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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
Fox News (US): UN chief, aides plot 'green economy' agenda at upcoming summit
9 February 2012

At a closed-door retreat in a Long Island mansion late last October, United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-moon and his topmost aides brainstormed about how the global organization could benefit from a "unique opportunity" to reshape the world, starting with the Rio + 20 Summit on Sustainable Development, which takes place in Brazil in June.

A copy of the confidential minutes of the meeting was obtained by Fox News. According to that document, the 29-member group, known as the United Nations System Chief Executives Board for Coordination (CEB), discussed bold ambitions that stretch for years beyond the Rio conclave to consolidate a radical new global green economy, promote a spectrum of sweeping new social policies and build an even more important role for U.N. institutions “ to manage the process of globalization better.”

At the same time, the gathering acknowledged that their ambitions were on extremely shaky ground, starting with the fact that, as Ban’s chief organizer for the Rio gathering put it, “there was still no agreement on the definition of the green economy, the main theme of the [Rio] conference.”

But according to the minutes, that did not seem to restrain the group’s ambitions.

Its members see Rio as the springboard for consolidation of an expanding U.N. agenda for years ahead, driven by still more U.N.-sponsored global summits that would, as one participant put it, “ensure that the U.N. connected with the roots of the current level of global discontent.”

Among other things, the CEB heard Ban’s top organizer, a U.N. Under Secretary General from China named Sha Zukang, declare that the wish list for the Rio + 20 meeting, already being touted as a landmark environmental conclave on the issue of “global environmental governance,” included making it:
 “the catalyst” for solidifying a global economic, social and political agenda, built around “green economy” goals a means to “reorient public and private decision-making” to make the world’s poorest people the new economy’s “main beneficiaries,” a method of also reorienting national decision-making in countries around the world to put the new agenda “at the heart of national ministries,”

      the occasion to create new bodies, like a U.N. Sustainable Development Council, similar to the U.N. Human Rights Council, to help guide the global process further in the years ahead, or give additional responsibilities to the U.N. Environmental Program (UNEP), the world body’s chief environmental agency..

Other participants chimed in with additional ideas, including the notion from one key organizer that “the U.N. in Rio should be the voice of the planet and its people.”

At the same time, conference organizer Sha noted, “2012 was not the best year” for driving new environmental bargains, due to the global financial crisis walloping the world’s rich economies, a prevalent “atmosphere of general trust deficit” between the world’s rich and developing countries and that many countries (notably including the U.S.) were holding national elections that left their future policies up in the air.

Those realities had already stymied the latest attempt to forge a multi-trillion-dollar bargain to transfer wealth from rich nations to poor ones in the name of controlling “climate change,” at a meeting last December in Durban, South Africa.

As one of the participants, Achim Steiner, head of the UNEP, put it, according to the minutes: “In framing its role and mission, the U.N. not only had the preoccupations of the financial and economic crisis, but also had to grapple with the phenomenon of a geo-economically transformed world that was not yet geopolitically articulated.”

Translation: One of the U.N.’s challenges is that the world had not been globally reorganized in political terms -- yet -- to the same extent that it had been globally reorganized in economic terms.

But in general, the members of the CEB saw that as an opportunity for the world organization, which they clearly hoped to make central to that global re-articulation.

Citing a CEB high-level committee report entitled Moving towards a fairer, greener, and more sustainable globalization, a top CEB staffer, Elliot Harris, told the gathering that the issue was not to reverse globalization, “but rather to harness it to generate better outcomes.”

Among other things, the clearly left-leaning report underlined that “inequity” was the “single greatest challenge and threat” to the world, and that “any new approach needed to address the root causes of the imbalances,” which the report associated with the “liberalization of trade and finance.”

Among the “opportunities” that the current global crisis had provided, Harris said, was “a renewed recognition of the role of the State,” and “an appreciation of the value of collective and coordinated action at the global level.”

When it came to global issues, the U.N. chieftains were encouraged to think well beyond the environment and the international economy into a wide variety of social spheres, from human rights to health and education, where there was a “need for a global framework and national frameworks” for the development of new policies. The national policies “should be derived from the core values and norms that the U.N. system embodied, to ensure coherence between national level and global goals and aspirations”

For some of those present at the gathering, those values seemed to include a heavy reliance on populist methods to push the U.N.’s Rio message to a global audience, bypassing member governments along the way.

Rio conference coordinator Brice Lalonde (a onetime Green Party candidate for the French presidency), according to the minutes “stressed that Rio + 20 was not a routine conference but one of few opportunities to hold a real People’s Conference.” He informed Board members, intriguingly, that “the U.S. Government was working on the virtual conference angle,” the document reported.

(In fact, on Feb. 2-4, 2012, U.S. State Department, EPA and other officials took part in a conference at Stanford University, entitled Rio + 2.0, which examined, among other things, ways that the latest “connection technology”—from Facebook to mobile phones—could be used in furthering global sustainable development.)

Lalonde added that “a conceptual move was also needed toward much more redistribution and much more equity around the world,,i.e., One Planet,” the minutes said.

But whatever other values the CEB’s internal report, and its deliberations, was supposed to embody, transparency was apparently not one of them. According to the confidential minutes, UNEP head Steiner said that the high-level committee report, and the CEB’s feedback about it, is never supposed to become public.

Instead, they are apparently to circulate within the CEB and its high-level program committee, “and help the system rally around an agenda that guaranteed the future of the U.N.”
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The Guardian (UK): Set greener goals at Rio+20: Caroline Spelman

9 February 2012

Environment secretary sets out her vision for what should be achieved at UN conference in June

The world must set a series of new goals for a greener economy at the Rio earth summit in June, the environment secretary, Caroline Spelman, said on Thursday.

Spelman said "sustainable development goals" similar to the Millennium Development Goals, which aim to tackle problems faced by the world's poorest people, were needed to address environmental issues.

Spelman also called for countries to move away from using GDP as the sole measure of progress towards "GDP+", that would see governments measure the value of natural resources and the wellbeing of their population.

She claimed the UK was leading the way on the concept. "We will call for governments to take steps to measure and account for their natural and social capital, as well as their GDP," said Spelman. "It's becoming more and more apparent that GDP is not a perfect measure of progress, because it deal's with soleley economic output," she said.

Spelman was setting out her vision for what should be achieved at Rio+20, the UN conference in Rio de Janeiro this June marking 20 years since the original Earth Summit which set up action to tackle climate change and wildlife losses.

The environment secretary is to lead the UK delegation, despite calls from MPs for the prime minister to attend the talks and show the UK's commitment to greening the world economy. But she held out some hope that that Cameron woulld join other world leaders at the four day summit. "A final decisison has not been taken," she said.

Spelman said Britain's second priority at Rio woiuld be to raise "sustainable agriculture" and water up the global agenda. "By 2030 the world will need at least 50% more food, 45% more energy and 30% more water. We need to produce more food with less impact, particularly if we are to feed one billion extra mouths in 13 years' time."

The exact content of the new global sustainable development goals (SDGs) will be decided by governments before the Rio meeting and will not be introduced until 2015. However, they are expected to cover "priority" areas such as oceans, food, energy, water, consumption and sustainable cities.

Eight new sustainable development goals (SDGs) will be proposed at Rio+20, but will not replace the 10 millennium development goals (MDGs) set by the UN in 2000 which promised to free people from extreme poverty and multiple deprivations. Unlike the 1992 earth summit when over 190 heads of state set in motion several legally binding environment agreements, leaders this time will not be asked to sign any document that would legally commit their countries to meeting any particular targets or timetables.

Instead, they will be asked to set their own targets and work voluntarily towards establishing a global green economy which the UN believes will reduce poverty and slow consumption.

Spelman told businesses and charities at an event at London's Guildhall: "Our economic and environmental security relies on ambitious outcomes from Rio+20. Rio+20 has to be a workshop not a talking shop.

"The international community has not made sufficient progress on important world challenges such as food security, access to clean water and sustainable energy.

"We need urgent action now. Sustainable development goals can drive international action on these key issues and build on the success of the Millennium Development Goals.

"I will be pushing for real progress on new goals to set us on the right path to a greener and more sustainable world."
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Press Association (UK): Set greener goals for Rio: Spelman
9 February 2012

The world must set a series of new goals for a greener economy at a major conference in June, Environment Secretary Caroline Spelman has said.

Mrs Spelman said "sustainable development goals" similar to the Millennium Development Goals which aimed to tackle problems faced by the world's poorest people, were needed to address environmental issues.

The Environment Secretary also called for countries to move away from using GDP as the sole measure of progress towards "GDP+" which would see governments measure the value of natural resources and their people's wellbeing.

She claimed the UK was leading the way on the concept.

Mrs Spelman was setting out her vision for what should be achieved at Rio+20, the UN conference in Rio de Janeiro this summer marking 20 years since the original Earth Summit which set up action to tackle climate change and wildlife losses.

The Environment Secretary is to lead the UK delegation, despite calls from MPs for the Prime Minister to attend the talks to show the UK's commitment to greening the world economy.

She told businesses and charities at an event at London Guildhall: "Our economic and environmental security relies on ambitious outcomes from Rio+20. Rio+20 has to be a workshop not a talking shop.

"The international community has not made sufficient progress on important world challenges such as food security, access to clean water and sustainable energy.

"We need urgent action now. Sustainable development goals can drive international action on these key issues and build on the success of the Millennium Development Goals.

"I will be pushing for real progress on new goals to set us on the right path to a greener and more sustainable world."
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

The Mainchi Daily (Japan): U.N. honors Japanese fisherman, others at 'Forest Hero' ceremony
10 February 2012

The United Nations Forum on Forests on Thursday held a ceremony for the recipients of its Forest Hero award at the U.N. headquarters in New York.

The six people honored at the event included Japan's fisherman-turned-environmentalist Shigeatsu Hatakeyama, 68, from Kesennuma, Miyagi Prefecture, who is founder and chairman of Mori wa Umi no Koibito (Forests are Lovers of the Sea), a nonprofit environmental conservation organization.

Hatakeyama has been engaged in tree planting upstream of the Okawa River flowing into Kesennuma Bay while running oyster and scallop farming businesses in the city, which was one of the areas hardest hit by the March 11 disaster.

"Even though I lost nearly everything in the disaster, the sea came back very quickly," Hatakeyama said ahead of the ceremony. "I believe it was because the river and the forest behind it had solid foundations."

In choosing Hatakeyama as an award recipient Wednesday, UNFF said, "He is known as 'Grandpa Oyster,' after spending more than 20 years developing the forest environment that keeps the Okawa River clean and his oysters healthy."

It also said Hatakeyama's personal tree-planting efforts evolved into a region-wide conservation movement, promoting water drainage regulation and farming practices with less use of agricultural chemicals.

Other recipients were Paul Mzeka from Cameroon, Anatoly Lebedev from Russia, Paulo Adario from Brazil, and U.S. teens Rhiannon Tomtishen and Madison Vorva.

Mzeka, founder of a bee farmers association, was recognized for his work on sustainable land management and rural poverty reduction, while the Americans girls were praised for their campaign against palm oil in consumer products on the ground that the ingredient contributes to deforestation.

The six were among 90 nominees from 41 countries for the award, which honors innovation and grassroots activities in protecting forests. Nominations were solicited last year, which was declared International Year of Forests.
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Greenpeace (Netherlands): Forest Hero- UN awards Amazon Campaign Director
9 February 2012

Paulo Adario, who heads up our Amazon campaign, may not be your archetypal hero (we’ve never seen him don tights), but we’re proud to announce that he has just been awarded the honour of “Forest Hero” by the UN.  He’s not one to tout his own accomplishments, so we’re going to tell you more about Paulo’s work, as he receives his award today at the United Nations ceremony for the Year of the Forests in New York.

Paulo Adario’s career of Amazon protection is an inspiration to all of us and proof of what can happen when one person decides to take action.

His story in the Amazon began with his decision to move, in the mid-1990s, from Rio de Janeiro to Manaus – the capital of Amazonas state. It was here he built, from scratch, the Greenpeace campaign to defend the Amazon Rainforest.

Leading a field team focused on research and investigation, Adario’s work exposed the timber industry as the first in a number of drivers of destruction in the Amazon rainforest.

In 2001, he led a skilled field team into the Amazon to assist the Deni tribe to demarcate and protect their own land, resulting in the official protection of 1,6 million hectares of pristine forest. Adario also introduced new concepts, such as the ‘Green Wall’ to describe the network of protected areas necessary to stop the northern encroachment of industrial development, and ‘Zero Deforestation’ – a set of political, social and economic initiatives aimed at eliminating deforestation while ensuring the improvement of living conditions for people living in and from the forests.

Following a campaign on illegal logging, which led to a moratorium in 2003 on the international trade in Mahogany, the impacts of Paulo’s work attracted death threats from forest criminals across the Amazon.

Despite this, he persisted and went on to create bilateral agreements with international and industrial companies to halt the illegal destruction of the forests for soya crops and cattle ranching. The resulting Soya Moratorium and cattle industry agreements are still in place today.

Paulo has pioneered a campaign to protect the Amazon - from boardroom meetings with industry leaders to field expeditions deep into the Amazon, to the co-ordination of international public campaigns to expose forest destroyers and demand sustainable solutions.

These photos tell just a small part of Paulo Adario’s story in the Amazon and an important part of our story in Brazil over the last 20 years. Join the party- leave your congratulations in the comments section and I will make sure Paulo sees them all.
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Daily Yomuri Online (Japan): U.N. gives oyster farmer 'Forest Heroes' award
10 February 2012

Shigeatsu Hatakeyama, 68, an oyster farmer in Kesennuma, Miyagi Prefecture, was chosen by the United Nations as one of the inaugural recipients of the organization's Forest Heroes Awards.

The Forest Heroes Awards were established by the U.N. Forum on Forests to commemorate 2011 as the International Year of Forests.

Living by the motto, "Mori wa Umi no Koibito" (Forests Are Lovers of the Sea), Hatakeyama has planted trees for over 20 years to protect the local marine environment. In 2009, Hatakeyama established a nonprofit organization named after this motto. The NPO's English name is the Society to Protect Forests for Oysters.

He lost his mother in the Great East Japan Earthquake, as well as his cultivation facilities. However, Hatakeyama said: "I don't hold a grudge against the sea. I'll continue planting trees."

Hatakeyama's motto refers to his activities to preserve the environment's cyclical nature, in which nutrients from leaf mulch in forests first flow into rivers and then to the sea. These nutrients then nourish plankton eaten by fish and shellfish.

For the inaugural award, 90 people were nominated from across the globe. Five candidates, including Hatakeyama, were eventually chosen.

Hatakeyama and his fellow fishermen began planting trees in 1989 along the Okawa river, which flows into Kesennuma Bay.

At the time, wastewater and pesticides polluted rivers and oceans, sometimes causing "red tides."

At the time, Hatakeyama thought the deteriorating condition of the sea might be traced back to forests. Since then, he has planted more than 50,000 trees.

The condition of the seawater eventually improved, and Hatakeyama began to think he would leave his oyster farming business to his son. However, not too long after, the March 11 disaster struck.

In his local community, 44 of 52 households lost their homes to the tsunami. Hatakeyama's mother, Koyuki, then 93, who lived in a retirement home near the river mouth, was later found dead.

She had supported Hatakeyama when he first started his tree-planting activities, which were initially unpopular among local residents.

After the disaster, the marine area which Hatakeyama had tried to protect was covered in debris. He also lost five boats and about 70 rafts in the tsunami. Fish began disappearing from the local area and for a while, Hatakeyama found it hard to motivate himself to do anything.

However, three months after the disaster, the fish returned. Hatakeyama said, "I thought it was because nutrients from the forests had revitalized plankton eaten by fish."

He said he felt as if the effort he and his colleagues had put in continued to be effective even after the disaster.

In June, he considered canceling an annual tree-planting ceremony, but was convinced by people around him to continue the tradition.

Last year's ceremony was attended by about 1,200 people, the highest number ever. They planted more than 1,000 trees.

During the ceremony, Hatakeyama chose to plant a Japanese cherry birch because the tree is flexible and hardy. Many volUNteers from all over the coUNtry came to help rebuild ports and oyster farming facilities.

In 2005, Hatakeyama published a children's book, "Kaki Jiisan to Shige-bo" (Grandpa Oyster and Shige), which includes memories from his childhood.

With assistance from French luxury brand Louis Vuitton, an English version of the book was completed this month.

The Forestry Agency nominated Hatakeyama for the award in recognition of his longtime efforts to improve the marine environment, even after the disaster.

The awarding ceremony was to be held at the U.N. headquarters in New York on Thursday.

Hatakeyama said he would hold the English-language version of the book during the ceremony, and express his gratitude to attendees for aid provided to the disaster-hit areas by saying, "My dream is to plant forests in the minds of people all over the world."
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Euro politics (Belgium); Civil society wants to have a say
9 February 2012

At the Rio+20 summit, the world’s political leaders need to commit to a concrete action plan that will lead to sustainable development and the eradication of poverty. It should be put into practice through a ‘green’ economy road map, states the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) in a declaration, adopted on 8 February, at a conference entitled ‘Go sustainable, be responsible! European civil society on the road to Rio+20’ (1). At its two-day conference, on 7-8 February, the EESC gave civil society the opportunity to express its expectations of the global sustainable development conference to be held in Rio de Janeiro from 20 to 22 June. It issued a call to European negotiators to place much greater emphasis on the social dimension during the international negotiations on the future Rio declaration than what is contained in the United Nations’ initial draft.

For Environment Commissioner Janez Potocnik and EESC President Staffan Nilsson, citizens’ support and participation are essential: “The member states must actively involve all of civil society, both the private and public sector. We can develop strategies, draw up road maps and adopt new legislation, but it is on the ground that all this becomes a reality”.

The EESC’s declaration asks political leaders and the European Commission to make sure that Rio+20 concludes with the adoption of a ‘green’ economy road map containing clear goals and monitoring mechanisms. It also urges leaders to keep their commitment to allocate development aid of at least 0.7% of their gross national income. Only four of the EU27 (Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands and Luxembourg) have reached this goal so far.

The EESC notes that GDP should not be the only measurement of well-being and calls on civil society to participate in the development of additional indicators. It also stresses the key role of the private sector in bringing about a successful transition to the ‘green’ economy and the fact that the public sector cannot do everything, even if it agrees to support, through regulation, investments in favour of ‘greening’ of the economy.

On governance, the EESC, referring to the draft UN declaration tabled in New York at the meeting of the Commission for Sustainable Development (CSD), on 25-27 January, calls for the creation of a council for sustainable development to replace the existing CSD, and the establishment of a UN agency for the environment to enlarge the competences of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).

The real negotiations on adoption of a Rio declaration got under way, on 10 January, when the CSD tabled a preliminary draft (1). The countries reiterate their commitment to sustainable development and express their will to make the shift to a ‘green’ economy. They stress the need for integration of the three dimensions of sustainable development: the economy, the environment and the social dimension. Taking note of the progress achieved since the first Earth summit in 1992, the text also identifies serious setbacks due to a number of interrelated crises (financial, economic, energy, climate change and biodiversity loss) that have held up progress on sustainable development.

The broad principles of Rio are reiterated: shared but differentiated responsibility and the key role of nations, regions and local authorities. The text also highlights the necessary involvement of the private sector and civil society in developing a ‘green’ economy. The idea is not to lay down rigid rules but to set up a framework to stimulate the integration of the three dimensions of sustainable development into all political and private decisions. The text nevertheless recognises that “each country, respecting specific realities of economic, social and environmental development as well as particular conditions and priorities, will make the appropriate choices”.

The text proposes the adoption of a road map that contains targets and a calendar: 1. 2012-2015: development of indicators to measure progress; creation of a mechanism for technology transfer, knowledge sharing and capacity building; 2. 2015-2030: implementation and periodic assessment; and 3. 2030: overall evaluation.

It then lists priorities for action: food and water security; energy; cities; ‘green’ jobs and social integration; sustainable management of oceans; prevention of natural disasters, fight against climate change; forests and biodiversity; land degradation and desertification, mountain areas, chemicals and waste, sustainable production and consumption; education and training; gender equality; development of targets and evaluation tools. The draft states that innovative and diversified financing sources will have to be found and refers to commitments made on development assistance.

There is consensus on the need to improve governance of the environment and sustainable development, currently managed by the CSD and the UNEP. For the CSD, the text proposes two options: either strengthen its competences and operating arrangements within the current framework, or transform it into a council for sustainable development that would become a high level body with authority over issues related to the integration of the three dimensions of sustainable development. It also proposes two options for the UNEP: either strengthen its powers and capacities in its current form or transform it into a United Nations agency for the environment having stable and adequate financing and functioning rules, and operating on an equal footing with other UN agencies. The EU has been calling for such a solution for several years.

The EU is expected to finalise its position at the European Council, on 1-2 March.
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Other Environment News
New York Times (US): Watchdog Clears State Department of Impropriety in Review of Pipeline Project
10 February 2012

The State Department’s inspector general has found no conflict of interest or improper political influence in the agency’s review of the disputed Keystone XL pipeline project.

Related

But in a report released on Thursday, the official said the department had not adequately weighed concerns about the route of the 1,700-mile pipeline and should strengthen its oversight of contractors performing environmental impact statements for major projects.

The proposed Keystone pipeline, which is to carry heavy oil from formations in Alberta to refineries on the Gulf Coast, has become a partisan football in Congress and a debating point in the presidential campaign. President Obama scratched the project last month after being forced by Republicans in Congress to make an up-or-down decision on it. He said that there was not sufficient time to devise an alternate route that would avoid environmentally sensitive areas in Nebraska but that the builder was free to apply for a new permit.

Republican leaders in Congress are now pushing a bill to bypass the normal environmental review process to quickly approve the pipeline.

Several Democratic members of Congress late last year asked the State Department’s deputy inspector general, Harold W. Geisel, to determine whether the pipeline owner, TransCanada, had improperly influenced the review process. They also sought answers to questions about the choice of a contractor, Cardno Entrix, used to prepare the environmental impact statement for the pipeline, which found there would be minimal adverse impacts if the company operated the pipeline properly.

Cardno Entrix was paid by TransCanada to conduct the environmental review of Keystone XL, an arrangement approved of by the State Department. 

Opponents of the pipeline questioned whether the company’s financial relationship with TransCanada influenced its review. Cardno Entrix has said in its promotional materials that it considers the pipeline company to be one of its major clients. And TransCanada previously paid Cardno Entrix to conduct other environmental reviews of its projects. Although such practices are said to be common in the federal environmental review process, some environmental law experts and politicians said the State Department should have been more cautious in assigning the review, especially for such a controversial project.

“At TransCanada, we conduct ourselves in an open, honest, transparent and ethical fashion, and this independent investigation confirms we followed all of the procedures and practices established by the Department of State and other federal agencies,” Russ Girling, TransCanada’s president and chief executive, said in a statement.

The State Department has also faced charges of political conflict of interest over its handling of the Keystone XL application because TransCanada’s chief Washington lobbyist, Paul Elliott, was a top official in Hillary Rodham Clinton’s 2008 presidential campaign.

 Late last year, 14 members of Congress asked the Office of the Inspector General to look into the relationship between TransCanada and Cardno Entrix. In an October letter, the lawmakers said they were “disturbed” by reports, including an article in The New York Times, indicating that the State Department permitted TransCanada to handpick the contractor.

The letter was sent by Senator Bernard Sanders, an independent from Vermont, and Representative Steve Cohen, a Democrat from Tennessee, and signed by 12 other Democrats.

“The findings confirm once again why the project should not be rubber-stamped for approval, despite efforts by Republicans in Congress to do just that,” Mr. Sanders said in a statement.
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Associated Press: Audit clears State Department in Keystone review
10 February 2012

The State Department's internal watchdog cleared the agency Thursday of any impropriety in its review of a permit for a controversial pipeline that that would carry Canadian oil produced from tar sands to refineries along the Texas Gulf coast.

In a report released to Congress, the department's inspector general said it found no evidence that State Department employees were improperly influenced by the company asking to build the pipeline, TransCanada, when they selected the third-party contractor to conduct the environmental analysis, as opponents of the project had charged. The inspector general also concluded that no conflict of interest existed between the contractor, Cardno Entrix, and the State Department, TransCanada and other federal agencies the company had worked for.

But the investigation found some flaws in the process, saying the department could have done a better job evaluating some concerns about the project and should improve its oversight of contractors.

Victoria Nuland, a State Department spokeswoman, said Thursday that the report found "the State Department conducted a thorough, rigorous and transparent review of the environmental impact of the proposed project." That review, completed in August, found the pipeline would have minimal effects on the environment.

Two lawmakers, Sen. Bernie Sanders, I-Vt., and Rep. Steve Cohen, D-Tenn., had asked for the internal probe and pressed President Barack Obama to delay any decision on the pipeline until it was complete. But that demand became moot when Obama, at the suggestion of the State Department, rejected the pipeline in January. Republicans had attempted to force his hand to get an approval, and environmentalists had waged protests to block the $7 billion project.

The explanation offered by the administration was that there was not enough time under a GOP-ordered deadline to examine the environmental toll of alternative routes that avoided crossing over an aquifer in Nebraska. Besides Nebraska, the pipeline would pass through Montana, South Dakota, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas en route to the Gulf. Republicans, however, accused the administration of pandering to environmentalists in an election year.

While the report cleared the department of wrongdoing, opponents of the pipeline and efforts to force its approval in Congress were quick to point out findings that said a lack of expertise and resources at the State Department affected the environmental review. In addition, the inspector general found that neither TransCanada nor the department reviewed Cardno Entrix's conflict of interest statements, an oversight the State Department officials said would be corrected.

"The findings confirm once again why the project should not be rubber stamped for approval, despite efforts by Republicans in Congress to do just that," Sanders said in a statement.

Bill McKibben, the environmentalist who organized the protests against the project, said the report showed the environmental analysis wasn't carried out at "arms-length", but he said if TransCanada or another entity re-applied, the procedures would be improved.

But Neil Brown, a spokesman for Sen. Richard Lugar, R-Ind., who is sponsoring a bill to override the president's decision and approve the pipeline, said the report at most says there is room for improvement.

"There is no 'there' there in the report," said Brown. "It doesn't support the conspiracy theories that Keystone opponents freely spread. The point is that the Obama administration has missed the mark on the urgency of job creation and energy security."
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Forbes (India): India Needs Green Muscle at Rio+20
10 February 2012

India has done well in the run-up to the UN Conference on Sustainable Development. Now it needs to strengthen institutional and financial support and involve the industry more. At Rio+20 there is an awareness that the entire economy needs to be involved in preserving the environment.
Rio de Janeiro in Brazil will have a different kind of carnival this year. From June 20 to 22, the city will host the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, which is expected to bring together heads of states, ministers, senior officials, representatives from international organisations, civil society leaders and environmentalists.

Since the conference is a 20th year follow-up of the most famous environmental meeting held in the recent decades—the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, also known as the Rio Summit – this year’s conference is being called Rio+20. While the Rio Summit introduced the concept of “sustainable development,” the main theme for Rio+20 is “a green economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication.”

The operative words “green economy” is an indicator of how the global situation has changed in the past 20 years. In 1992, the consensus was for national governments to ensure that economic development did not cause damage to the environment. The important additional realisation today is that this cannot be done by governments alone. It needs the involvement of all stakeholders to ensure that environmental protection does not hurt global and national economies. The idea is to use environmental goods and services to energise economic growth, create jobs and support trade.

There has been a change in realities in two decades. In 1992, the developed countries had economic growth and the developing ones needed jobs.

Today, the developed economies need jobs and most of the developing countries are showing growth. Creating green jobs is on top of the list of critical issues for Rio+20.

Rio+20 builds on the process initiated at the Rio Summit and is looking to obtain renewed political commitment at the highest level and address new challenges. Though the Rio Summit had two conventions (Climate Change and Biodiversity) and an action plan (Agenda 21) coming from it, the follow-up was tumultuous for countries. The Climate Change Convention had the most disputes, since reducing carbon dioxide emissions could reduce economic growth. The United States was the first to withdraw from the Kyoto Protocol, which came from the Climate Change Convention.

India and China were under pressure to set emission reduction targets and have agreed to be part of the new round of discussions.

When the then Indian Environment Minister Kamal Nath led the national delegation at the Rio Summit, his words were more or less a sidelight to the conference. In December 2011, at the Climate Change Conference held at Durban, South Africa, the present Environment Minister Jayanthi Natarajan’s position made the new deal possible. As a prominent emerging economy, India will have an important position in the Rio+20 conference.

India does seem to be playing its leadership role well. In October 2011, it hosted the New Delhi Ministerial Dialogue on Green Economy and Inclusive Growth. Some of the points that India raised during this meeting have later found their way into the ‘zero draft’ of the Rio+20 outcome document. Though many changes can happen in the draft by the time the conference ends, India has done well to take the early lead and get itself across as a lead ‘spokes-country’ for the developing world.

In its national inputs for Rio+20, India has stated that it would engage in the process only in the spirit of Rio principles of equity and common, but differentiated responsibilities (CBDR). This means holding the developed countries responsible for reducing their ecological footprint and allowing the developing countries the space to grow. It has pushed for poverty eradication being the overarching goal. Green economy should promote sustained economic growth.

Further, India has articulated that green economy should “allow ample flexibility and policy space for national authorities to make their own choices” and define their paths towards sustainable development. It has asked developed countries to desist from using “green protectionism” as a barrier to international trade. There should be financial support to developing countries for researching and developing green technologies, and no restrictions on their transfer.

The zero draft prepared by the Rio+20 secretariat reaffirms the principle of CBDR and the other points raised by India. It calls for “bold and decisive action.” It is optimistic that green economy will provide opportunities for all countries, irrespective of their economic strength, to achieve growth and environmental sustainability.

To enable countries to get an equal footing on green economy, the draft suggests the creation of an international knowledge sharing platform. It also supports market instruments that slow and avoid deforestation. The most politically sensitive statement is to phase out environmentally-harmful subsidies.

While India has done well in the run-up to the Rio+20 process, it cannot be forgotten that in green technologies the US and Europe have taken early leads and are unlikely to let go of their advantage. India needs to strengthen institutional and financial support from the government and involvement from the industry to develop its own green economy muscle. Only this can back up its strong positions at international environment conferences.
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Reuters: Britain to urge green accounting at Rio+20 summit
9 February 2012

Britain will urge businesses and governments to start accounting for natural capital as an additional way of measuring economic activity at a U.N. sustainability summit in June, its environment minister said on Thursday.

This could mean moving towards a concept of GDP+, or measuring the use or loss of natural resources like water, agriculture and forests to gauge economic activity, in addition to relying solely on economic output.

"A snapshot of the state of economies based on GDP (gross domestic product) is too narrow," Caroline Spelman told reporters after a speech to businesses and non-governmental organisations on the UK's aims for the Rio+20 summit.

"Green accounting would work for all countries. We believe you can really drive significant 'greening' if you take proper account of the value of natural capital in your government accounts," she added.

Currently, governments compile national accounts to track the activity of their economies and the data is used to calculate economic indicators like GDP.

Some countries have experimented with environmental accounting over the past 20 years, but there is no international consensus on a standardised method of doing it.

Representatives from around the world will gather in Rio de Janeiro in June to try to hammer out sustainable development goals at the Rio+20 conference, named after a ground-breaking meeting in the Brazilian city 20 years ago.

A draft negotiating text has been criticised for being too vague and Spelman said it "lacks focus and ambition."

"We would like to supply some content to some of these sustainable development goals. Accounting for natural capital is one of the tools to be put in place to achieve them," she said.

"What nature provides for free is a cost to the economy if it is not there."

If there were no pollinators - creatures such as bees that enable flower fertilisation - it would cost the UK economy 400 million pounds ($633 million) a year to substitute them, she added.

The UK government is setting up a committee that will report on the state of England's natural capital and the UK's Office of National Statistics is trying to embed natural capital in the country's environmental accounts by 2020, Spelman said.

"The long term goal of a more integrated set of accounts for the UK is ambitious, but necessary," said Alan McGill, partner at PriceWaterhouseCoopers.

"At the moment, we're measuring growth, but not impact, and a new reporting model will give us a more complete picture." ($1 = 0.6322 British pounds).
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Reuters: Watchdog absolves State Dept in Keystone review
9 February 2012

An internal watchdog on Thursday cleared the U.S. State Department of conflict of interest allegations in its review of the stalled Keystone XL crude oil pipeline.

Lawmakers concerned about the environmental impact of TransCanada's pipeline requested the State Department's Inspector General take a closer look at the players involved in reviewing the project, which President Barack Obama has since put on ice for further environmental study,

In a 58-page report, Harold Geisel, State's deputy inspector general, said he found the department "did not violate its role as an unbiased oversight agency" in reviewing the Canada-to-Texas pipeline.

"TransCanada's influence was minimal," the review said.

Obama blocked the project last month, citing the need for further review of its route as the line would have traversed sensitive lands and an aquifer in Nebraska.

But the absolution of alleged conflicts shores up the argument for Republicans in Congress, who are trying to speed approval for the pipeline.

Republicans in both the Senate and House of Representatives have introduced legislation to try to fast-track the stalled project, which has become a prominent issue ahead of the 2012 elections.

But the report is unlikely to quell criticism from lawmakers and environmental groups who worry about pollution created by Canadian oil sands crude, and who want to stop the project.

Environmentalists had claimed that the State Department was influenced by the company's lobbyists including Paul Elliott, who had served as the national campaign manager for Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, during her 2008 run for president.

The review concluded however that the department had kept TransCanada's officials "at arm's length" as it met with a wide range of groups holding different views.

TransCanada said that it had been confident its conduct would be ruled to be above-board.

"We are pleased that the latest claims put forward by activists who are opposed to Keystone XL are unfounded, as we knew they would be," spokesman James Millar said in an email.

Still, the Inspector General suggested some improvements, and said State could have done more to verify that there was no conflict of interest between Cardno Entrix, the contractor hired to manage the environmental review, and TransCanada.

"The findings confirm once again why the project should not be rubber-stamped for approval, despite efforts by Republicans in Congress to do just that," said Senator Bernie Sanders, an independent from Vermont who asked for the review.

Steve Cohen, a Democratic congressman from Tennessee who has led opposition to the project, noted the report found State Department did not have enough expertise and experience to review the project, and did not consider alternative routes.

"This report undermines the integrity of the project's review and underscores the point that the pipeline should not be approved based on a shoddy, unscientific review," said Cohen.

The Inspector General did suggest improvements to the way TransCanada conducts environmental reviews, including hiring a staff member with expertise.

The State Department has already begun to make the suggested changes and will have them in place within two months, a senior official said.
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Vancouver Sun (Canada): TransCanada Corp. cleared in Keystone review
9 February 2012

An internal investigation into the U.S. State Department's handling of an environmental study of the Keystone XL oilsands pipeline has found "no evidence" that Calgary-based TransCanada Corp. improperly influenced the process.

The review, conducted by the State Department's office of the inspector-general (OIG), concluded the Canadian pipeline company had "minimal influence" in the selection of a third-party contractor to conduct the Obama administration's environmental impact statement on the proposed $7 billion pipeline.

In a report to U.S. lawmakers, the inspector general's office also dismissed allegations by Keystone XL critics that Obama administration officials gave preferential treatment to TransCanada lobbyists.

"OIG found no evidence that communications between department officials, TransCanada, the Canadian government, proponents, and opponents of Keystone XL deviated from the department's obligations under federal law," the report said.

"Specifically, no records existed showing that department officials had made inappropriate commitments on behalf of the department to TransCanada or to the Canadian government."

The investigation stemmed from the State Department's final environmental impact statement, released last summer, which found the Keystone XL pipeline would have "no significant impact" on natural resources along the U.S. portion of its proposed route.

Environmental groups and U.S. lawmakers had questioned the independence of the third-party contractor that carried out the environmental study, the Houston-based environmental consulting firm Cardno Entrix.

TransCanada welcomed the inspector general's report.

"At TransCanada, we conduct ourselves in an open, honest, transparent and ethical fashion, and this independent investigation confirms we followed all of the procedures and practices established by the Department of State and other federal agencies," said Russ Girling, TransCanada's chief executive.

Under U.S. rules, TransCanada was allowed a role in selecting the contractor and reviewing proposals to carry out the environmental impact statement.

The inspector general said that because "appearance of improper influence" can lead to public doubt about the State Department's objectivity in reviewing pipeline proposals, the U.S. "should modify its third-party contracting process to reduce the appearance of improper influence."

Critics also alleged TransCanada's chief U.S. lobbyist, Paul Elliott, a former senior official in Secretary of State Hillary Clinton's 2008 presidential campaign, was given undue access and consideration during the Keystone XL review process.

According to the inspector general's report, Cardno Entrix, had previously done "a minimal amount of contract work" for TransCanada prior to conducting the Keystone XL environmental review. But "these relationships did not present a conflict of interest because they are not directly related to the Keystone XL project," the inspector general's office concluded.

State Department officials "did not prejudge or make inappropriate comments" in correspondence with TransCanada, the report says.

"OIG also did not find evidence that the department had advised TransCanada on what to say during the legally mandated review process."

The report specifically addressed complaints that a senior environmental issues official in the U.S. Embassy in Ottawa cheered on efforts by Elliott to rally support in Washington for the pipeline.

The official, Marja Verloop, had written "Go Paul" in one email exchange and mused to him about Ottawa being a "snowy winterland wonderland" on one morning in 2010.

"OIG determined that the official's email messages to a TransCanada official were cordial and familiar in tone," the report said. "However, the messages did not convey any inappropriate commitments on behalf of the department. Furthermore, Verloop did not participate in the preparation" of the Keystone XL environmental impact statement.

Still, the inspector general's office did find some problems with how the State Department handled the Keystone XL application.

The report said concerns raised by other U.S. federal agencies about possible alternative routes for the 2,700 kilometre pipeline were "not properly incorporated" into the environmental impact statement issued by the State Department last year.

It also concluded the State Department, which has authority to approve permits for pipelines that cross an international border, had "limited technical resources, expertise and experience" that impacted its handling of the environmental study.

Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders, one of the lawmakers who had asked for the investigation, said the findings were troubling enough to "confirm once again why the project should not be rubber stamped for approval."

Sanders added: "The more we learn, the less merit there is to this project."

The State Department, after public hearings and significant protests by environmentalists, last November put the Keystone XL project on hold until 2013 and asked TransCanada to propose an alternate route that bypassed the ecologically sensitive Sand Hills region of Nebraska.

In January, however, President Barack Obama outright denied TransCanada a permit to go ahead with the pipeline after Congress passed legislation requiring him to make a quicker decision on Keystone XL.

TransCanada is planning to submit a new permit application to build the pipeline, which would carry up to 830,000 barrels of oil per day from northern Alberta to Texas, and is working with Nebraska officials on a new route.

Republicans in Congress, meantime, are continuing efforts to pass new legislation to try and fast track the pipeline.
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AFP: US judge throws out SeaWorld whale 'slavery' suit

9 February 2012

A US judge has thrown out a case filed by an animal rights group alleging that the killer whales kept at SeaWorld are "slaves" held in violation of the US constitution.

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) filed the case against the popular marine animal park in October, arguing that the whales should be set free under the 13th amendment, which forbids slavery.

The suit called for the immediate release of three killer whales -- black and white giants also known as orcas -- held at a park in San Diego, California, and another two kept at a park in Orlando, Florida.

But in an hour-long session on Wednesday, US District Court Judge Jeffrey Miller threw out the case, ruling that the amendment only applied to humans.

PETA spokesman David Perle said the group's struggle would continue until "the inevitable day when all animals will be free from enslavement for human amusement.

"Today's decision does not change the fact that the orcas who once lived naturally wild and free, are today kept as slaves by SeaWorld."

But SeaWorld spokesman David Koontz said that the speed with which the court issued its decision showed "the absurdity of PETA's baseless lawsuit."

"SeaWorld remains the standard for zoological stewardship of marine animals and we reject any challenge to the conditions and quality of care for these remarkable animals," he told AFP

But SeaWorld spokesman David Koontz said that the speed with which the court issued its decision showed "the absurdity of Peta's baseless lawsuit."

"SeaWorld remains the standard for zoological stewardship of marine animals and we reject any challenge to the conditions and quality of care for these remarkable animals," he told AFP.

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Reuters: Bungled conservation effort kills S. African rhino
9 February 2012

A group of animal conservationists in South Africa accidentally killed a rhinoceros they were attempting to make safe from poachers in a botched public relations event.

Spencer the rhino went into convulsions and died after he was shot with a tranquiliser dart in front of a crush of TV cameras and photographers who had been invited to document an operation to insert a poison capsule into his horn.

Conservationists from the Rhino Rescue Project said sedating rhinos with darts was a tricky business that sometimes went awry and rejected suggestions that the poison capsule had caused Spencer's death.

"The rhino had an unfortunate reaction to the anaesthesia," Rhino Rescue Project spokeswoman Lorinda Hern said. "Every time you dart a rhino, you take a risk that the rhino might not wake up and unfortunately today was one of those days."

Conservation groups insert poison capsules into the horns of rhinos, which release poison into the horn when it is removed from the animal and are meant to render the horn value-less for hunters seeking to sell it on for use in traditional medicine.

Conservation groups have inserted poison into the horns of rhinos or removed their horns in an effort to deter poachers. Both procedures require rhinos to be sedated.

A record 448 rhinos were killed by poachers last year in South Africa, home to the greatest number of the animals. Rising demand in Asia for their horns has led to an increase in illegal hunting.

A decade ago South Africa, with more than 20,000 rhinos, was losing about 15 animals a year to poachers. But poaching has increased dramatically since about 2007 as the spread of wealth in places like Vietnam and Thailand has enabled more people to buy rhino horn, which scientists say has no real medicinal uses.
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Reuters: Climate Conversations - Green development is a slippery fish
9 February 2012

The paradigm shift towards sustainable development envisaged in the historic Agenda 21 adopted at the first Rio conference in 1992 and confirmed in the 2002 Johannesburg Plan of Implementation is missing in the “zero draft outcome document” for June’s U.N. Conference on Sustainable Development, popularly known as the Rio+20 summit.

In effect the document now being negotiated focuses more on the concept of the green economy. It doesn’t say much on implementation, and it waters down issues of finance, technology transfer and capacity building. It lacks high levels of political ambition.

This outcome document has already come under fire at the initial discussions on it in New York from Jan. 25-27, among negotiators of 195 countries. It is now set to go through intensive rounds of talks from March to mid-June, before finally being inked in Brazil by heads of state and governments.

The concept of “green development” is fast gaining credence around the world. In theory, it is anchored in sustainable development and low-carbon economic growth, and aims to protect the planet. It is development with a green face because it halts natural resource depletion. It is growth with a human face because it reduces poverty and raises living standards.  

But it runs the risks of both misinterpretation and misuse. Critics say the pursuit of green growth could lead to job cuts and higher costs, at least in the short run. But if followed prudently, it will make energy cheaper and generate new employment.

The political economy of green development is now being debated in the consultations ahead of Rio+20, and looks pretty much set to knock “sustainable development” off its perch 20 years after it was first held up as a global goal.

What role should Bangladesh play in this Rio+20 process? As a natural leader among the world’s 48 Least Developed Countries (LDCs), Dhaka can push for green human development to set the global agenda for action in the next ten years.

Bangladesh should raise her voice to ensure that green growth doesn’t turn into green protectionism. And that it isn’t used by developed countries and multilateral development institutions to set new “green conditionalities” on countries like Bangladesh.

The road to this June’s summit will surely be a rocky path as long as the draft outcome document fails to outline a new global roadmap, concrete actions and means of implementation.

Sha Zukang, Rio+20 secretary-general, noted at the New York meeting that "the outcome of Rio+20 should be strong in will and strong in action. Only then will (it) be a historical and ground- breaking conference.”

The Group of 77 countries and China, among others, want the vision and declaration of renewed political commitment to green development to be accompanied by a set of agreed actions. Some call it a framework for action, others a plan, and yet others a roadmap.

Some, including the United States, are pushing for actions to be voluntary and listed in annexes or as a compendium, rather than being negotiated.

During the debate, much stress has been placed so far on accountability for delivery on commitments, whether negotiated or voluntary. But surprisingly it has been almost glossed over in the zero draft document.

There is strong support in various quarters for agreeing on a 10-year framework of programmes to promote sustainable consumption and production. Cross-cutting issues like gender equality, social equity and protection, education, access to technology and finance, and capacity building are also being discussed.

The LDCs are calling for urgent and substantial increases in financing to developing countries for sustainable development, as well as more power in the institutions that decide how it will be spent. Funding for the U.N. system also needs to be significantly enhanced for it to fulfill its sustainable development mandate.

That is because the existing institutional framework for sustainable development falls short, and does not adequately represent the constraints and priorities of the LDCs.

As a major player in that grouping, Bangladesh needs to forge a national position, based on wide consultation, to help achieve sustainable development across the country and negotiate effectively at the global level to craft a balanced, fair and robust political outcome at Rio+20.
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Times of Malta (Malta): Youth, poverty and the future
8 February 2012

The world is facing unprecedented challenges. Never before in recent history has a deep recession coincided with seismic geopolitical change. In view of the global situation, the 50th session of the United Nations Commission for Social Development, which kicked off this month at the UN headquarters in New York, is focusing on poverty eradication, youth unemployment and socially inclusive policies.

Over a period of 10 days, the commission will be holding a series of panels and discussions on how to shape effective policies for the most pressing social development issues taking into account today’s challenges such as the global economic crisis and climate change. Particular attention will be paid to the challenges young people face finding jobs as recent UN figures show that they are three times more likely to be unemployed than adults. Last year alone, 75 million youths found themselves without a job.

With almost one in four young workers unemployed in developed countries and the majority of young people from developing countries working in the informal economy, the world is experiencing a youth unemployment crisis, which further propagates social instability.

In the light of the challenges with no quick-fix solutions looming in sight, the UN is calling for sustainability to be put at the heart of economics. In a report launched in Ethiopia last month, the group of 35 world leaders and ministers said that ‘’a new political economy’’ should emerge that truly recognises the environment and social costs and brings the concept of “sustainable development” to the centre of mainstream economics.

Among its 56 recommendations, the panel said subsidies for fossil fuels should be phased out by 2020 and nations should consider establishing a global education fund.

In June, the UN will convene its conference on sustainable development, also known as Rio 2012 or Rio+20, which will be hosted by Brazil in Rio de Janeiro as a 20-year follow-up to the historic 1992 UN conference on environment and development that was held in the same city. The conference is held by the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs. Participants need to seize the opportunity to make an impact on the Rio+20 debate through their work in the session as it is intricately linked to poverty reduction, inequality and access to resources.

Yet, ominously, Javier Solana, distinguished senior fellow in foreign policy at the Brookings Institution and president of the Esade Centre for Global Economy and Geopolitics, reports that the same arguments that turned the 1929 financial crisis into the Great Depression are being used today in favour of austerity at all costs.

Should we allow history to repeat itself? One thinks, definitely not. It is time for political leaders to take the initiative to avert this economically-driven social crisis.

Mr Solana warns against the temptation to favour misguided national priorities that could lead to disaster for all. He urges the European leaders to understand that adjustment programmes have both a social and a financial side and that they will be unsustainable if those affected face the prospect of years of sacrifices with no light at the end of the tunnel.

Austerity at all costs, in his view, is a flawed strategy that will not work. Causing lasting damage to economies by inflicting a terrible human toll on societies is certainly a misconceived no­tion of “discipline”.

At this stage, all of Europe must agree on a short-term growth strategy for now while keeping in mind the sustainable development for future generations.

Last month, the European Parliament’s Committee on Employment exchanged views on the future regulation for the European Social Fund. The fund is the EU’s main financial instrument for supporting employment in the member states and promoting economic and social cohesion. The key issues discussed were:

• Focus on social objectives that emphasise “social inclusion and combating poverty”.

• The proposed earmarking of 20 per cent of the fund’s budget to social inclusion and combating poverty.

• Partnership with NGOs in implementing the fund programme.

AD believes that while poverty is a complex problem, which is not easy to eradicate, more sincere efforts and a stronger political will to fight it will yield positive results.

Not everyone will ever see eye to eye on poverty-reduction policies but I am sure they will all agree that it is more cost effective to invest in retraining the jobless than to allow long-term unemployment.

Moreover, we need to stop demonising public support. It makes financial sense for states to share the cost of public investments, such as infrastructure projects or public services, with future generations, that will also benefit from them.

We cannot do without investing in social protection.

That means food, education and basic services, especially for the poorest. Otherwise, sustainable social development remains mere rhetoric.
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All Africa.com: Climate Conversations - How to Design a Redd+ Project
8 February 2012 

REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation) aims to reward or compensate tropical developing countries for keeping their forests intact or for reducing the scale of deforestation.

It's predicted that financial flows to these countries from REDD+ could reach up to $30 billion a year. So getting the issue of REDD+ benefit distribution right is crucial, not only to ensure that it is benefiting the poorest of the poor (or at least not harming them), but for building REDD+'s legitimacy both at the national and international level, which in turn will help preserve forest ecosystems.

Before REDD+ programmes begin to be implemented in earnest, lessons should be learned from previous payment schemes, so past mistakes aren't repeated.

Cash transfers or in-kind transfers? It is often argued that cash transfers are more effective than in-kind transfers - such as food transfers, goods or vouchers to buy goods. For example, in the Programa de Apoyo in Mexico - which provided cash or in-kind payments to households in return for sending their children to school - cash was judged more cost-effective than in-kind transfers. But what works in one place doesn't in another. Cash transfers haven't worked in the Democratic Republic of Congo, for example, because inflationary pressures lowered the purchasing power of the cash provided. As they weren't benefiting from the scheme, participants simply abandoned it.

Payments to households or communities as a whole? In addition to the complexity associated with deciding whether to transfer benefits in cash or in kind, another question needs answering: whether payments should be made directly to households or to communities as a whole.

Both questions are often overlooked in both academic and non-academic literature, and during project design and implementation.

Even though there aren't many (if any) functioning REDD+ projects to be able to assess the pros and cons of each approach, there is substantial accumulated experience from similar interventions, such as payments for ecosystem services, integrated conservation and development programmes, community-based natural resource management, and food or cash transfer programmes. My paper reviewed these schemes and identified ten key points that programme designers need to consider to develop REDD+ benefit distribution schemes that are equitable and benefit the poor.

1. Communities should be consulted on whether they prefer to have benefits transferred to the entire community or directly to households. Communities should be consulted to assess their preferences on the amount and type of benefits.

2. Consider economic feasibility, local institutional capacity and governance structures before deciding whether to transfer benefits to communities as a whole or directly to households. Direct payments to households require less institutional capacity and no sustained funding for maintenance. But if the payments are channelled through local elites, there is a risk that they will take a percentage of the profits. On the other hand, directly investing in community infrastructure, such as roads, schools or medical clinics, through payments to communities is arguably less vulnerable to elites skimming off funds for themselves. Moreover, if there are too many participants, then direct payment to households might dilute the incentives provided and undermine the effectiveness of the scheme. In that case, investing in community infrastructures that can be enjoyed by all may be the most preferred alternative.

3. Three factors need to be considered to make REDD+ benefit the poor: proportionality, equality and need. In areas where the differences between the richest and poorest within a community are minimal, a proportional benefit distribution, for example, based on the proportional size of their land or agricultural output, would work. But in an unequal society - characterised by land and income disparity - benefits should be distributed based on need and not, for example, on land size or holdings. If it were done following a proportional principle then those with more land assets would benefit more than the poorest, and this could even exacerbate the disparity between the rich and poor further.

4. In such unequal societies, equitable benefit distribution could be achieved by systematically favouring the poor, such as landless and small landholders. This could be achieved by, for example, diminishing payments for each additional unit of land in order to distribute the costs of and benefits from participation more fairly, as suggested by Schwarte and Mohammed and applied in practice in the Programa Socio Bosque in Ecuador. In this way, participation by small landholders (who are often from ethnic minorities) is encouraged while ensuring that large landholders do not benefit disproportionately more from REDD+.

5. Projects should be designed to use the primary asset of the poor - their labour. Landless farmers can benefit from REDD+ schemes by being hired as labour by the REDD+ project payment recipients. In this way, the intervention may also have a positive effect on local job creation - and, unsurprisingly, this would fulfil a local need, as many studies suggest that many villagers are eager to see more jobs created locally. Designing projects that create local jobs will also ensure they meet one of the external criteria of pro-poor REDD+ interventions.
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LA Times (US): Shark attacks decline in U.S., but fatalities increase worldwide
Of the 75 shark attacks around the globe in 2011, a dozen were fatal, up from six the year before, according to the annual report by the International Shark Attack File. The U.S. had 29 shark attacks but no deaths.

Shark attacks continued to decline in the United States last year, but worldwide fatalities doubled, jumping to their highest level since 1993, according to a report released Tuesday.

Of the 75 shark attacks around the globe in 2011, a dozen were fatal, up from six the year before, according to the annual report by the International Shark Attack File, which is compiled by the Florida Museum of Natural History at the University of Florida.

The United States, with 29 shark attacks but no deaths, continued a decade-long decline in attacks, all the more notable because shark numbers have been slowly rebounding since the 1990s. Florida led the United States last year with 11 shark attacks. California had three, down from four in 2010, the statistics show.


In an incident near Monterey last October, a surfer suffered neck and arm wounds after being attacked by a shark shortly after wading into the water. The shark also snapped off a 19-inch chunk of the man's red surfboard. The last fatal shark attack in the state, in October 2010, killed 19-year-old Lucas Ransom as he body boarded at a beach on Vandenberg Air Force Base.

Several of 2011's fatal shark attacks took place in far-off islands in the Indian Ocean, with two deaths in Reunion and two in the Seychelles. Three people were killed by sharks in Australia and two in South Africa.


Surfers were the most common victims, accounting for about 60% of unprovoked attacks.

Though the jump in shark-related deaths surprised ichthyologists, "the odds of you as an individual being attacked or dying are pretty close to infinitesimal," said George Burgess, director of the International Shark Attack File.


Burgess also noted that humans, by harvesting the creatures for food, continue to pose a greater threat to sharks than they do to us.


"We're killing 30 to 70 million sharks a year in fisheries around the world," Burgess said. "It's pretty obvious who's the real winner and who's the loser in these interactions."
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SF Chronicle: Enlarging Shasta Lake feasible, U.S. report says
9 February 2012

The billion dollars it would cost to raise the dam holding back the largest reservoir in California would, at least on the surface, be money well spent, a federal study concluded this week.

A study by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation found that the maximum possible enlargement of Lake Shasta near Redding - a scheme that would add 18.5 feet to the top of the dam - would be both feasible and "economically justified."

The report is part of an ongoing effort by the department to find ways to increase the state's water supply, and it provides the first comprehensive analysis of the proposed expansion of a reservoir that provides drinking water to some 2 million people and irrigates about 3 million acres of farmland.

"This planning process is crucial in trying to balance water supply stability with ecosystem improvements," said Pete Lucero, spokesman for the Bureau of Reclamation. "The water supply in California was built for 20 million people 50 years ago and now there are 38 million people, so we're going to have to do something to fix the aging infrastructure we have in the state."

The study analyzed four possibilities, including doing nothing. It determined that raising the dam 6.5 feet would be "marginally justified." Height increases of 12.5 and 18.5 feet were judged the more feasible options.

Raising Shasta Dam would, no doubt, be a massive undertaking. The increased height of the dam would mean some buildings, businesses and resorts would have to be moved, and a few camping spots and secondary roads would be inundated.

The Winnemem band of Wintu Indians has expressed concerns that cultural and religious sites next to the lake would be flooded.

The good thing is that storage capacity would increase 14 percent, which would improve hydropower, recreation and fish habitat, and help alleviate California's perpetual water shortages, according to the report.

It would also cost $1.07 billion to increase the height of the dam 18.5 feet, a price that many politicians, fisheries experts and environmentalists are likely to question.

Jay Lund, the director of the Center for Watershed Sciences at UC Davis, said the extra water wouldn't be very useful without major improvements to the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta.

"About seven-eighths of this water supply is for south of the delta," Lund said. "It would be hard to make use of this water without improving the delta for water exports."

One such improvement being contemplated, he said, is the highly controversial peripheral canal, which would divert water around the delta and send it through aqueducts to Central and Southern California. Some water managers believe a peripheral canal is needed to replace the current system, which sucks water directly from the delta, causing salinity levels to fluctuate and creating unnatural flows that confuse fish and disturb the estuary's ecological balance.

Lund stopped short of accusing the bureau of proposing the dam expansion as part of a scheme to get a peripheral canal built. He said the amount of water being talked about - enough to supply between seven and 13 cities the size of Davis - is too small to make such a plan viable.

"This would not solve California's water problem. It would be just a tiny sliver," Lund said "The amount they are talking about is about one-thousandth of California's water supply."

Shasta Dam, which was completed in 1945 on the upper Sacramento River northwest of Redding, is the second-largest reservoir run by the Bureau of Reclamation in the country, behind Grand Coulee Dam in Washington. It is part of the Central Valley Project, a huge federal system designed to provide flood protection, irrigation, drinking water and hydropower for California.

The 602-foot-tall dam holds back 4.5 million acre-feet of water - an acre-foot is enough to cover one acre in a foot of water - and is fed by rain and snow from the Cascade range.

The water from Shasta and five other federal dams provides drinking water and irrigates farmland from Redding to Bakersfield. The bureau is also required to release enough cold water to support fish populations, which have been steadily declining since the dam was built.

Tens of thousands of spawning chinook salmon and steelhead trout once used the Sacramento River for their yearly migrations. There were so many fish in the old days that legend has it the pioneers could pluck a meal from the river using a pitchfork. The Sacramento still has the largest run of chinook in California, but studies have shown that the vast majority of the remaining fish were raised in hatcheries.

The feasibility report contends that a larger dam would allow the department to release more of the cold, fresh water into the Sacramento River that salmon and steelhead need for spawning. In all, $49 million of the $92 million a year in benefits the report claims a higher dam would generate would be for fish, Lund said.

"It's kind of an interesting argument - that dams are good for fish," Lund said. "The salmon that spawn just below Shasta Dam used to hang out way upstream. We've basically been maintaining an artificial cold water pool below the dam for fish to live" because the dam blocked off the historical spawning grounds.

The Shasta report is one of five surface water storage studies that are part of the CALFED Bay-Delta Authorization Act, which was passed by Congress in 2004 and authorized $389 million for water system improvements in the state.

Lucero said the dam expansion plan, in the works for a decade, is still in the early stages. It will take another two or three years before an official proposal is ready to be presented to the public, but he said the analysis clearly shows that enlarging the reservoir is a legitimate option.
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The Hill: Bingaman: Use payroll tax cut bill to extend green energy credits
9 February 2012

Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee Chairman Jeff Bingaman (D-N.M.) is pressing lawmakers negotiating extension of the payroll tax cut to include several clean-energy tax credits in the package.


The senator used an op-ed in The Hill to call the payroll bill the best chance to extend credits for renewable electricity projects (which expire at year’s end), and homeowner efficiency incentives and green energy project grants that lapsed already.


Congress has few opportunities to address this issue this year. The most promising opportunity is the current payroll tax conference between the Senate and the House. This group of lawmakers should not consider its job done until it has found a way to extend the job-creating credits that expired at the end of 2011, and to proactively extend the credits that will expire at the end of 2012.

Bingaman argues that lawmakers must act fast and makes the economic case for the incentives.  

“If we do not extend the production tax credit for wind by the end of the first quarter of this year, we will start to see lost jobs, slowed momentum and idled U.S. factories,” Bingaman writes. “Vestas, one of the largest wind turbine manufacturers in the country, already has announced that if Congress fails to extend the tax credit immediately, it will be forced to lay off 1,600 U.S. workers, and the major project developers have no projects planned for 2013.”


The piece more broadly makes the case that “clean energy plays an important role in creating new jobs and greater energy production.” 


Bingaman’s column is among several energy-themed op-eds from senior lawmakers running in The Hill today.
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Omaha Herald: It really is a jungle in this workplace
9 February 2012

A new corporate headquarters in Margate, Fla., gives a fresh dimension to the notion that business is a jungle.

Small monkeys swing from branches in their special habitat and macaws squawk as workers go about their business.

The center's 600 employees also enjoy a koi pond, a putting green, a basketball court and soon, a barbershop.

Built in a once-empty shopping center, the 100,000-square-foot office this month became the new home for Saveology, a company that markets cable services, mobile phone, high-speed Internet and home service deals.

Chief Executive Benzion Aboud said he's hoping the new headquarters will create a "fun" workplace and draw technology workers from other parts of the country.

"We want them to come to work and make this their second home," Aboud said.

Google and other technology companies served as inspiration for Aboud and his business partner and childhood friend Reid Shapiro as they designed the work environment.

The animals and other office features encourage people to interact and to "think outside the box," Aboud said.

"You have something to do on breaks. Time goes faster," said Diego Penaloza, 21, who has works in sales for the company.

An unusual office "can be effective," said Amy Lyman, co-founder of Great Places to Work Institute, which compiles a "Best Places to Work For" list for Fortune magazine.

"It creates buzz," said Lyman, who said she's not familiar with any other office buildings that have exotic animals.

But workplaces must offer more than a unique office design to support a creative work culture, she said. Lyman cites companies such as SAS Institute in North Carolina and Ultimate Software in Weston, Fla., as those with cultures that let employees test new ideas.

But there's a disconnect, she said, "if you come up with a creative idea and get jumped on for it."

Aboud said workers are encouraged to meet and exchange ideas in the office atrium, which sports brightly colored furniture and gumball machines.

Some employees said that the spacious size of the office and ample parking are their favorite features. The company was previously housed in two buildings in Fort Lauderdale, and parking was tight, workers said.

At work, Saveology employees answer calls from customers of consumer companies including Verizon Wireless, Radio Shack and Apartments.com. Aboud said the private company's revenue grew by 20 percent in 2010-11. He expects a 30 percent sales increase in 2012.

In the next three years, Saveology plans to add 700 workers in sales, marketing and advertising, and technology support. The pay ranges from $30,000 a year for sales to more than $70,000 for information technology positions, Aboud said.
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PlanetArk: Grand Canyon To Ban Bottled Water Sales
9 February 2012

The Grand Canyon will soon ban the sale of bottled water, responding to concerns that empty plastic bottles scattered around the park are spoiling views of the natural wonder.

The National Park Service has approved a plan that would eliminate the sale of bottled water within 30 days, after nearly $290,000 was spent to install 10 water stations inside the park. Visitors can use the stations to refill their own water bottles, which they can tote in from the outside.

Park concessionaires, who can still sell other bottled beverages, chipped in with another three water stations.

"Our parks should set the standard for resource protection and sustainability," John Wessels, the park service's intermountain region director, said in a statement.

Wessels added he expects the new policy to have "minimal" impact on visitors who flock to the crimson-hued canyon in northern Arizona.

Some 4.5 million tourists visit the Grand Canyon each year, and officials worry about litter found on the rim and inner canyon spoiling the park and marring its views. They estimate the disposable bottles account for 20 percent of the park's waste and 30 percent of its recyclables.

Similar bans are in effect at Zion and Hawaii Volcanoes national parks.

The ban became controversial when it was delayed in late 2010 after what the public interest group Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility charged was pressure by The Coca-Cola Company. The company and park officials have denied such a claim.

Jeff Ruch, the group's executive director, said he was pleased with the decision to implement the ban, saying it "clearly shows intense public scrutiny forced this U-turn."

Susan Stribling, a spokeswoman for Coca-Cola, said the company does not condone such bans, but will continue to work to "find a solution that is in the best interest of the parks and the public."

Stribling said the company favors "constructive solutions" such as creating more recycling programs as was done in the National Mall in Washington.
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E&E: Yucca dead 'as long as Reid is alive' -- Clyburn
9 February 2012

A top House Democrat yesterday offered a group of law students visiting Capitol Hill a blunt assessment of the policy impasse that is blocking the development of the Yucca Mountain, Nev., nuclear waste dump.

"As long as [Senate Majority Leader Harry] Reid is alive nobody is going to put anything in Yucca Mountain," Rep. Jim Clyburn of South Carolina, the assistant Democratic leader in the House and a staunch supporter of nuclear power, told the group from the National Black Law Student Association during a forum on environmental justice.

Clyburn was asked by one student to offer his assessment of which environmental issues he expected would play a role in the 2012 election.

"You don't see a whole lot being talked about the environmental issues," Clyburn said. "But you and I both know that the jobs of the future are going to be in energy. Some of it's going to be wind. Some of it's going to be solar. Some of its going to be biofuels. ... But, you can't do it without nuclear.

"What is the cleanest energy going? Nuclear."

Despite President Obama spending a large part of his State of the Union address on the importance of developing new sources of American energy and finding clean energy sources, Clyburn noted Obama chose not to talk about the importance of creating new American nuclear opportunities.

After his short presentation, Clyburn said in an interview that both South Carolina and Obama's home state of Illinois are places that are receptive to nuclear power. But he acknowledged that that sentiment is not shared across the country, including Reid's home state of Nevada, an important swing state in the 2012 election.

Still, Clyburn said there are other options available that should be explored to help advance the development of new nuclear power sources.

Clyburn pointed to the Department of Energy's Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP), which Congress authorized in 1979 to demonstrate the safe disposal of radioactive waste from defense activities. The plant is within 10 miles of a proposed national nuclear-waste site in a massive salt deposit in southwestern New Mexico.

Lawmakers eager for a long-term solution to U.S. nuclear-waste problems have increasingly mentioned the WIPP facility and the New Mexico site as viable options as the battle over Yucca has bogged down (Greenwire, Feb. 3).

"I've been out there. I think it's a real alternative to this nuclear waste issue," Clyburn said of the WIPP facility. "The salt conditions out there I think are very appropriate and we ought to do it. I'm hopeful that we will."

The scientific community is not in agreement on the salt formations' use for nuclear waste storage, and DOE is studying different geology types for the task.
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E&E: Co-chairman of presidential panel says Yucca Mountain still an option
9 February 2012

The co-chairman of an expert panel President Obama assembled last year to solve the nation's nuclear waste woes told House lawmakers yesterday that the highly controversial Yucca Mountain nuclear dump in Nevada is still on the table.

Former National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft, a co-chairman of the Blue Ribbon Commission, said Yucca Mountain could be used to store nuclear waste but that a second repository will soon be needed because U.S. reactors have already generated 65,000 metric tons of waste. If the government uses a consent-based process and addresses community concerns and opposition, Yucca Mountain could be used to store nuclear waste, he said.

"Yucca Mountain can continue as a part of a new process, we don't rule one way or another on [the project] or what should happen," Scowcroft told the House Committee on Science, Space and Technology. "There is a need for more than one repository now, anyway, because the spent fuel build-up is such that it is close to the capacity of Yucca Mountain now."

This month, the Blue Ribbon Commission released a series of recommendations to jump-start Congress and the administration's efforts to revamp the country's unworkable federal nuclear waste policies. Key among those proposals is the need for all sites -- either temporary or permanent -- to be welcomed by host communities.

Scowcroft pointed out that the local communities and counties surrounding Yucca Mountain are supportive of the project, but the state as a whole is not.

"That's where the deadlock is," he said.

The Obama administration has adamantly opposed the Nevada waste dump and took definitive steps last year to pull the Energy Department's application to develop the site. Siting the project in Nevada has drawn opposition from political heavyweights including Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, a Nevada Democrat.

Republicans say the administration's decision to abandon the project wasted billions of dollars and decades of scientific work and are demanding that Yucca Mountain be considered going forward.

Rep. Ralph Hall (R-Texas), the committee's chairman, seized on Scowcroft's comment as an opportunity to chastise the Nuclear Regulatory Commission for refusing to finish a review of DOE's application to build the repository under Yucca Mountain.

"The Obama administration should release the agency's findings if it wants to uphold its assertions that it's the 'most open and transparent in history,'" Hall said.

Pete Lyons, DOE's assistant secretary of nuclear energy, pointed out that NRC's decision is currently a matter before the courts and refused to say whether releasing the findings on Yucca Mountain would have any value.
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E&E: Lautenberg promotes top chemical safety aide
9 February 2012

Sen. Frank Lautenberg has promoted his key staffer on chemical regulation reform to be his legislative director.

As the New Jersey Democrat's legislative assistant for environmental issues, Ben Dunham played an integral role in Lautenberg's efforts last year toward modernizing the 1976 Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA), which would overhaul the way U.S. EPA regulates chemicals.

In a statement to E&E Daily, Lautenberg said the promotion is a result of Dunham's work in various areas.

"Ben has made outstanding contributions to our office and offered critical guidance on a wide range of issues, including chemical safety, Superfund and energy policy," Lautenberg said. "I look forward to seeing Ben take on an expanded leadership role and I know that he will continue to excel."

Dunham's promotion may escalate Lautenberg's work on his "Safe Chemicals Act" (S. 847), which would reform TSCA by requiring chemical manufacturers to prove their substances are safe before they go on the market.

"The push to make this a priority in the office came from the senator," Dunham said in an interview. "It's ramped up in recent years and it's probably his top legislative priority."

Lautenberg still plans to hold a markup on the bill in the near future, Dunham said, and he continues to reach out to industry and Republicans.

Dunham, who stepped into his new position in January, was Lautenberg's representative during a series of stakeholder dialogues last year conducted with staff for Senate Environment and Public Works Committee ranking member James Inhofe (R-Okla.). The talks were widely regarded as a step in the right direction, and both environmental and industry groups gave Dunham high marks for his efforts (E&E Daily, Nov. 4, 2011).

Lautenberg's momentum, however, appears to have stalled some after testy exchanges between Democrats and the American Chemistry Council, the major industry trade association, at a November hearing (Greenwire, Nov. 17, 2011). And Lautenberg faces additional hurdles this year, such as the abbreviated legislative calendar during the election year.

However, Lautenberg's efforts this session will be bolstered not just by Dunham but also by Brendan Bell, whom Lautenberg recently hired to fill Dunham's shoes as legislative assistant. Bell was most recently at the Union of Concerned Scientists, where he focused on clean fuels and vehicles since 2007. Before that, he worked at the Sierra Club on global warming and energy issues.

Dunham said Bell has a track record of consensus building.

He "impressed us with his talent and has a lot of skills that will help us get TSCA done," Dunham said.
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E&E: Boxer, EPA fight reports that new permits could pose health risk
9 February 2012

U.S. EPA and the chairwoman of the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee are strongly pushing back on reports that a new permitting requirement for pesticide users who spray over water is hindering local abatement agencies' ability to protect public health from diseases like West Nile virus.

Last week, the Contra Costa Times reported that some California abatement agencies were concerned that new permits mandated by a 2009 federal appeals court ruling in National Cotton Council v. EPA would hinder their use of a fogging technique used to control mosquitoes.

The agencies were particularly worried that a mild winter could lead to a massive mosquito breeding season. Those pests, they said, could carry dangerous viruses.

But the permits won't stand in the way, said EPA Pacific Southwest Region Administrator Jared Blumenfeld. The article, which Blumenfeld called "alarmist," missed several key points.

First, he said, in California, where the state has permitting authority, the pesticides covered by the new permits are pyrethroids and organophosphates, toxic chemicals that are used on adult pests.

However, in this stage of the cycle, most mosquitos are in larva form, waiting to be hatched. Abatement divisions, he said, are allowed to use larvacides under the new permit framework, since they pose less risk to humans. Blumenfeld said agencies can use larvacides "until the cows come home."

Second, Blumenfeld said, if there is a public health emergency, users can apply for -- and the state's regional water board would grant -- an exemption so they can use one of the more toxic substances. No such requests have been filed to the state thus far, Blumenfeld said.

"This is a huge deal that goes to the very heart of the matter," Blumenfeld told E&E Daily. "They can use the larvacides, if there was an emergency between now and then they can get emergency approval."

Senate Environment and Public Works Chairwoman Barbara Boxer (D-Calif.) also took issue with the newspaper article and added that EPA's regulations sufficiently allow for the public health to be protected.

"EPA allows pesticide spraying to combat diseases such as the West Nile virus, and no change in federal law is required to ensure that the public is protected," Boxer said in a statement to E&E Daily. "In fact, EPA allows immediate spraying of pesticides to address public health emergencies even without a permit. I believe we must protect public health as our top priority, and current law does just that."

In order to protect waterways from pesticide contamination, the National Cotton Council case mandated that permitting authorities issue permits for applicators who spray over water under Clean Water Act authority. In November, EPA began issuing "general permits" where it has permitting jurisdiction, in six states and Washington, D.C., as well as several U.S. territories and federal facilities (E&E Daily, Nov. 2, 2011).

California's permits were initially challenged by industry as too inflexible, but the State Water Resources Control Board said yesterday it is planning to revise the permits in April. The original permit narrowly defined what products could and could not be used over water, but the board is widely expected to broaden those definitions -- and create more flexibility -- when it revises the permits.

Republicans and agribusiness have railed against the new permit requirements, arguing that they place a significant economic burden on farmers and are unnecessary because pesticides used over water are already regulated under the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide and Rodenticide Act.

Last year, the House passed H.R. 872, which would undo the permit requirement, with bipartisan support. The bill stalled in the Senate, however, when Boxer and Sen. Ben Cardin (D-Md.) put a hold on the measure.

The author of H.R. 872, Republican Rep. Bob Gibbs of Ohio, highlighted the Contra Costa Times story last week in an effort to drum up Senate support for his bill. The article, he said, showed that the permits would become a problem this spring when pests begin hatching.

"You can see the concern out there in the health departments," Gibbs said. "I told you it was going to start hitting in springtime. No one made a big deal out of it" in the fall (E&E Daily, Feb. 1).

Gibbs also argued that the bill has the votes to pass in the Senate. He noted that 25 senators -- 14 Republicans and 11 Democrats -- urged Senate leaders to take up H.R. 872 last December (E&E Daily, Dec. 13, 2011).

But Dave Smith, manager of EPA's regional permits office, said the concern expressed in the article and over the permits is overblown.

"We're a little perplexed," Smith said, "about why this level of concern has been raised when the state has said we're willing to work with you and fix the issues."
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ClimateWire: Engineers commandeer molecule from plants to make cheap solar power
9 February 2012

Plants, algae and some bacteria naturally harvest sunlight to produce energy and raw materials for themselves. Now, scientists have found a way to take the same processes from plants to generate electricity and make chemicals like drugs and nutrients. They are creating a power system that is literally green.

Engineers have attempted to mimic plants using devices like photovoltaic panels for some time, but now they can simply co-opt a plant mechanism directly to do the same things at very low costs.

The process in question uses a molecular complex called photosystem-I (PSI). The complex arranges 96 chlorophyll molecules -- the compound that captures sunlight and gives plants their green color -- matching them to electron donors and acceptors to generate a current.

In plants, this helps them make sugar from sunlight and gives them energy to grow. Developed over 2.7 billion years, this mechanism is highly efficient, moving one electron for every photon of light that strikes the complex, a yield unmatched by any man-made system to date.

At the University of Copenhagen in Denmark, researchers are harnessing PSI's efficiency to make chemicals that are ordinarily difficult and time-consuming to make. Such molecules include expensive treatments for cancers, which require intricate and specific structures, explained Birger Lindberg Møller, a professor in the plant biochemistry laboratory at the University of Copenhagen.

"They have a very, very complex structure," he said. "It's difficult to synthesize those molecules using organic chemistry."

Instead, Møller wants to repurpose PSI to make complicated molecules, bypassing the plant's own processes. "We don't want the intermediate steps with the sugars, we want to feed the electrons directly into the systems we want to operate," said Møller. These systems can then use the energy to make enzymes that assemble proteins, lipids and pharmaceuticals.

This way, manufacturers can avoid the tedious chemical reactions often needed to make drugs in large quantities, driving prices down. "We are really focusing on costly molecules," he said. In addition, by using sunlight as energy, chemical manufacturing plants can reduce their environmental impact.

These techniques are part of a shift toward what Møller called a "bio-based society," where living organisms feeding on light efficiently and sustainably replace many current processes. "The more processes you can run by light, the better," said Møller, whose findings were published in yesterday's edition of Trends in Plant Science.

Low-cost solar roofs out of plant wastes

PSI can also be used to cheaply generate electricity from the sun. By using existing green plants or even agricultural waste as starting material, researchers said they can eventually turn most surfaces into low-cost solar cells. "You take plant matter and isolate the photosynthetic membrane through centrifugation," said Barry Bruce, a professor in the Department of Biochemistry and Cellular and Molecular Biology at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville.

Once isolated, PSI can be stabilized and coated on a surface, like a roof or a wall. Add a transparent cover, a couple of wires and an electrolyte, and you have a solar generator.

Andreas Mershin, who worked with Bruce on this research, said that low-cost ways of producing solar power have existed for some time, but many of these processes were not worth the effort. "Everybody knew 30 or 40 years ago this was doable, but the juice you were getting was so low," said Mershin, a research scientist at the Center for Bits and Atoms at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Bruce, Mershin and their colleagues published their findings last month in Scientific Reports, an open-access journal.

Though their device is a substantial improvement, with 10,000 times greater photocurrent density over previous attempts, the PSI solar cell is only 0.1 percent efficient, producing barely enough current to charge a cellphone. However, because the process is so simple, Mershin expects that people all over the world can come up with new ways to make this work better.

"The real experiment is the effect of this paper. We're hoping that a lot of people will jump in," he said. "There are places where if you lower the cost enough, 2 percent [efficiency] is compelling."

A breakthrough for the off-grid world

The idea is to make electricity accessible in areas off of the grid, where standard photovoltaic panels are too fragile, and where companies don't really see an investment potential. "No private company is ever going to fund this because no one is ever going to make money from this," said Mershin.

As a result, he wants to reach out to the tinkerers in garages, basements and backyards along with other research labs to make PSI solar generators even cheaper and more effective.

One method is to increase the surface area for the coating at nanometer scales. (A nanometer is one-billionth of a meter, which measures 39.37 inches.) The researchers used zinc oxide and titanium dioxide to make nanostructures, allowing more PSI complexes to adhere to the surface. Mershin said these textured surfaces can actually be made quite easily, and by experimenting with the recipe, he expects that someone will find a way to improve on their results.

Bruce said in his lab, they are engineering the PSI in bacteria to make the complex easier to repurpose and more robust in capturing sunlight. His team is also working on multilayered devices to capture sunlight at different wavelengths, extracting more usable energy.

Eventually, Mershin said, people around the world could easily produce their own power using a bag of some raw materials and following an instruction sheet that is simpler than an Ikea manual.

Mershin noted that evening lighting helps poor workers gain more productive hours in their day, allowing them to study or learn skills that will help them advance economically. "It would be a disruptive event for humanity in general," he said.

"It's an upside-down way of looking at electricity generation," he added. "People who have never been thought of either as producers or consumers of solar power can use it."
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ClimateWire: Vestas executives quit after turbine maker posts steep, full-year loss
February 2012

Vestas, the Danish wind turbine maker that issued two profit warnings in three months and laid off 2,335 workers on Jan. 12, had more surprises in store for investors this week.

Chief Financial Officer Henrik Norremark quit late on Tuesday, less than a month after being promoted to second in command to CEO Ditlev Engel. Then, at 3:30 a.m. yesterday, Chairman of the Board Bent Erik Carlsen said he would step down in March and the company rushed out new financial reports.

They showed Vestas lost €166 million ($220 million) in 2011, four times as much as analysts were expecting on average. In 2010, the company made a profit of €156 million.

As recently as Jan. 3, Vestas, the world's largest wind turbine maker, said it would break even for the year on an earnings before interest and tax basis. Instead, it reported yesterday that it lost €60 million by that measure.

The resignations were all the more unexpected since Carlsen had said on Sunday in an interview with Danish newspaper Berlingske Tidende that he had no plans to step down or change the management at Vestas.

Stock drops; more departures

Vestas shares fell 14 percent in Copenhagen yesterday, and have lost more than 90 percent of their value since peaking in 2008.

Deputy Chairman Torsten Erik Rasmussen and board member Freddy Frandsen also will step down in March. And Hans Jorn Rieks, newly promoted to head of Vestas Offshore three weeks ago, was dismissed yesterday.

"There is a lot of confidence building that needs to be done by the new team," said Andreas Willi, an analyst at J.P. Morgan.

Vestas, which last month said it may cut 1,600 jobs in the United States if the renewable energy production tax credit is not renewed in 2013, forecast sales in a range of €6.5 billion to €8 billion this year, with shipments of about 7 gigawatts.

"Based on, among other things, input from a number of the company's large shareholders, Vestas has decided to reduce the number of outlook parameters it provides to the public," the company said. It broke with past practice and did not give a forecast for order intake, which had been closely followed by investors.

One-quarter of the wind capacity currently installed in the world has been made by Vestas, but the company only commands 15 percent of the market share at the moment. Financing for projects is getting tighter, with Western banks taking longer to process loan requests, which puts low-cost Chinese turbine makers that can facilitate financing for customers at an advantage compared to Vestas.

"The whole industry is struggling," said Matthew Yates, analyst at Bank of America Merrill Lynch in London. "But the guidance from Vestas is well below consensus."
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ClimateWire: Payroll tax bill 'the last chance' to extend wind energy tax credit -- industry panel
9February 2012

Wind energy producers will have to start downsizing operations and laying off workers if Congress does not move swiftly to extend the production tax credit for wind energy, CEOs of wind energy companies said yesterday.

Tagging the extension onto the payroll tax bill, which renews a tax cut set to expire at the end of February, may be "effectively the last chance" to put that extension through in the first quarter of 2012, they said.

"As far as I'm concerned, [the payroll tax bill] is our best chance to get it done," said John Purcell, vice president for wind energy at Leeco Steel. The steel industry is already facing a gap in new orders starting in 2013, due to uncertainty over the tax credit's future, he said.

Purcell spoke alongside other industry representatives yesterday morning at a panel organized by the American Wind Energy Association.

The production tax credit is not set to expire until the end of 2012. However, given the time needed to secure materials, manufacture parts and assemble turbines, the tax credit has already essentially passed its deadline, industry representatives said.

Bipartisan legislation by Rep. Earl Blumenauer (D-Ore.) and Rep. Dave Reichert (R-Wash.) seeks to grant a four-year extension to the tax credit. Senate Finance Chairman Max Baucus (D-Mont.) has vowed to see the extension added to the payroll tax bill.

Lobbying the House for a one-year extension

However, the measure faces an inclement climate in the House, where Republicans continue to rail against green-energy subsidies in the wake of solar giant Solyndra's collapse last fall.

Many of the panelists said yesterday that they would be approaching their state representatives with a more modest, but no less urgent, proposal of a one-year extension of the tax credit.

"Our ask on the Hill today and this week is a one-year, full-value extension of the production tax credit," said Steve Lockard, president and CEO of TPI Composites, a company that builds wind turbine blades. "That's the priority today, and tying it to the payroll tax bill is the immediate vehicle to get it through."

"There's an emergency around what we're doing," he added.

The production tax credit, which provides a 2.2 cent-per-kilowatt-hour benefit for wind power generators over their first 10 years of existence, has helped the industry surge forward in recent years. Although it still accounts for only 3.5 percent of total U.S. energy supply, wind power represents nearly 35 percent of all added capacity over the last four years, according to the American Wind Energy Association.

When Congress has failed to renew the credit -- in 1999, 2001 and 2003 -- the industry's growth has largely stagnated. A similar plunge in growth is expected in 2013 if the tax credit is not extended.

Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________
ClimateWire: Global wind energy jumps by 21% in 2011
9 February 2012

Led by China and the United States, the global wind market grew 6 percent last year, according to a new report.

The wind industry installed more than 41,000 megawatts of new power in 2011, pushing the worldwide total up 21 percent to 238,000 MW by year's end, the Global Wind Energy Councilreported in annual market statistics. China installed 18,000 MW of new capacity, roughly triple the amount of the United States.

India came in third with 3,019 MW, followed by Germany, the United Kingdom, Canada and Spain. Overall, though, the group said that the majority of new installations came from countries outside of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.

"New markets in Latin America, Africa and Asia drove the growth," the wind council said.

Widespread concern about wind and air pollution is driving the growth in developing countries, said Steve Sawyer, secretary-general of the Brussels-based group. China, for example, has been doubling its wind capacity annually for much of the past half-decade with the help of feed-in tariffs, or incentives that provide long-term contracts to renewable energy producers.

China's market stalled by grid constraints

At the same time, the Chinese wind energy market has stabilized and will not be able to grow at its former pace because of constraints in grid capacity, he said. That slowdown should continue for a few years, until the Asian giant completes planned "supergrid" projects, he said.

In the United States, much of the industry's future growth hinges on a federal production tax credit set to expire at the end of the year. The fate of that tax credit, along with the trajectory of economies in Europe and China generally, will determine the global industry's path in the year ahead, Sawyer said.

Canada, which ranked sixth globally in the report, said it installed 1,267 MW of new capacity in 2011, representing an investment of $3.1 billion. The coming year is expected to see a higher number of installations, with planned projects in the works in six Canadian provinces, said Robert Hornung, president of the Canadian Wind Energy Association. Overall, more than 5,000 MW of wind energy projects are already contracted to be built in Canada under existing policies, he said.

At the same time, "there is a concern" about the withdrawal of some federal incentives in Canada that helped provinces there put aggressive wind policies in place five or six years ago, he said.

Ontario, for example, established a feed-in tariff in 2009 and has "the most progressive" policy in North America, according to Hornung.

The province is reviewing its law, however, and has faced some push-back from groups worried about the aesthetics of turbines. Last month, Ontario's largest farm organization protested the growth of wind power, citing concerns about the quality of life in rural communities (ClimateWire, Feb. 6).

Canadian provinces likely will continue their aggressive policies, Hornung said, but he added that Canada is one of the few countries in the world where the national government is not playing a major role in its wind industry.
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ClimateWire: Senators push leadership to pass flood insurance overhaul
9 February 2012

Supporters of the National Flood Insurance Program are trying to get a five-year extension of the program folded into the politically charged debate over payroll taxes. And about 40 senators are appealing to leadership today to approve the flood program before it ends in May.

Federal flood insurance, with about 5.6 million policyholders, is being billed as one way to pay for an extension of the payroll tax cut package, which could deprive the federal government of roughly $100 billion through 2012.

The effort is reminiscent of President Obama's plan last September to use flood insurance savings amounting to $4.2 billion over 10 years to help close the federal deficit. The House passed a flood bill last July that raises some premiums, helps to modernize flood-plain maps and encourages the use of private reinsurance to guard the program against mega-catastrophes.

The "supercommittee" never acted, and the flood bill was left on the sidelines of the Senate. It was also added, temporarily, to the payroll tax extension effort late last year, before being dropped. Now advocates are cautiously hopeful that this time flood insurance will make the cut.

"I think it's a great idea. I think they should definitely do that," Ben McKay, senior vice president for government relations with the Property Casualty Insurers Association of America, said of folding flood legislation into the tax cut. "We've been talking to people on the Hill who are pushing that."

That might be a tough climb. The payroll tax cut is the main piece of legislation occupying Senate floor time through the end of February, when the two-month extension to the tax cut approved by Congress in December expires. So there's strong competition to roll peripheral legislation into that vehicle.

About 40 senators are emphasizing the flood program's importance in a letter sent today to Sens. Harry Reid (D-Nev.) and Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.).

"We believe that passage of a comprehensive, bipartisan flood reauthorization bill is within reach, and we respectfully urge you to schedule such a debate," says the letter, organized by Sens. David Vitter (R-La.) and Jon Tester (D-Mont.).

An attempt to shift away from subsidies

The flood program is seen by some environmentalists as the strongest way to address climate change in this congressional session. The House bill would allow flood insurance premiums to rise 20 percent annually for nonresidential homes. That's twice as large as currently allowed price hikes.

Environmentalists, and some conservative lawmakers, see subsidized insurance as a harmful price signal that encourages development along coastlines battered by storms and rising seas, and in river valleys that could be prone to flooding under shifting precipitation patterns.

About 375,000 homeowners would be affected by higher rates under the House bill, out of more than 5 million policyholders. Currently, about 1.2 million households receive subsidized flood insurance -- policies that underestimate the risk of damage.

The program has lapsed several times in the past several years, causing disruptions in the purchase of homes and lost business expenses for private insurers that participate in the federal program. Last year, when the House passed its bill and the Senate Banking Committee followed suit with a similar version, it was widely believed that the program was poised for a long-term extension.

But some advocates are now looking at the prospects of passage in a politicized election year through a less optimistic lens.

"The thinking is now it's as likely to lapse as it to be extended," said McKay. "The question is, how long?"
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ClimateWire: FutureGen is behind schedule, but moving ahead
9 February 2012

The head of an alliance overseeing a major carbon capture project in Illinois said yesterday he was "confident" the project would move forward by 2016, although recent snags have left it six to seven months behind schedule.

In an interview with ClimateWire, Kenneth Humphreys, CEO of the FutureGen Alliance, said that the announcement from utility Ameren Corp. last year that it could not partake in the project as originally envisioned caused some of the delay. But he said FutureGen officials still were submitting a power purchase agreement (PPA) to the state of Illinois this month.

That agreement, which he said should be completed by 2013, will be pivotal for additional financing for FutureGen 2.0 from private investors, said Humphreys.

"No, we don't have all the financing," said Humphreys. "But you wouldn't expect us to have all it at this point. The PPA will be a linchpin."

The Department of Energy has pledged roughly $1 billion for the Illinois-based initiative, but the rest of the cash for the carbon capture project would come from the companies making up the alliance and banks. The overall cost could be more than $1.5 billion, according to the Department of Energy, although an alliance official said yesterday the group is identifying yet-to-be-released "cost savings."

FutureGen 2.0 is one of a handful of remaining proposed large-scale projects in the United States envisioning capture of carbon dioxide from a coal plant and storing the gas underground. The concept has never been proven at commercial scale. Several other existing proposed projects on coal plants have run into financing troubles.

FutureGen 2.0 has garnered more government funding than any other large-scale carbon capture project in the world, according to the Global CCS Institute.

Works in progress

The project originally proposed retrofitting an oil plant operated by Ameren in Morgan County, Ill., to burn coal and capture 90 percent of the resulting carbon emissions. It would use oxy-combustion technology, which envisions burning coal in pure oxygen and creating a high concentration of C02 in the emissions stream (ClimateWire, March 11).

Last year, Ameren said it could not continue with the agreement beyond 2011, although it pledged to provide ongoing assistance with permitting.

In November, the alliance said it was considering an option to purchase portions of Ameren's Meredosia Energy Center for FutureGen 2.0. Yesterday, Humphreys said those discussions were still "ongoing." The FutureGen official said the alliance hoped to announce an agreement by summer, once legal issues were sorted out.

The alliance also is awaiting DOE approval of numerous "transactions," including whether the project has a good work plan and a strategy to obtain all its permits, Humphreys said. Those DOE decisions also should be occurring this summer, he said.

He said his confidence stemmed partially from the fact that no additional changes are needed to state law to move FutureGen forward.

Some of the biggest challenges will involve gaining solid community support and ensuring ownership of all the pore space in underground rock where injected carbon dioxide would rest. The alliance is in the process of negotiating for the purchase of that the pore space with landowners, he said.

"All those things you might consider softer are, in fact, some of the harder things," he said.
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ClimateWire: Investors seek greater disclosure on 'fracking,' oil sands, GHGs
9 February 2012

Some of the world's largest oil and gas companies are facing a new round of shareholder resolutions seeking greater disclosure about environmental risks in their operations and steps being taken to address such risks.

The campaign, spearheaded by the investor advocacy group Ceres and others, involves resolution filings with 18 major petroleum firms, including Exxon Mobil Corp., Chevron Corp., ConocoPhillips Co. and Anadarko Petroleum Corp., as well as natural gas industry leaders like Chesapeake Energy Corp.

Backers of the resolutions say they want executives of investor-owned energy firms to disclose plans for managing environmental and workplace challenges associated with hydraulic fracturing, greenhouse gas emissions and worker safety -- things "that have real bottom-line impacts," said Mindy Lubber, president of Ceres and director of the Investor Network on Climate Risk.

"These investors are telling companies they expect to see real progress on climate change, clean energy and other sustainability fronts, despite the policy paralysis in Washington," Lubber said in a statement.

Most of the latest resolutions seek specific information on the use of hydraulic fracturing, which involves injecting sand, water and chemicals underground to fracture rock and shale formations containing oil and gas deposits. The practice has become widespread in the oil and gas industry and has spurred one of the largest U.S. natural gas booms in recent history.

But environmentalists and some landowners in areas experiencing heavy levels of fracking -- such as the Northeast's Marcellus Shale -- are concerned about how such activities might affect water quality, especially as fracking fluids flow through underground strata and interact with water supplies.

At least 10 firms included in the latest round of shareholder resolutions were asked to provide more details on hydraulic fracturing, including the chemicals used to "frack" wells.

"As community opposition and regulatory risks for fracking operations grow, investors are likewise concerned about how businesses are managing their exposure to these risks," said Larisa Ruoff of Green Century Capital Management, which filed resolutions with Chesapeake Energy, Chevron, EOG Resources, Noble Energy and Ultra Petroleum.

Concerns about environmental and financial risks

New York State Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli, whose office manages the $147 billion Common Retirement Fund, said in a statement that firms whose shares are held by his clients "must operate in a manner that promotes long-term sustainability, especially when dealing with natural gas, a critical part of our nation's energy supply."

Earlier resolutions on fracking have failed to win shareholder majorities but nevertheless drew sizable support from investors. Last May, shareholders of Exxon Mobil and Chevron gave fracking disclosure resolutions 28 percent and 41 percent support, respectively (ClimateWire, May 26, 2011).

Beyond fracking risks, some of the resolutions seek greater disclosure of the financial and environmental risks associated with oil sands development as well as the continued disclosure of information about greenhouse gas emissions and companies' efforts to curb such emissions.

Still others encourage companies to adopt policies that tie executive compensation and other rewards to firms' environmental performance as measured by greenhouse gas emission reductions or accident risk mitigation. In some cases, the resolutions ask that companies diversify their boards to include members with expertise in particular environmental subjects.

While such measures are not binding on oil and gas executives, experts say they are effective at drawing attention to issues that are often overlooked or suppressed in corporate boardrooms. The resolutions also tend to gain support as public discussion and knowledge around an issue solidify.

At an investors' conference in New York last month, Kevin Parker, global head of Deutsche Asset Management, said energy-sector shareholders have shifted toward the risk side of the climate equation and are prepared to pressure industries to start taking on the subject of climate change.

To ignore such risk, whether associated with specific weather events or with the volatility of fossil-fuel production, is to "engage a dereliction of our fiduciary duties" to clients, Parker said.
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ClimateWire: National lab launches program for low-carbon technologies in developing nations
9 February 2012

The path to prosperity in the developing world must be paved with low-carbon technologies, according to scientists at Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory (LBNL).

The facility yesterday announced the launch of the LBNL Institute for Globally Transformative Technologies (LIGTT), an initiative to address issues like sanitation, agriculture and resource management to fight poverty around the world while minimizing and reducing harm to the environment.

"In the coming decades, more intensive energy and resource use across the world will pose enormous challenges to our science and technology," said Paul Alivisatos, LBNL's director, in a press release. "The new institute will bring together individuals with outstanding minds and compassionate hearts to build upon Berkeley Lab's growing record of achievement in developing environmentally and economically scalable solutions that elevate the human condition."

Researchers are excited about the new program. "I'm very, very pleased that LBNL is doing this. It's a fantastic day in my professional life," said Ashok Gadgil, head of the Environmental Energy Technologies Division at LBNL. He pushed for this initiative and leads some of its projects. "I have people knocking on my door wanting to work on this," he said.

Under LIGTT, scientists at LBNL aim to bring some their developments and discoveries to the people who need them the most. "I think we have a few winning solutions in our pockets, and our idea is to institutionalize our approach," said Gadgil.

One example is the UV Waterworks device, which uses ultraviolet light to disinfect water. The system uses a fraction of the energy used to boil water, the most common purification method, explained Gadgil, who helped develop the apparatus. The device delivers water at 2 cents per gallon to 5 million people across six countries after it was licensed to WaterHealth International. Since it uses less energy and doesn't require people to burn biomass, it substantially reduces emissions associated with treating water, ordinarily a very energy-intensive and polluting process.

Finding a low-emission path to prosperity

Low-carbon approaches to aid and development like UV Waterworks are critical to LIGTT's mission because for developing countries, when it comes to their economies, "carbon is certainly not on their agenda other than they are on the same planet we are," said Gadgil. "If they are on a high-carbon path to prosperity, we will all be toast together."

As a result, the institute is not just finding new solutions to improve crop yields, desalinate water and encourage sustainable development; it is trying to make them cheap. "Every one of those models, if it's going to scale, it must be commercially viable," said Gadgil. "It must be affordable to those populations we are trying to help." LIGTT is targeting South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, where more than a billion people subsist on $1.25 per day or less.

Part of the institute's approach will also focus on addressing the specific needs of local communities. "We also want to make sure we are not hammers looking for nails. We must be demand-driven," said Gadgil, noting that technology must fit the needs of a community, rather than restructure a community to use a particular device or approach.

He also emphasized the need for cultural sensitivity andfor researchers to be present in places like Ethiopia, Sudan and India where these devices are used.

Some of the projects are funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development, and LIGTT is seeking contributions from others, as well. Gadgil expects that LBNL's support will help attract donors as well as attention to the need for low-carbon economic development. "With 13 Nobel laureates and 80-plus years of science, we have extremely high brand recognition," he said.
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ClimateWire: Minneapolis meets its emissions goals, expands them
9 February 2012

Greenhouse gas emissions have fallen by nearly 13 percent in Minneapolis since 2006 thanks to a combination of job losses, cleaner sources of energy, population decline, mild weather and a Climate Action Plan.

With more emission goals scheduled for the future, the city launched a new effort this week to expand green transportation alternatives and recycling incentives and to consider low-interest loans for building efficiency improvements. Similar climate action programs have been adopted in more than 1,000 U.S. cities.

"We're not ready to declare victory," said Brendon Slotterback, Minneapolis' sustainability program coordinator.

When the city's climate plan was drafted in 1993, Mayor Don Fraser said that while global warming didn't look like an immediate threat, "tomorrow's problems may become today's disasters before we know it."

Minneapolis now has a 2025 goal to reduce emissions by 30 percent from 2006 levels.

"I talk to hundreds of Minneapolis residents every month," said Carl Nelson, a program and policy manager at Minnesota's Center for Energy and the Environment. "We don't focus on climate change. We focus on saving energy, saving money and making their homes more energy-efficient" 

Canada

Montreal Gazette: New law won't protect environment
9 February 2012

Tough penalties are impressive, but catching polluters in the act is getting harder and harder

Tough new penalties for polluters came into effect in Quebec last week. The Charest government brought them in to prevent problems in what it hopes will be a new era of natural resource development. It is most ambitious about shale gas in southern Quebec, oil in the Gulf of St. Lawrence and minerals in northern Quebec (under Plan Nord). All carry big environmental risks.
The new rules, which have garnered little public attention, raise the question of whether or not they will be enough to protect the environment adequately.

In debating this question in my own mind, I've had two clashing views - one skeptical, one optimistic.

The skeptical argument goes this way: Laxity on the environment is in Quebec's political DNA: To attract investment, the province traditionally has been soft on polluters. Maximum fines in the law are almost never imposed. They're in the law as PR for the electorate.

The last time Quebec increased the fines was in 1988. In the wake of the fire at the PCB depot in St. Basil le Grand, Liberal environment minister Clifford Lincoln upped the maximum fine for corporate polluters from $60,000 to $500,000. Only once since then, however, has that maximum fine been imposed. (That was against a Tembec paper mill for water pollution in 2005.)

How soft is Quebec? Total fines against hundreds of big and small polluters have averaged $907,000 in each of the last four years. The annual total for fines in Ontario over the same period has averaged $4.1 million. In most U.S. states, fines are even greater.

Little wonder that data published in recent years by the Commission for Environmental Co-operation (a pollution-tracking organization created under NAFTA) show that industrial pollution in Quebec has been rising in recent years while it has been falling in Canada as a whole and in the U.S.

Enforcement of anti-pollution measures under the Liberals has been as much of a joke as under the Parti Québécois. My skeptical side says history suggests that the government's laxity is ingrained.

The optimistic side of me says that recent history actually shows a fast-emerging Quebec environmental conscience: The Charest government is in the vanguard of the continent's measures against greenhouse gases.

The new fines are part of a fourmonth-old law (Bill 89), which the National Assembly adopted unanimously. It's encouraging to see all parties agreeing on severity.

The skeptical me, however, scoffs at the new maximum fine of $6 million against corporate polluters and wonders if it will be imposed as rarely as the old $500,00 penalty. The optimistic retort is that what really counts is the minimum fine, and in this case it's $1 million. No judge can impose less.

One problem in the past has been that pollution cases had to go to court. That could take years, and during that time a polluting company could wiggle out of responsibility by going out of business - with its owners resuming business in a new entity. The new law, however, says that owners, not just companies, can be pursued.

Another sensible step: Less serious pollution cases will no longer have to go through the cumbersome judicial process but will be treated more like traffic tickets. An administrative body can impose penalties of up to $2,000 for an individual and $10,000 for a company.

On balance, this law is impressive. Optimism wins. But back to that earlier question: Will it protect the environment adequately?

No. Adequate protection will need more than a virtuous law - and more, too, than political will to prosecute.

Here's the problem: In this coming era of resource development, catching polluters in the act will be a bigger problem than ever.

No longer will an inspector be able to get evidence against a polluter by, for example, simply driving to a river and dipping a container in the water downstream from a factory. Pollution from tomorrow's star resources will be much more remote.

Fracking for shale gas could contaminate water deep underground, making the precise source of the contamination all but untraceable. Pumping oil on a rig 40 kilometres from land would also make concealment of violations easier. So would digging mines hundreds of kilometres from the nearest town.

In the new era of resource development, monitoring will be the biggest challenge.
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National Post: Stephen Harper secures ‘Panda PM’ title with loan deal for Canadian zoos
Prime Minister Stephen Harper and the Chinese leadership announced Thursday that Canada and China are finalizing details on an agreement that would see the Chinese loan two giant pandas to zoos in Calgary and Toronto for a period of five years each.

Harper will announce more details of a looming agreement on Saturday, when he visits a panda preservation centre in the southwestern metropolis of Chongqing and gets up close and personal with the bamboo munchers.

But the two sides released a joint statement Thursday, following a bilateral meeting, explaining the panda swap is almost a go.

“Following agreement by Canada and China, the Chinese Association of Zoological Gardens will sign an agreement with the Toronto and Calgary zoos to provide a pair of giant pandas for 10 years of collaborative research on conservation,” says the statement.

Government officials won’t disclose more details — including what order the zoos will have the bears and financial cost, if any — until Harper’s announcement on Saturday, other than to say the pandas are expected in Canada in the “near future” and that each zoo will receive them for five years.

Prime ministers going back to Pierre Trudeau have tried to secure the bears on loan from China because they’re seen as a sign of goodwill from the Chinese government.

Harper, however, appears to be the first prime minister to master panda diplomacy, although it wouldn’t be the first time pandas have been in Canada.

Calgary was loaned a pair of giant pandas in 1988, the year the city hosted the Winter Olympics. People lined up for as long as two hours to see the lovable duo of Qun Qun and Xi Xi.

Some zoos pay as much as $1 million for a short-term loan of the endangered pandas. However, officials from the Panda Acquisition Task Force at the Toronto Zoo have previously said “special friends” can sometimes get them for half the price.

The Calgary Zoo spent about $4 million on the 1988 panda project, including $900,000 alone to build a new enclosure. Zoo officials had made an agreement to fund conservation efforts in China in exchange for the loan of Qun Qun and Xi Xi.

Discussions had been ongoing among the zoos in Calgary, Toronto and Granby, Que. for a couple of years about the possibility of acquiring the pandas on loan from China.

In 2010, then-environment minister Jim Prentice said the federal government had essentially finalized an agreement with China that would see the three Canadian zoos collectively “adopt” two giant pandas, likely beginning in 2011.

However, it looks as though Granby — which various zoo officials said likely had the most preparatory work to do — has been dropped off the list.

NON-PANDA RELATED NEWS
Harper used the second day of his China mission to focus on softwood sales, building broader trade ties and bolstering bilateral bridges.

Harper visited on Thursday morning the China-Canada Green Building Design Center — one of China’s largest wood-frame buildings — in Langfang, on the outskirts of Beijing, to highlight Canada’s position as the largest supplier of lumber to one of the fastest-growing economies in the world.

The federal government and province of British Columbia, along with Canadian lumber suppliers, are working with several countries — including China — to promote Canadian wood-frame technology by developing building codes, championing the benefits of lumber construction and training designers and builders to use wood.

From the outside, the China-Canada Green Building Design Center looks like a cross between a Montana’s steakhouse and a Whistler ski chalet. Inside, it’s a 2,500 square-metre facility that features environmentally friendly, seismically stable, and energy-efficient Canadian wood-frame technologies and materials.

Towering wood supports, large skylights and contemporary Chinese-themed lamps, combined with hardwood floors and the smell of fresh lumber, make the three-storey facility feel like a getaway from the urban jungle of neighbouring Beijing.

Canadian wood exports to China increased to $835 million in 2010, up 119 per cent from 2009. During the first eleven months of 2011, wood products were Canada’s third-largest export to China, totalling nearly $1.4 billion and are expected to exceed $1.5 billion in 2011, according to Canadian government figures.

“The China-Canada Green Building Design Center is just one of the ways Canada is promoting its world-class environmentally friendly wood-frame technologies and materials in this rapidly growing market,” Harper said in a statement.

The centre features Douglas fir, western red cedar and other wood products.

Harper and wife Laureen received a tour of the building from Leonard Mao, marketing director of Canada Wood, who showed them a model home that is used as an example of what could be built out of wood for the Chinese — many of whom “can’t stand wood.”

Also Thursday, Harper is hosting a round table meeting with some of the Canadian business leaders from the natural resources sector who are on the trip with him, before holding a series of high-level bilateral meetings with Chinese President Hu Jintao, Vice-Premier Li Keqiang and the chairman of the National People’s Congress, Wu Bangguo.

He will also be speaking Thursday night at the Canada-China Business Forum.
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Globe & Mail: Controversial glacier project in Jasper National Park wins approval
9 February 2012

Environment Minister Peter Kent is giving a green light to the controversial Glacier Discovery Walk in Alberta's Jasper National Park.

The minister says the approval follows a robust environmental assessment and a review that included open houses and consultations with aboriginal groups.

Brewster Travel Canada plans to build a multimillion-dollar interpretive boardwalk and a glass-bottomed observation point high over the Sunwapta Valley.

The minister says the project will be built largely on an existing parking lot and won't disrupt the local ecology.

He says Parks Canada will monitor the project for any environmental problems.

Mr. Kent predicts the project will eventually become an iconic tourism destination.
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

ROLAC MEDIA UPDATE

THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Friday 10, 2012

Grupo Milenio(Mexico): Planes para invertir más de 20 mil mdd en energía eólica

Febrero 09, 2012

Negocios La industria eólica en México invertirá en los próximos 10 años más de 20 mil millones de dólares, orientados al desarrollo de diversos proyectos de generación de energía eléctrica por viento.

El Sol de Orizaba (Mexico): Veracruz, primera entidad en tomar medidas ante el cambio climático: Duarte

Febrero 09, 2012 

Veracruz, Veracruz.- Veracruz es la primera entidad en contar con un plan de acción climática en el país que ha servido de modelo para otros estados, afirmó el gobernador Javier Duarte de Ochoa durante su participación en el foro Eficiencia Energética y Desarrollo Sustentable en el Sector Privado Me

Prensa libre(Guatemala): Presentan proyecto ambiental

Febrero 09, 2012 
En el parque Naciones Unidas, Amatitlán, se impulsa un proyecto orientado a educar a los visitantes a clasificar y reciclar los desechos sólidos.

Diario de Republica(Costa Rica): País verde sin educación ambiental

Febrero 09, 2012 

Materia no existe en programas de primaria ni secundaria País verde sin educación ambiental Conocimientos se imparten dentro de estudios sociales y ciencias Los costarricenses nos jactamos de vivir en un país verde; sin embargo, la protección y conservación de los recursos naturales y el desarrollo

El Universo (Ecuador); Cita para reforestar el cerro Blanco

Febrero 09, 2012 

Desde las 08:00 hasta las 14:00 de mañana se realizará la siembra de árboles de especies nativas de bosque seco tropical en el cerro Blanco. Esto como parte de la VI jornada de reforestación pública en la que participarán unas 150 personas.

Poder Edomex(Mexico): Analizan universitarias diversas soluciones para reducir gases de efecto invernadero
Febrero 08, 2012 - Poder Edomex
La captura de CO2 mediante aminas es una de las más prometedoras soluciones para reducir los efectos de la alta concentración de dióxido de carbono en el planeta.
 

The Trinidad Guardian(Trinidad & Tobago) :Housing and Environment Minister: Proposed Forestry Authority will do more
Febrero 08, 2012 
Housing and Environment Minister Dr Roodal Moonilal says a Forestry Authority will have greater autonomy and independence than a traditional division. He said it could create about 100 jobs.
 

Noticas de Prensa Latina(Nicaragua): Proyecta Nicaragua reducir deforestación frente riesgo climático

Febrero 08, 2012 

08 de febrero de 2012, 20:43Managua, 8 feb (PL) Nicaragua prevé reducir la deforestación de hasta 70 mil hectáreas anuales en el período 2012-2017, mediante proyectos agroforestales y sirvo-pastoriles, el fomento de plantaciones de cacao y otros cultivos perennes, confirmó hoy el gobierno.

Corporación Autónoma Regional del Alto Magdalena(Colombia): Creada Red de Mercados Verdes

Febrero 08, 2012 - 

Un total de 22 organizaciones que promueven productos amigables con el medio ambiente, se unieron para crear la Red de Mercados Verdes, liderada por la Corporación Autónoma Regional del Alto Magdalena CAM.

The guardian Set greener goals at Rio+20: Caroline Spelman

Febrero 09, 2012 

Environment secretary sets out her vision for what should be achieved at UN conference in June

El Pais: Greenpeace castiga la política ecológica de Apple y Facebook
Febrero 09, 2012 

Google encabeza la lista de empresas respetuosas con el medio ambiente

Aero Latin News: Los aviones del futuro: sin ventanas ni emisiones de CO2

Febrero 09, 2012 - Aero Latin News

Puede ser la reducción de emisiones una solución para que el sector aeronáutico minimice costes? La explotación comercial tiene muchos gastos en los que meter la tijera pero el combustible representa el 25 por ciento de ellos.
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Environment News from the UN Daily News of 10 February 2012
UN News center: UN-backed marine expedition highlights impact of climate change in oceans

9 February 2012

A United Nations-backed scientific expedition which has been travelling the world’s oceans for almost three years is in New York seeking to raise public awareness of the impact of climate change in oceans.

The mission, known as Tara Oceans, has travelled 70,000 miles across the Atlantic, Pacific, Antarctic and Indian oceans investigating the effects of global warming on biodiversity and marine life, particularly focusing on marine plankton, and aims to bridge the knowledge gap between the scientific community and the public by regularly sharing its findings and data and allowing visitors into the Tara vessel wherever it docks.

“The Tara expedition represents an extraordinary human endeavour by focusing on the key major gaps in our knowledge on plankton,” said Andrew Hudson, the Coordinator of UN Oceans, adding that it is facilitating communication not only between scientists and the public but also with policy-makers so they know how the ocean works and how human activity impacts this vital ecosystem.

Mr. Hudson also spotlighted the importance of this initiative in raising awareness before the UN Sustainable Development Conference (Rio+20) in June, where Tara researchers will be sharing their message as they try to rally support for new initiatives, reforms and financing needed for ocean sustainability.

Philippe Kridelka, Director of the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) office in New York, echoed Mr. Hudson’s remarks and emphasized the importance of the mission in bringing the topic of oceans into the development agenda. 

The vessel has also had artists and journalists on board to help promote the mission, including French fashion designer agnès b., who is also one of the main sponsors of Tara. 

The designer, along with other members of the Tara crew, met Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon earlier today and talked to him about the activities of the mission. 

The mission is carried out under the auspices of the UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) and in partnership with UNESCO’s International Union for Conservation of Nature and the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission.
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UN News center: UN wraps up year of forests by highlighting their social and economic value
9 February 2012

The United Nations today wrapped up its year-long campaign to raise awareness on the importance of forests and the people who depend on them with a series of events that spotlight their role and impact in socio-economic activities.

“Each of us, all seven billion people on Earth, has our physical, economic and spiritual health tied to forests,” said Jan McAlpine, Director of the UN Forum on Forests (UNFF) Secretariat.

Throughout 2011, the UN organized a series of events and activities to highlight the value of forests and the actions that people can take to protect them and help contribute to their sustainable management.

At today’s closing ceremony for the year, Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs Sha Zukang stressed that the International Year of Forests “helped create a platform for dialogue and action.

“Through various actors – starting with local communities and moving to national, regional and international levels – we heard about effective ways to sustainably manage forests,” he said. “We hope that the year inspired governments to redouble their efforts as well.”

According to the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), forests cover 31 per cent of the world’s total global land area, store more than one trillion tons of carbon and provide livelihoods for more than 1.6 billion people. However, deforestation accounts for 12 to 20 per cent of the global greenhouse gas emissions that contribute to global warming.

To mark the conclusion of the campaign, a special ceremony was held at UN Headquarters in New York today honouring people who have made special contributions to protect forests.

“We launched the UNFF Forest Heroes Awards for the International Year of Forests 2011 to identify and honour the countless individuals around the world who are dedicating their lives to nurturing forests in quiet and heroic ways. The programme aims to spotlight everyday people working to make positive changes for forests,” Ms. McAlpine told a press conference this afternoon, stressing that the response to the campaign had been very positive throughout all the regions that participated.

The winners of the awards come from various countries and backgrounds, but they all have made a significant impact on the preservation of forests.

Eleven-year-old girl scouts Rhiannon Tomtishen and Madison Vorva, for example, won the award for the North American region for convincing the Girl Scout Organization to stop using cookies containing palm oil, which is linked to the destruction of rainforests.

An oyster fisherman, Shigeatsu Hatakeyama, received the award for the Asia region, for his implementation of sustainable farming practices in Miyagi, Japan, which played a critical role in maintaining clean water for his oyster beds.

Nzegha Mzeka, 77, will be honoured for his work which has helped 30 communities in Cameroon to protect their watersheds and conserve community forests through sustainable bee farming, education and reforestation.

For the European region, Anatoly Lebedev will be honoured for his work campaigning against illegal logging and destructive land practices in Russia that threatened indigenous communities and Siberian tigers.

Paulo Adario will receive the award for Latin America for his dedication to the protection of rainforests and forest-dependent communities in the Brazilian Amazon despite death threats and warring interest groups.

The jury also decided to add a special award in recognition of the deceased couple José Claudio Ribeiro and Maria do Espírito Santo, two activists murdered in Brazil while trying to protect their natural forests.

In addition to the presentation of Forest Heroes Awards, the ceremony will feature the winners of the 2011 Universal Postal Union (UPU) letter-writing contest, which drew entries from more than two million children and youth worldwide, and the announcement of the winners of the 2011 children’s art contest “Celebrate the Forests.”

There will also be film clips from the first-ever award-winning International Forest Film Festival, as well as the launch of the commemorative book Forests for People, with 75 articles from 35 countries.
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