in the Bay Delta region.

Rep. Devin Nunes (R-Calif.) earlier this year offered H.R. 1837, which would repeal a 2009 law on central California water uses and replace it with 1994 rules from an agreement known as the Bay-Delta Accord. The measure would set compliance with the Endangered Species Act to that year. Nunes and other GOP lawmakers at a House Natural Resources Subcommittee on Water and Power hearing in June argued that the existing law prioritizes fish over people. The law, which stems from a court settlement on water flows, salmon and endangered species, places limits on the amounts of water certain farmers can take for irrigation.

"Protecting endangered species is a worthy goal, and worthy goals need to be pursued with common sense and sound science, not left-wing ideology and junk science," Subcommittee Chairman Tom McClintock (R-Calif.) said at that hearing.

USGS researchers found that climate change would alter conditions in the Bay Delta, affecting the fish that also are part of the current fight over protections. Both the moderate and the faster increases in temperature would lead to water that is warmer, saltier and less muddy.

That's the opposite of the conditions best for the endangered delta smelt.

"As temperatures warm, the habitat becomes less friendly for delta smelt and more friendly to introduced species like blue gills," Cloern said, adding, "what's a new perspective here is that one of the consequences of climate change is progressive favoring of the introduced species and disfavoring of the native species."

The habitat conditions changed under both the 2- and 7-degree temperature increase scenarios, he said.

"The habitat changes are bigger and faster in the [7-degree] warming scenario," Cloern said. "So it's just a question of how fast things will change. Even in the moderate warming scenario, there are predictions of big changes in the delta habitat as this century unfolds."

Uncertainty about rain, little uncertainty about sea level rise
Climate change could also affect precipitation in California, though the two models USGS used in its research produced different results.

If temperatures rise 7 degrees by century's end, the state's climate will become significantly drier, Cloern said. With the 2-degree temperature increase, California would not see a noticeable impact on precipitation patterns. That difference has been seen in other climate change research, he said.

There were longer droughts, however, in the model using a 2-degree temperature increase.

"Even in the moderate warming scenarios, there are going to be changes in California's water supply," Cloern said, but "there's real uncertainty about whether California will become drier or wetter."

"There's little uncertainty about sea level rise," he added. "Both of the scenarios we used project substantial levels of sea level rise, whereas the models did not agree on the direction of change of California's precipitation."

Looking at sea level rise, water would rise 37 inches in the moderate warming scenario and 48 inches in the faster model. The measurements reflect what would happen at the tide gates beneath the Golden Gate Bridge, which is the entrance to the Bay Delta. Water levels will rise less closer to the shore, Cloern said, though the research only looked at the one site.

"It's a powerful conclusion that these two different scenarios give rates of sea level rise that aren't that different from one another," Cloern said.

Sacramento Bee: Global Adaptation Index™ Launch in Latin AmericaBy: 

Government officials, students, teachers, business leaders and media participate in the trans-continental telecast hosted by the Tecnologico de Monterrey and the Global Adaptation Institute™
Today, the Tecnologico de Monterrey hosted a presentation on the Global Adaptation Index™ (gain.globalai.org) ("GaIn™") that was telecast to 39 of its campuses throughout Mexico and Latin America. In addition, many other institutions in Latin America joined, representing civil society, academica and the public and private sectors from Mexico, Ecuador, Brazil, Peru, El Salvador, Colombia and Panama.

GaIn is a response to the various challenges of sustainable development including population growth, economic expansion and the effects of climate change. It was developed as a navigation tool to help prioritize and measure progress in adapting to these challenges.

"The Global Adaptation Institute is promoting investment in projects that address adaptation to not only climate change impacts, but also the problems associated with migration, urbanization and economic development. This is a very timely initiative and I am happy to see that the Institute is incorporating ideas from the private and public sectors, academia and civil society," states Dra. Maria de Lourdes Dieck Assad, Rector, Graduate Schools of Business and Government ITESM – Tecnologico de Monterrey. Dieck Assad is a member of the Institute's Council of Scientific Advisors. 

GaIn's compilation of 15 years of data finds that Mexico has improved its GaIn rank 16 places since 1995. During this time, Mexico's vulnerability has declined while its readiness to absorb investments and apply them effectively toward increasing resiliency to climate change and other global forces has increased. Mexico faces the most significant adaptation challenges in food and water as well as strengthening institutions to combat corruption and increasing political stability. 

Peru and Brazil are among the other Latin American nations that have significantly improved their GaIn rank while Chile and Uruguay currently rank the highest in the region, positions 20 and 22, respectively, in the overal GaIn Ranking.  For many of these countries, increasing education levels and maintaining stable political institutions as well as providing greater clean water access are keys to their success. Relatively high levels of vulnerability coupled with declining or stagnating levels of readiness contribute to the declining positions of Bolivia and Paraguay. 

Dr. Juan Jose Daboub, Founding CEO, Global Adaptation Institute, emphasized that "massive investments in adaptation will be needed throughout the coming decades, but current allocations from governments and international institutions point to a large investment gap. With the proper business environment, such a gap can be filled by the private sector. This is why we are ‘measuring what matters' for those people and communities vulnerable to global changes and the investors and innovators that will help solve these challenges." 

Dr. Bruno Sanchez-Andrade Nuno, Director of Science and Technology, Global Adaptation Institute, showcased the power of GaIn to help direct government, civil society and the private sector toward effective investments in adaptation. Nuno pointed out that "in order to bring the private sector to the table, to develop innovative adaptation solutions, we must measure not only the vulnerabilities of a country, but also whether an enabling environment for business exists."

The Global Adaptation Institute will continue to engage leading institutions and thought leaders around the world this year as part of its launch of GaIn. 

The Global Adaptation Institute™ is a nonpartisan, nonprofit 501(c)3 organization guided by a vision of building resilience against climate change and other global forces as a key component to sustainable development. 
E&E Climatewire: Ocean energy industry unveils development targets

4 November 2011

Ocean-powered energy made critical steps toward commercialization this year as both the American and international industries rallied to form clear development targets.

This week, the Ocean Renewable Energy Coalition released the first U.S. industry road map, outlining a path to the economic viability of marine and hydrokinetic technology, which harnesses waves and tides to produce electricity.

The American trade association's report identifies challenges facing the nascent industry, but also highlights hydrokinetic power as a way to achieve energy independence and offset greenhouse gas emissions.

Coincidentally, Canada's Ocean Renewable Energy Group, the Canadian trade association, released its industry road map this week at an annual hydrokinetic energy conference in Montreal. The European Union, the United Kingdom and the International Energy Agency's Ocean Energy Systems group also published strategic plans for ocean power this fall.

"The fact that Canada and the U.S. announced roadmaps on the same date, along with the announcements of additional regional and international roadmaps, underscores the competition and cooperation we're experiencing in this fast growing industry." said Sean O'Neill, president of the United States' Ocean Renewable Energy Coalition, in a statement.

"A clean energy future is in everyone's best interest," O'Neill added. "As North America enters the global competition, we are joining an international race based on common interests in energy security, job growth and economic development, environmental improvements and the reality of finite fossil fuel resources."

The U.S. road map sets the aggressive goal of reaching a renewable energy capacity of 15 gigawatts by 2030, supported by an established domestic supply chain. A handful of turbine prototypes have deployed in the United States and around the world; however, there are currently no commercially viable projects in the United States or elsewhere.

Competition spurs development

According to O'Neill, Scotland, Ireland and Portugal took an early lead in the development of energy. Canada is also vying to be a front-runner in a global industry worth an estimated $600 billion.

Canada's road map sets the ambitious target of installing its first 75 megawatts of energy by 2016, said Chris Campbell, executive director of the Canadian Ocean Renewable Energy Group. The longer aim is for 50 percent of marine projects in the world to have some Canadian involvement, "whether it's a technology, resource assessment or installation," said Campbell.

But the United States is also raising the bar. There are more than 40 members of the Ocean Renewable Energy Coalition across the country, including development companies, such as Verdant Power in New York, Columbia Power Technologies out of Oregon, Resolute Marine Energy in Massachusetts, among others.

"We're trying to show that there are a number of companies in this sector providing jobs and creating technological advances and making the U.S. highly competitive," said John Ferland, vice president of project development with Ocean Renewable Power Co., which is waiting on government approval to launch its first grid-connected device next year.

"It's good for our country to be pursuing this type of business and economic development. And the road map helps focus a sense of direction in order to achieve a set of goals," he added.

The American ocean energy coalition estimates that based on a 15 GW target by 2030, the industry will create up to 36,000 jobs in the America. The association also said that ocean energy has the potential to supply up to 10 percent of U.S. energy consumption.

Since 2008, the government has invested more than $50 million in the sector, said O'Neill. With continued government support and adherence to the road map, "hydrokinetic energy will be an essential part of a diverse energy production portfolio," he said.

O'Neill added that a diversity of energy resources is critical to shifting the United States from a fossil fuel-based economy "to an economy that will be sustainable for our generation and future generations."

E&E Climatewire: Seas warm more slowly, but researchers find velocity of change threatens species

4 November 2011
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Species on land and in the oceans will need to move at similar rates to find hospitable habitats as the climate warms, finds a study published yesterday in the journal Science.

Warming of the world's seas has occurred at a slower pace than warming of land, on average, since 1960 -- 0.24 degree Celsius per decade versus 0.07 degree Celsius.

But an international team of researchers says their analysis shows that the speed and direction of climate change, and changes in the timing of seasons, is happening at roughly the same pace on land and in the oceans.

"Despite slower ocean warming, the velocity of climate change and seasonal shift in the ocean are as high as on land and often deviate from simple expectations of poleward migration and earlier springs/later falls," wrote the research team, led by Michael Burrows of the Scottish Marine Institute.

"Direct effects of climate warming are therefore likely to be as great in the oceans as on land at comparable latitudes and greater around the equator," he concluded.

Species in both environments must move at roughly the same rates to stay in their preferred temperature zones as warming shifts habitats, the study finds -- 1.6 miles per year on land and 1.3 miles per year in the oceans.

That movement is generally toward the poles, with some notable exceptions, the study found, including Northern Ireland. Ocean temperatures are changing twice as fast along the region's east coast than its west coast, with notable seasonal variations.

Spring is coming one to two days earlier per decade on Northern Ireland's landmass and in waters off its eastern coast, but little change has been observed along its western coast. In autumn, the story changes. Fall is arriving two to five days later per decade along Northern Ireland's east and west coasts, but scientists have found little to no changes in the arrival of autumn temperatures on land.

"These complicated patterns may mean little to humans -- after all, we're talking about only a few days' change per decade -- but they can be important for the seasonal timing of ecological events, which are often quite precise," said study co-author David Schoeman, a researcher at the University of Ulster, in a statement.

Canada

Montreal Gazette: The legacy we leave should be interesting 
Of all the strong arguments for stopping climate change there is one that rarely comes up: what about our reputation?

It seems like many of us don't seem too worried about the future of the planet, the imminent extinction of animal species, or the lives of future generations. But we might worry how history is likely to portray us ... possibly as huge idiots.

The way things are going, in 50 or 100 years from now it's very possible that climate change will be at a whole new level. New parts of the planet could be turning to desert, the weather will be volatile, and food and land shortages will be precipitating terrible and desperate human conflicts. Entire species of animals and ecosystems will have disappeared. Faced with what will seem like new unprecedented crises, the civilizations of the future will surely ask:

"Was there a time, when people knew this could happen?" (Well, yes.)

"Did they not understand the full implications of what they were doing?" (Yes, they kind of did.)

"Did they know they might be abandoning their children and grandchildren and future generations to an uncertain future?" (Sort of.)

"Did they try to stop it?" (Sort of.) "Did they have any idea of the meaning, scale and enormity of it." (Kind of.)

"What were they doing while this was happening outside?" (They were watching TV.)

The problem is that those people, those apocalyptic fools, these incredible inconsiderate jerks, would be us.

I'm not pointing fingers here. I count myself among the idiots. Now, at this point we might say that wouldn't be fair. Climate change is a complex, difficult and overwhelming dilemma. We didn't cause climate change by ourselves. It's likely been happening since the Industrial Revolution.

Also, we certainly are not trying hurt anyone, let alone the planet. I've planted trees, I'd buy or share an electric car if I could, and I love animals.

There is a pretty good case for saying it's the corporate and governmental leadership of the world that is really precipitating and benefiting from the factors that cause climate change. Average people might choose another course of action if they could. The problem is we haven't. Not yet.

History has a way of ignoring the details and focusing on the crux of the matter. Whether or not we tried to make a difference, when people look back at this critical period - and critical it is - we could get the rap.

It's safe to say that in the '70s and '80s, when it's believed significant climate change began, people didn't really know much about its implications. In the '90s there was a feeling that it was something to contend with in the distant future. But around the turn of the millennium people began to sound the alarm.

Whether you liked Al Gore and his Oscar-winning film or whether Prince Charles and climate scientists are your cup of tea, it's hard to say we didn't hear the warnings. The alarm is now being sounded about once a week. This week, for example, Agence France-Presse reported:

"A new UN report concludes that man-made climate change has boosted the frequency or intensity of heat waves, wildfires, floods and cyclones and that such disasters are likely to multiply in the future."

Last week one of the world's top climate-change skeptics even reversed his opinion.

Richard Muller - a professor of physics at the University of California-Berkeley - had been on a mission to show climate data was skewed. But Muller, backed by conservative money, found that average surface temperatures around the world have been steadily rising since 1950 - a fact mainstream scientists have been warning regularly for a long time.

"The skeptics raised valid points and everybody should have been a skeptic two years ago," Muller told The Associated Press. "And now we have confidence that the temperature rise that had previously been reported had been done without bias."

Well, there you go. The options are narrowing. But the way I see it, there is always hope.

Perhaps climate change is moving slowly enough to allow eco-systems to adapt. Perhaps science will yield real solutions. Humans might get their act together in time.

For us, the problem is we happen to live at a critical moment. That's both a nightmare and a blessing.

Whether we like it or not, we have a date with destiny.

Vancouver Sun: Pursuing Prosperity Mine a waste of time and resources
To understand why we are so adamant the resubmitted Prosperity Mine project must be rejected, it is important to know the following facts.

It is worse than the original plan. The new funding is not for new mitigation work. At best this option would merely prolong the death throes of Fish Lake.

We know all this because Taseko Mines Ltd. told us so.

It is all on record. Taseko Mines' Brian Battison told the review panel, March 22, 2010, "We searched hard for a different way. A way to retain the lake and have the mine. But there is no viable alternative. The lake and the deposit sit side by side. It is not possible to have one without the loss of the other."

The Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency panel stated, "The Panel agrees with the observations made by Taseko and Environment Canada that Mine Development Plans 1 and 2 would result in greater longterm environmental risk than the preferred alternative."

TML admits on page 20 of its project description that "Option 2 is the basis for the New Prosperity design."

So by the company's own admission, and the findings of a CEAA review panel report the then environment minister called "scathing" and "condemning," this project has already been found worse than the one rejected last year, and cannot be approved.

It makes no sense to waste any more time or resources on this when there are more important and acceptable economic options we could pursue.
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UN News Centre: Pacific Rim nations prepare for UN-backed tsunami preparedness test
4 November 2011

Some 30 Pacific Rim countries are to take part next week in a United Nations-backed tsunami warning exercise to improve their ability to respond to an alert and enhance regional coordination in the event of a disaster.

Most tsunamis occur in the Pacific Ocean and connected seas, according to the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Three tsunamis have struck that region recently – Samoa in 2009, Chile in 2010 and Japan in 2011.

The test scheduled for 9 and 10 November, known as PacWave11, is organized under the aegis of UNESCO’s Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission and will be carried out in two phases.

In its first phase, the exercise will consist of nine different scenarios to allow each participating country to respond to a regional or local source tsunami based on powerful earthquake events generated off the shores of the Philippines, Vanuatu, Tonga, Ecuador, Central America or Japan’s Ryukyu Islands.In its first phase, the exercise will consist of nine different scenarios to allow each participating country to respond to a regional or local source tsunami based on powerful earthquake events generated off the shores of the Philippines, Vanuatu, Tonga, Ecuador, Central America or Japan’s Ryukyu Islands.

Countries engaged in the test will choose one of these scenarios and opt for a region or local event to which they would have to react.

In the second phase, which will be carried out simultaneously after receipt of warning messages, the authorities will test all the necessary steps to respond to a warning prior to alerting the public.

Simulated warnings will be sent out to national focal points by the Northwest Pacific Tsunami Advisory Centre (Japan), the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center (United States) and the West Coast/Alaska Tsunami Warning Center (US).

The Commission set up the International Coordination Group for the Tsunami Warning System in the Pacific in 1965, following the major tsunami of 1960 that hit the coast of Chile and claimed close to 5,000 lives.

The purpose of the Group is to coordinate the ongoing development and enhancement of the Pacific Tsunami Warning Systems and to promote the establishment of national risk assessments, alert and response programmes.
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UN News Centre: UN stresses role of insurance in preparing for major disasters
3 November 2011

Insurance against damage to property can boost people’s resilience in the event of disasters, the United Nations office on disaster risk reduction has stressed, pointing out that only nine per cent of building owners affected by the last month’s earthquake in Turkey had insured them.

“Insurance is not a panacea, but it helps individuals cope after suffering losses from a big earthquake or storm,” said Andrew Maskrey, lead author of Global Assessment Report for Disaster Risk Reduction, issued by the UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR).

“However, if countries don’t invest in disaster risk reduction then insurance will not be affordable,” he said in an UNISDR article published yesterday on the importance of insurance in disaster preparedness.

    Insurance could play a key part of any society’s ability to function in the face of extreme catastrophe.

According to Turkey’s main earthquake insurance authority, limited awareness, low incomes and lax enforcement are the reasons why most of those affected by the quake in the country’s southeast on 23 October had no insurance for their homes and other buildings. The 7.2-magnitude quake killed more than 600 people and injured 4,000 others.

UNISDR cited the estimates of risk modelling firms which show that as a result of the low levels of insurance in Turkey, claims related to the earthquake will be worth some $170 million, compared to the $12 billion that insurance companies paid out after the earthquake in New Zealand in February, and $22 billion in claims following the quake and tsunami in Japan in March.

In rural Africa, where entire food crops are often destroyed by droughts or floods, insurance could play a strong role in helping people recover, but insurance awareness remains extremely low in the continent.

“Insurance could play a key part of any society’s ability to function in the face of extreme catastrophe,” said Tricia Holly Davis, the Director of Commercial Sustainability at Willis Re/Willis Research Network, a member of UNISDR’s private sector advisory group. “But how do you explain insurance to a society that has never used it?”

Ms. Davis said governments had a role to play in boosting community resilience through insurance.

“There needs to be a lot more understanding about the level of responsibility and resources that governments have,” she said. “How do you get governments to budget for disaster risk reduction in national allocation plans? And as part of that, what role does insurance play? Through the UN platform we are able to have conversations with governments, to understand them better and, in turn, to help inform policy.”
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UN News Centre: Heavy Rains Affecting Uprooted Somalis
    * The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) reports that thousands of displaced Somalis are being affected by heavy rains and flooding in parts of Somalia, Kenya and Ethiopia.

    * In the Somali capital, Mogadishu, the shelters of nearly 3,000 people in a camp for internally displaced persons (IDPs) have been flooded. The Agency has distributed plastic sheets, buckets and other items.

    * In Kenya’s Dadaab refugee complex, some 5,000 refugees have lost their homes due to floodwaters. The Agency and its partners have moved them to drier parts of the camp.

    * And in a related development, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has announced that it is opening its first humanitarian transit hub for nutrition supplies destined for Somalia.

    * Situated in Dubai, the new warehouse will help to speed up the delivery of supplies to Somalia.
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