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· Environmental Expert: Engineers seek more recognition in Rio+20 goals
· UN News Centre: Sustainable development the focus of talks between Assembly chief and French officials
· UN News Centre: Threatened by climate change, glaciers now under attack from ice thieves – UN
· UN News Centre: Tourism can play key role in preserving world’s wetlands, UN agency says
· UN News Centre: UN launches information system to boost disaster prevention, food security measures
Environmental News from the UNEP Regions
· ROLAC
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Other UN News
· Environment News from the UN Daily News of 3 February 2012
· Environment News from the S.G.’s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing of 2 February 2012
UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
Vancouver Sun (Canada): Allowing fish stocks to recover would boost industry by billions a year, UN says

26 January 2012

The worldwide fishing industry could benefit from an annual $50-billion boost if stocks were allowed time to recover, the UN said Wednesday.

Already 32 per cent of the world's fish stocks have been depleted by years of overfishing and poor coastal management, according to a UN Environment Program report released in the Philippine capital Manila.

"The potential economic gain from reducing fishing capacity to an optimal and restoring fish stocks is in the order of $50 billion per annum," a summary of the UN report said, with-out giving details on how the figure was reached.

The report said overfishing, pollution from land-based farming and industry, and the destruction of habitat, including coral reefs and man-groves, are all having an effect on fish stocks. This is directly affecting the 540 million people around the world who are dependent on the fishing industry, experts said.

Cutting pollution would help fish stocks and fishers' catches to rebound, said Amina Mohammed, deputy executive director of the UN program.

"Many ocean industries and businesses stand to benefit directly from cleaner, more ecologically robust marine ecosystems," she said.

While overfishing reduces fish stocks, pollution from the overuse of fertilizer in farming is also a major problem, she said. The fertilizer washes into the sea, resulting in run-away growth of algae, which sucks up the oxygen in the waters and causes fish to "drown."
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Khaleej Times (UAE): Protecting the seas is good business: UN
26 January 2012

Manila - The worldwide fishing industry could benefit from a $50 billion boost annually if stocks were allowed time to recover, the UN said.

Already 32 percent of the world’s fish stocks have been depleted by years of overfishing and poor coastal management, according to a UN Environment Programme report released in the Philippine capital Manila.

“The potential economic gain from reducing fishing capacity to an optimal and restoring fish stocks is in the order of $50 billion per annum,” a summary of the UN report said, without giving details on how the figure was reached.

The report said overfishing, pollution from land-based farming and industry, and the destruction of habitat, including coral reefs and mangroves, were all having an effect on fish stocks.

This was directly affecting the 540 million people around the world who are dependent on the fishing industry, experts at the launch of the “Green Economy in a Blue World” report said.

Cutting pollution would help fish stocks and fishermen’s catches to rebound, Amina Mohammed, deputy executive director of the UN programme, said.

“Many ocean industries and businesses stand to benefit directly from cleaner, more ecologically robust marine ecosystems,” she said.

While overfishing reduces fish stocks, pollution from the overuse of fertiliser in farming is also a major problem, she said.

The fertiliser washes into the sea, resulting in runaway growth of algae which sucks up all the oxygen in the waters and causes fish to “drown”.

Experts have said there are over 500 oxygen-deprived “dead zones” in waters around the world created in such a way.

Europe could save at least $100 million annually just through improvements in fertiliser use to stop it affecting the oceans, said Linwood Pendleton, an oceans and coast expert from the US’s Duke University.

Marine specialist Raphael Lotilla said that as much as 49 percent of all fertiliser used in Philippine farms ended up being washed into the sea.

“Let’s work with farmers to figure out what is the right amount of fertiliser so everyone wins,” Mohammed said.

The UN report also said marine-based renewable energy sources like wind, wave and tidal power, have huge potential but are not yet cost competitive.

It called for “long-term policies and targeted financial support from governments” such as grants, subsidies and tax credits, to improve the technology and bring costs down.

It also called for more measures to curb destruction of coral reefs, mangroves, seagrass beds and other marine habitats, as well as measures to prevent the spread of “invasive species” carried by ships’ hulls.

Such species cause an estimated $100 billion in losses each year, the report said, without giving further details.
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Associated Press: Rising wealth of Asians straining world fish stock
25 January 2012

Rising wealth in Asia and fishing subsidies are among factors driving overexploitation of the world's fish resources, while fish habitat is being destroyed by pollution and climate change, U.N. marine experts said Tuesday.

Up to 32 percent of the world's fish stocks are overexploited, depleted or recovering, they warned. Up to half of the world's mangrove forests and a fifth of coral reefs that are fish spawning grounds have been destroyed.

The U.N. Environment Programme says less-destructive ways of fishing that use more labor and less energy are needed to help restore the health of the world's oceans and coasts.

The agency is leading a five-day conference in Manila of experts and officials from 70 governments.

Jacqueline Alder, head of UNEP's marine, coastal and freshwater office, said the increasing ranks of rich Asians are driving demand for better quality fish that are often not abundant, adding pressure to their supply.

"People don't want to eat the little anchovies anymore when they can eat a nice snapper or grouper — much nicer fish, shows much more of your wealth," she told reporters.

Alder said booming population, more awareness of health benefits from eating fish, fuel and boat-building subsidies in industrial fisheries, weak management and limited understanding of ecosystems' values are also driving fish overexploitation.

She said subidies should be reduced or eliminated, fishing gears should be less destructive, and the number of boats and fishers reduced. Habitat management should also be strengthened and marine protected areas established.

Fish is the main source of protein for up to 20 percent of the of world's population and some 180 million people are directly or indirectly employed by the fishing industry, she added.

Vincent Sweeney, UNEP's coordinator for the Global Program of Action to prevent marine environment degradation from land-based pollutants, said up to 90 percent of sewage in developing countries is discharged untreated into rivers, lakes and oceans, posing one of the most serious threats to water resources.

Other pollutants from land including nitrogen and phosphorous from fertilizers and detergents result in hypoxia or "dead zones" where too many nutrients cause an undesirable growth of plants that compete with coral reef and other marine life for oxygen.

Jerker Tamelander, head of UNEP's coral reef unit, said healthy coral reefs can produce up to 35 tons of fish per square kilometer each year while there is a catch reduction of 67 tons for every square kilometer of clear-cut mangrove forest.

The global market value of marine and coastal resources and industries is estimated at $3 trillion per year or about 5 percent of the global economy, he said. Non-market value such as climate, water, nutrients and carbon regulation is estimated at $22 trillion a year.

"We've lost a fifth of the world's coral reefs and 60 percent are under direct and immediate threat and climate change plays an additional role in driving reef loss," he said.

Tamelander said the decline in coastal ecosystems' health and productivity can be reversed by shifting to greener and more sustainable strategies, addressing threats and better management that involves all stakeholders.

"The sooner we act, the easier it will be and the longer we wait the harder it will be," he warned.
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Eco Business: Green Economy in a Blue World
25 January 2012

Healthy seas and coasts would pay healthy dividends in a green economy, according to a report released by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and partners that highlights the huge potential for economic growth and poverty eradication from well-managed marine sectors.

The report, Green Economy in a Blue World, argues that the ecological health and economic productivity of marine and coastal ecosystems, which are currently in decline around the globe, can be boosted by shifting to a more sustainable economic approach that taps their natural potential – from generating renewable energy and promoting eco-tourism, to sustainable fisheries and transport.

The report was produced by UNEP in collaboration with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), International Maritime Organization (IMO), United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA), International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), WorldFish Center and GRID-Arendal.

It highlights how the sustainable management of fertilizers would help reduce the cost of marine pollution caused by nitrogen and other nutrients used in agriculture, which is estimated at US$100 billion (EUR 80 billion) per year in the European Union alone.

With five months to go before world governments meet at the UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in Brazil, Green Economy in a Blue World presents a case to stimulate countries to unlock the vast potential of the marine-based economy in a paradigm shift that would significantly reduce degradation to our oceans, while alleviating poverty and improving livelihoods.

The synthesis report also examines how Small Island Developing States (SIDS), such as those in the Asia-Pacific and Caribbean regions, can take advantage of green economy opportunities to reduce their vulnerability to climate change and promote sustainable growth.

With as much as 40 per cent of the global population living within 100 kilometres of the coast, the world’s marine ecosystems (termed the ‘Blue World’ in the report) provide essential food, shelter and livelihoods to millions of people. But human impacts are increasingly taking their toll on the health and productivity of the world’s oceans.

Green Economy in a Blue World lays out a series of recommendations across six marine-based economic sectors.

Fisheries and aquaculture

Approximately 30 per cent of the world’s fish stocks are overexploited, depleted, or recovering from depletion and 50 per cent are fully exploited.

According to FAO and World Bank estimates, the world economy can gain up to USD 50 billion annually by restoring fish stocks and reducing fishing capacity to an optimal level.

Aquaculture, the fastest growing food production sector, is creating new jobs and trade opportunities. But when poorly planned, it can increase pressure on the already suffering marine and coastal ecosystems.

Adoption of green technologies and investments to lower fossil fuel use could dramatically reduce the carbon footprint of the sector while enhancing its contribution to economic growth, food and nutrition security and poverty reduction. Green technologies include low-impact fuel-efficient fishing methods and innovative aquaculture production systems using environmentally friendly feeds.

Small-scale producers and traders in developing countries make up the majority of the 530 million fishery-dependent people in the world.  Strengthening regional and national fisheries agencies, as well as community and trade fishing associations and cooperatives, will be critical to the sustainable and equitable use of marine resources.

Marine transport

International shipping transports around 90 per cent of world commerce and is the safest, most secure, most efficient and most environmentally sound means of bulk transportation. The sector already benefits from a global regulatory framework and agreements such as the MARPOL Convention, which regulate emissions of air pollutants and energy efficiency measures.

Further greening of the sector could be achieved, argues the report, by supporting countries to implement and enforce standards, switching ships to environmentally sound fuel sources and preventing the transfer of invasive aquatic species transported via ships’ ballast water or hulls (the effects of which are estimated to cost US$100 billion a year), and addressing the technical, operational and environmental aspects of the increasing size of ships.

Marine-based renewable energy

Marine-based renewable energy (wind, wave and tidal) potential is high, yet in 2008 these energy technologies represented just one per cent of all renewable energy production.

Installed capacity is unlikely to become significant until after 2020, because, with the exception of offshore wind energy, most marine-based renewable energy technologies are in the conceptual or demonstration phase. Technical costs also remain a barrier.

Marine-based renewable energy also carries significant potential for green job creation.  The type and scale of opportunity will vary according to national context and energy source.

To harness the potential of marine-based renewable energy to drive a green economy, the report recommends:

Consistent long-term policies, with specific targets for marine-based renewable energy, and targeted financial support from governments to overcome technical barriers. Incentives such as grants, subsidies and tax credits are required to encourage private investment to move from small prototypes to pilot plants.

Governments need to proactively guide developments to reduce potential for social environmental and legal conflicts and promote synergies with other marine users.

Fertilizers such as nitrogen and phosphorous are essential to global food security and have played a key role in increasing crop yields.  But inefficient use of nutrients is contributing to the degradation of marine ecosystems and groundwater, including the formation of oxygen-poor ‘dead’ zones.

The amount of nitrogen reaching oceans and coasts has increased three-fold from pre-industrial levels – primarily due to agricultural run-off and untreated sewage. This could expand by up to 2.7 times by 2050 under a ‘business as usual’ scenario.

The report says nutrient pollution and can be reduced – and innovation, public-private partnerships and job creation enhanced – through: A ‘cyclical approach’ including substantial recovery and recycling of waste nutrients.
Policy instruments that include stricter regulation of nutrient removal from wastewater, mandatory nutrient management plans in agriculture and enhanced regulation of manure.

Subsidies that encourage nutrient recycling

Coastal tourism

The tourism economy represents 5 percent of global GDP and contributes 6 to 7 per cent of total employment. Estimates are that more than one-third of travellers favour environmentally friendly tourism.

There is considerable potential for creating more green jobs in the tourism sector, given that one job in the core industry is shown to create one and a half jobs in tourism-related sectors. Sourcing local products (from sustainable farming and fishing) and safeguarding local culture are examples of where green investments could be targeted.

Key steps outlined in the report include:

Improving waste management to save money, create jobs and improve the appearance of tourism destinations

Mobilising multi-sector partnerships and financing strategies to spread the costs and risks of green investments and support small and medium size enterprises (which represent the majority of tourism businesses).

Investment in energy efficiency, which can generate significant returns within short payback periods

Cross-sectoral consultation (between governments, communities and businesses) and integrated coastal zone management to help ensure sound development strategies in tourist areas that meet the needs of diverse stakeholders

Deep-sea minerals

Deep-sea minerals are a possible new revenue stream that could support national development goals.  However, the deep-sea environment is one of the least understood regions of the planet and there is still only a rudimentary understanding of the ecosystems services that these environments support. Management of these resources must be informed by sound science and best environmental practices applied.

 All stakeholders need to be considered when managing deep-sea mining activities in the context of sustainable use of oceans. Management practices should be holistic, based on an integrated overview of all present and future human uses and ecosystems services.
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RTCC (UK): UNEP: Clean up of the world’s oceans could boost economy
25 January 2012

Healthy seas and coasts would help to boost the economy, according to a new report from the United Nations Environment Programme.

The report ‘Green Economy in a Blue World’ – produced with several other organisations – highlights the huge potential of the marine sector not only to help boost economic growth, but alleviate poverty and lower pollution.

Released five months before the Rio +20 conference on sustainable development, the report warns that the world’s transition to a low-carbon, Green Economy would not be possible unless the seas and oceans play a key part in the transformation.

“Oceans are a key pillar for many countries in their development and fight to tackle poverty,” said UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner. “But the wide range of ecosystem services, including food security and climate regulation, provided by the marine and coastal environments are today under unprecedented pressure.”

The Blue World

With a much as 40% of the population living within 100km of the coast the ‘Blue World’ (as termed in the report) provides essential food, shelter and livelihoods to millions of people.

But human impacts are taking their toll on the oceans.

Around 60% of tropical coral reefs are under immediate threat, 20% of mangroves (trees and shrubs grown in saline coastal habitats) have been destroyed and 50% of the world’s fish stocks have been fully exploited with another 30% either over-exploited, depleted or recovering from depletion.

“Stepping up green investment in marine and coastal resources and enhancing international cooperation in managing these trans-boundary ecosystems are essential if a transition to a low-carbon, resource efficient Green Economy is to be realised,” said Steiner.

“In the run-up to Rio+20, this report shows that a shift to a Green Economy can, if comprehensively implemented, unlock the potential of marine ecosystems to fuel economic growth – particularly in small island states – but in ways that ensure that future generations derive an equitable share of marine resources and services.”
The report, launched at the Global Conference of Land/Ocean Connections in the Philippines, lays out recommendations across six-marine based economic sectors.

Estimates from the Food and Agriculture Organisation and the World Bank suggest that by restoring fish stocks and reducing fishing capacity the world economy could gain $50 billion annually.

Adoption of fuel-efficient fishing methods and aquaculture using environmentally-friendly feeds would lower the industry’s carbon footprint, according to the report.

It also argues that the shipping industry could do more. Currently responsible for 3-5% of global emissions – set to increase substantially during the century – by supporting standards, switching to environmentally sound fuels and addressing technical, environment and operational aspects of increasing ships size, the industry could reduce its impact.
Oceanic energy

Accounting for just 1% of renewable energy in 2008, the report argues that marine-based renewable energy (wind, wave and tidal) has huge potential. Greater financial incentives are called for to encourage private sector investment, develop more plants and drive costs down.

The amount of nitrogen reaching oceans has increased three-fold compared to pre-industrial levels, mainly due to agricultural run-off and untreated sewage, and could rise by 2.7 times by 2050 under business as usual, according to the report.

It says these this can be reduced with subsidies encouraging nutrient recycling, and stricter regulations.

If managed well, the report states that deep-sea mining for minerals could be a possible new revenue stream to boost the world’s economy. However, it warns that the deep sea is a largely unknown environment and mining must take place based on sound science and environmental best practice.

While tourism represents 5% of global GDP and 6-7% of total employment, research shows that more than a third of travellers favour environmentally friendly tourism.

UNEP believes there is considerable potential for creating more green jobs in the tourism sector.

The report was a joint project by UNEP, the United Nations Development Programme, the Food and Agriculture Organisation, the International Maritime Organisation, the United Nations Departments of Economic and Social Affairs, the International Union for Conservation of Nature, World Fish Center ad GRID-Arendal.
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M&G: UN stresses need for green investments to protect world's oceans
25 January 2012

Investments in sustainable and green initiatives are needed to ensure the health and productivity of the world's oceans, which are strained by overexploitation, pollution and climate change, according to a UN report released on Wednesday.

The report, Green Economy in a Blue World, warned that the ecological health and economic productivity of marine and coastal ecosystems are currently in decline around the globe, threatening food security and development.

It called for governments and stakeholders to shift 'to a more sustainable economic approach that taps their natural potential - from generating renewable energy and promoting eco-tourism, to sustainable fisheries and transport.'

Green Economy was released in Manila during a meeting of experts and officials from 70 countries in the run-up to the UN Conference on Sustainable Development in Brazil in June.

It said that approximately 30 per cent of the world's fish stocks are overexploited, depleted or recovering from depletion, while 50 per cent are fully exploited.

About 20 per cent of mangroves have also been destroyed and more than 60 per cent of tropical reefs are under threat.

With as much as 40 per cent of the global population living within 100 kilometres of the coast, the world's marine ecosystems provide essential food, shelter and livelihoods to millions of people, the report added.

'Oceans are a key pillar for many countries in their development and fight to tackle poverty, but the wide range of ecosystem services, including food security and climate regulation, provided by marine and coastal environments are today under unprecedented pressure,' said Achim Steiner, executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme.

'Stepping up green investments in marine and coastal resources and enhancing international cooperation in managing these trans-boundary ecosystems are essential if a transition to a low-carbon, resource-efficient green economy is to be realized,' he added.

The report recommended using low-impact fuel-efficient fishing methods, adopting innovative aquaculture production systems and harnessing community fishing associations to improve sustainable use of marine resources.

The world economy could gain up to 50 billion dollars annually if such efforts were implemented to restore fish stocks and reduce fishing capacity, according to previous estimates by the Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Bank.

The report also called on the marine transport sector to switch ships to environmentally sound fuel sources and governments to provide financial support and incentives to encourage renewable energy projects.

The tourism industry also should invest in sustainable practices such as sourcing local products and improving waste management to attract more visitors, with the report noting that more than one-third of the world's travellers favour environmentally friendly tourism.
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Business World (Philippines): Agency obtains $2-million grant to clean up Manila Bay
25 January 2012

“We have received a $2-million grant from the GEF for cleaning Manila Bay,” Environment Secretary Ramon Jesus P. Paje said on the sidelines of the launch of a United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) report at the Edsa Shangri-la Hotel.

He was referring to the Global Environment Facility, a partnership of multilateral agencies.

Mr. Paje said the grant will fund studies on the sources of pollutants as well as the volume of materials dumped into the bay.

The government is committed to clean the heavily polluted bay so that it may become a source of potable water in the future, he said.

The Supreme Court in 2008 ruled that agencies such as the DENR, Metropolitan Manila Development Authority, the departments of Interior and Local Government, Education, Health, Agriculture, Public Works and Highways and Budget and Management, Philippine Coast Guard and Philippine National Police-Maritime Group must rehabilitate the bay, he said.

The issue stemmed from the case filed by the Concerned Residents of Manila Bay before the Cavite Regional Trial Court in 1999. The group noted the government’s continued neglect in cleaning up the bay, famous for its sunset view.

In 2002, the trial court ordered the agencies to come up with a comprehensive plan to restore Manila Bay to class B level, or that it should again be fit for swimming, skin-diving and other recreation.

Mr. Paje said that while the DENR has been tasked to rehabilitate the bay, every individual shares the responsibility to take part in the clean-up.

“The battle is not on the bay but on land due to land-based activities,” he said.

Speaking at the launch of the report titled “Green Economy in a Blue World,” Linwood Pendleton, one of the contributors to the report, and Director of Ocean and Coastal Policy at the Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions, said that with an estimated 540 million people in the world depending on water systems for their livelihood, it is necessary for businesses as well as governments to come up with activities for the sustainable and equitable use of marine resources.

“We need to have collaborative activities for better management of marine resources,” he said.

The report noted that as healthy oceans are invaluable to human development, businesses and governments must provide funds for greening oceans, and increase awareness for the maintenance of ecosystem services.
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GMA News (Philippines): Greening the economy is good for business, UN environment agency says
25 January 2012

The worldwide fishing industry could benefit from a $50 billion boost annually if stocks were allowed time to recover, the UN said Wednesday.

Already 32 percent of the world's fish stocks have been depleted by years of overfishing and poor coastal management, according to a UN Environment Programme report released in Pasig City.

"The potential economic gain from reducing fishing capacity to an optimal and restoring fish stocks is in the order of $50 billion per annum," a summary of the UN report said.

The report said overfishing, pollution from land-based farming and industry, and the destruction of habitat, including coral reefs and mangroves, were all having an effect on fish stocks.

This was directly affecting the 540 million people around the world who are dependent on the fishing industry, experts at the launch of the "Green Economy in a Blue World" report said.

Cutting pollution would help fish stocks and fishermen's catches to rebound, Amina Mohammed, deputy executive director of the UNEP, said.

"Many ocean industries and businesses stand to benefit directly from cleaner, more ecologically robust marine ecosystems," she said.

While overfishing reduces fish stocks, pollution from the overuse of fertilizer in farming is also a major problem, she said.

The fertilizer washes into the sea, resulting in runaway growth of algae which sucks up all the oxygen in the waters and causes fish to "drown".

Experts have said there are over 500 oxygen-deprived "dead zones" in waters around the world created in such a way.

Europe could save at least $100 million annually just through improvements in fertilizer use to stop it affecting the oceans, said Linwood Pendleton, an oceans and coast expert from the United States' Duke University.

Marine specialist Raphael Lotilla said that as much as 49 percent of all fertilizer used in Philippine farms ended up being washed into the sea.

"Let's work with farmers to figure out what is the right amount of fertilizer so everyone wins," Mohammed said.

The UN report also said marine-based renewable energy sources like wind, wave and tidal power, have huge potential but are not yet cost competitive.

It called for "long-term policies and targeted financial support from governments" such as grants, subsidies and tax credits, to improve the technology and bring costs down.

It also called for more measures to curb destruction of coral reefs, mangroves, seagrass beds and other marine habitats, as well as measures to prevent the spread of "invasive species" carried by ships' hulls.

Such species cause an estimated $100 billion in losses each year, the report said.
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Care2.com: Clean the Ocean, Green the Economy, UN Report Urges

25 January 2012

A new report urges focusing on the world’s seas and oceans in the quest for sustainable development and economic progress. Green Economy in a Blue World, produced by a several organizations headed by the United Nations Environmental Program, asserts that the ocean, and how we see and use it, must play a huge role in the much-needed transition to a new, green economy.

The report looks at a wide variety of human impacts on ocean health, from fisheries to coastal tourism to marine-based renewable energy and ocean nutrient pollution. About 40 percent of the world’s population lives within 62 miles (100 km)  of a coast; the ocean provides food and jobs for millions of people, but human activity is endangering ocean health through pollution and overuse.

UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner summarizes the challenge: “Oceans are a key pillar for many countries in their development and fight to tackle poverty, but the wide range of ecosystem services, including food security and climate regulation, provided by marine and coastal environments are today under unprecedented pressure.” The report comes out just five months before a major international summit meeting, Rio +20, that will address issues of sustainable development.

Turning Around Overfishing

Overfishing has devastated fish stocks, with 32% of global fish stocks estimated to be overexploited, depleted or recovering from depletion and a further 50% estimated to be “fully exploited.” Overfishing has harmed food security around the world and worsened poverty.  The report notes that reduction of fishing, the use of non-destructive fishing techniques, and the adoption of green technology by the fishing industry could halt the decline of stocks, with a potential economic gain of $50 billion a year.

Measuring True Cost and True Value

Yet pure economic measurements cannot encompass the myriad services the oceans and seas provide. The report recommends, “Shifting economy’s purpose away from the pure GDP-measured production of market values leads to new questions on broader societal goals, such as equity, security and the maintanance of natural capital.” It concludes “A less energy-intensive, more labor-intensive, less destructive, more sustainable, less exclusive, more integrative approach will lead to more jobs, strengthen intra-and inter-generational equity and empower people to economic participation and greater self-determination. An integrated approach and broad based commitment is needed: “Greening our ocean economies is a challenge that needs commitment from each of us – as the individual consumer, investor, entrepreneur or politician.”

A thoughtful, long-term view of the conservation of marine resources is vital to preserving the multiple benefits of a healthy ocean; long-term thinking and international cooperation would help a lot on land, as well.
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Economic Times (India): Clean up world seas to boost economy: UN
29 January 2012
Cleaner and better-managed seas and coasts would help boost economic growth and reduce poverty and pollution, a United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) report said on Wednesday.

The report, produced with several other U.N. organisations, highlights the huge potential of a marine-based economy some five months before world governments meet to discuss pathways to

more sustainable development at a U.N. conference in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Around 40 percent of the global population lives within 100 kilometres of a coast so the world's marine ecosystems provide essential food, shelter and jobs to millions of people.

But pollution from oil spills, fertilisers, waste, sewage and chemicals, as well as over-fishing, have damaged the health and productivity of the seas.

By using oceans to generate renewable energy and eco-tourism and shifting to more sustainable fisheries and transport, that trend could be reversed and islands in Asia and the Caribbean could reduce their vulnerability to climate change, UNEP said.

"Stepping up green investments in marine and coastal resources and enhancing international co-operation in managing these trans-boundary ecosystems are essential if a transition to low-carbon, resource efficient green economy is to be realized," said UNEP executive director Achim Steiner.

The report recommended key steps for "greening" the seas across areas such as tourism, fishing, transport, pollution, renewable energy and deep-sea mining.

CLEANING UP

Fertilisers such as nitrogen and phosphorous have helped to increase crop yields but their use has led to the degradation of marine ecosystems and groundwater.

The amount of nitrogen reaching the oceans has risen three-fold from pre-industrial levels and this could rise by almost another three times by 2050 if no action is taken.

Marine pollution costs $100 billion dollars in the European Union alone, the report said, but this could be reduced by stricter regulation of fertiliser use, removal and management and through subsidies to encourage nutrient recycling.

The world economy could also gain up to $50 billion a year by restoring fish stocks and reducing fishing capacity, according to the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Bank.

Investments in fuel-efficient fishing methods and environmentally-friendly feeds for aquaculture systems would help reduce the fishing sector's carbon footprint.

Cleaner fuels and more energy-efficient ship designs could help cut emissions from the maritime industry which currently accounts for almost 5 percent of global C02 emissions.

This is expected to increase by 72 percent by the end of the decade as demand for seaborne goods hits all-time highs.

Ships are also responsible for transporting harmful organisms in their ballast water which can harm marine ecosystems. The effects of the transfer in nuisance and on exotic aquatic species is estimated to cost $100 billion a year.

Wind, wave and tidal power could create many jobs and help reduce greenhouse gas emissions but in 2008 these technologies represented only 1 percent of total renewable energy production.

Installed capacity is not likely to rise significantly until after 2020 as technology costs remain high and most projects are still in the demonstration phase.

Greater financial incentives are needed to encourage the private sector to develop more plants and bring costs down.

The report said deep-sea mining for minerals was a possible new revenue stream which could help boost the world's economy and relieve some of the burden on the terrestrial environment.

But the deep sea is a largely unknown environment and badly managed mining could put more pressure on already stressed marine ecosystems.
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UPI: UNEP urges green initiatives for islands
26 January 2012

Green investments in marine and coastal resources can provide a boost to countries that depend on the maritime sector, the United Nations said.

"Oceans are a key pillar for many countries in their development and fight to tackle poverty but the wide range of ecosystem services, including food security and climate regulation, provided by marine and coastal environments are today under unprecedented pressure," Achim Steiner, director of the U.N. Environment Program, said in a statement.

A 24-page report by UNEP highlights economic areas in the marine sector that could realize economic gain through environmentally friendly investments.

The report examined everything from marine-based renewable energy to deep-sea minerals and coastal tourism. UNEP said these investments provided a substantial economic opportunity for developing island nations in the Asia-Pacific and Caribbean regions.

"Stepping up green investments in marine and coastal resources and enhancing international cooperation in managing these trans-boundary ecosystems are essential if a transition to low-carbon, resource-efficient green economy is to be realized," Steiner said.
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Greenbang (UK): World’s oceans sing ‘green-economy’ blues
27 January 2012

While we’ve focused plenty of attention and energy on the need for a low-carbon economy over the last several years, one big part of the picture often gets overlooked: the world’s oceans.

That’s a major oversight, considering all the sustainability challenges related to the marine environment:

    There is, of course, ever more dissolved carbon dioxide and the increasing acidity of ocean water — both effects of rising atmospheric carbon levels and both a threat to numerous species of marine life.

    Then there’s the “Great Pacific Ocean Garbage Patch,” a wide swath of trash that swirls slowly in the North Pacific Ocean Gyre. (There’s one in the Atlantic as well.)

    Now, scientists have identified yet another source of ocean pollution: “microplastics” believed to be released by synthetic-fiber clothing during washing. Wastewater with these tiny bits of polyester and acrylic “smaller than the head of a pin” eventually ends up in the world’s oceans, where that plastic appears to be entering the food chain.

    The Earth’s biosphere-ocean nitrogen cycle has also been pushed past a dangerous tipping point, with nutrient-rich runoff from fertilized agricultural lands creating more than 400 oxygen-poor “dead zones” in the world’s oceans, according to a new report from the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).

“A worldwide transition to a low-carbon, resource-efficient green economy will not be possible unless the seas and oceans are a key part of these urgently needed transformations,” states the UNEP report, “Green Economy in a Blue World.”

The report offers a number of recommendations for making oceans are included in the economic equation:

    Better recognition of the oceans’ ecosystem services in policy planning and investment decisions, and better pricing of ocean-based goods and services.

    Stronger ocean science to identify the many little-understood “links and dependencies in the marine environment.”

    Better regional and global frameworks to overcome limited power of individual governments to fight the “tragedy of the commons” affecting the world’s oceans.

    A move away from “brown-economy” subsidies that harm the oceans and their resources.

    An economic vision that considers not just GDP but issues like equity, security, maintenance of natural capital and other benefits to society.

“Greening our ocean economies is a challenge that needs commitment from each of us — as the individual consumer, investor, entrepreneur or politician,” the report concludes. “For countries, greening their marine economies means diversification, stronger resilience to economic or environmental shocks and sustainable prosperity.”
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Fishsite (USA): Marine Green Investments Provide Benefits
27 January 2012

Healthy seas and coasts would pay healthy dividends in a green economy, according to a report released by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), International Maritime Organization (IMO), United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA), International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), WorldFish Center and GRID-Arendal, that highlights the huge potential for economic growth and poverty eradication from well-managed marine sectors.

The report, Green Economy in a Blue World, argues that the ecological health and economic productivity of marine and coastal ecosystems, which are currently in decline around the globe, can be boosted by shifting to a more sustainable economic approach that taps their natural potential - from generating renewable energy and promoting eco-tourism, to sustainable fisheries and transport.

It highlights how the sustainable management of fertilizers would help reduce the cost of marine pollution caused by nitrogen and other nutrients used in agriculture, which is estimated at US$100 billion (EUR 80 billion) per year in the European Union alone.

With five months to go before world governments meet at the UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in Brazil, Green Economy in a Blue World presents a case to stimulate countries to unlock the vast potential of the marine-based economy in a paradigm shift that would significantly reduce degradation to our oceans, while alleviating poverty and improving livelihoods.

The synthesis report also examines how Small Island Developing States (SIDS), such as those in the Asia-Pacific and Caribbean regions, can take advantage of green economy opportunities to reduce their vulnerability to climate change and promote sustainable growth.

With as much as 40 per cent of the global population living within 100 kilometres of the coast, the world’s marine ecosystems (termed the ‘Blue World’ in the report) provide essential food, shelter and livelihoods to millions of people. But human impacts are increasingly taking their toll the health and productivity of the world’s oceans.

Today, some 20 per cent of mangroves have been destroyed, and more than 60 per cent of tropical coral reefs are under immediate, direct threat.

“Oceans are a key pillar for many countries in their development and fight to tackle poverty, but the wide range of ecosystem services, including food security and climate regulation, provided by marine and coastal environments are today under unprecedented pressure”, said UN Under-Secretary-General and UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner.

“Stepping up green investments in marine and coastal resources and enhancing international co-operation in managing these trans-boundary ecosystems are essential if a transition to low-carbon, resource efficient Green Economy is to be realised.”

“In the run-up to Rio+20, this report shows that a shift to a Green Economy can if comprehensively implemented unlock the potential of marine ecosystems to fuel economic growth – particularly in small island developing states – but in ways that ensure that future generations derive an equitable share of marine resources and services, added Mr Steiner.”

Dr Linwood Pendleton, one of the contributors to the report, and Director of Ocean and Coastal Policy at the Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions, said: “This report provides concrete examples of how emerging ocean industries—including ocean energy and aquaculture industries—can become more profitable, more sustainable, and meet the needs of a growing population without sacrificing the health of our fragile ocean ecosystems.”
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Philstar (Phillipines): Phl struggles to preserve marine biodiversity
29 January 2012

MANILA, Philippines - Eighty-percent of the efforts to save the country’s coral reefs, known worldwide as “the center of the center of the marine shorefish diversity” are still private sector-initiated.

 In a presentation at the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) conference yesterday, the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) lamented that efforts to restore the biodiversity of the coastal and marine ecosystem are dispersed and uncoordinated.

Government has extensive programs to save the country’s rich biodiversity.

DENR Protected Area and Wildlife Bureau (PAWB) director Dr. Theresa Mundita Lim said that while the efforts are laudable, it is prone to errors that may negate whatever gains were achieved.

“For example, the mangrove species being planted may not be suitable to the specific restoration areas,” Lim said.

Private sector initiatives also to restore the coral reefs were numerous but without coordination with relevant government agencies.

She said that the improper development activities would in fact result to further destruction of the coastal resources.

The DENR official said others have resorted to creating artificial reefs. However, the use of tires, junk, concrete reef balls and the like, are not the proper materials.

Lim said that the country’s coasts and seas have suffered heavy degradation over half a century of destructive practices. In fact, the Philippines is one of the nine countries in the world with high to very high exposure to coral reef threats, but low to medium adaptive capacity.

Studies show that only four percent of the country’s coral reef is healthy. Twenty-seven percent was classified as poor, another 27 percent classified as good, and 42 percent classified as fair. Officials lamented that the trend has not yet been reversed.

Since the coral reefs are the most critical element in the sea and coastal biodiversity, the country’s fish catch have been declining since the early 1980s.

Fish kill in Taal Lake last year and the jellyfish dominance in the fishing nets of fisherfolk in Pangasinan are just a few signs of the negative impact of a deteriorating coastal and marine biosystem.

 Meanwhile, DENR data indicate that the areas covered by mangrove forests had declines from 450,000 ha in 1918 to 288,000 ha in 1970. In 1988, it was reduced further to 140,000 ha and down to 138,000 ha in 1993.

 Lim said that the downward trend has stopped as government and the private-sector initiated efforts has picked up.

 But the positive results of the newly-planted mangrove forest will take decades to make an impact.

UNEP officials said that what must be attained in the near term is to stop the destruction of the coastal and marine biodiversity. “Avoiding more losses is the order of the day, rather than wait for further deterioration,” Jerker Tamelander, UNEP head for coral reef unit, said.

It will cost $2,000 to restore a 13,000 ha coral reef. But it will only amount to P40,000 to manage a marine protected area.
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UN News Centre: Countries adopt UN-backed declaration to protect marine environment
28 January 2012

Delegates from 65 countries attending a United Nations-backed conference in the Philippines have agreed to step up efforts to protect the world's oceans from land-based activities, stressing the marine environment's central role in the transition to a low-carbon, resource-efficient green economy.

The Manila Declaration was adopted yesterday on the final day of the Global Conference on Land-Ocean Connections (GLOC), co-organized by the Government of the Philippines and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).

The four-day event brought together environment ministers, marine scientists, non-governmental organizations, representatives from financial institutions and other interested bodies, aiming to formulate new policies and actions to improve the sustainable management of oceans and coastal areas.

Signatories to the declaration reaffirmed their commitment to developing policies to reduce and control wastewater, marine litter and pollution from fertilizers.

The agreement contains a total of 16 provisions focusing on actions to be taken between this year and 2016 at international, regional and local levels.

Among them is a call for countries to develop guidance and policies on the sustainable use of nutrients to improve the efficiency of fertilizers such as nitrogen and phosphorous. Doing so would bring economic benefits for farmers, while mitigating negative environmental impacts such as algal blooms caused by agricultural run-off.

“The Manila Declaration signals a new way forward for all of us,” said Amina Mohamed, UNEP Deputy Executive-Director, who led the agency's delegation at the meeting.

“The UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in June is an excellent opportunity to take the Manila Declaration to a global audience and initiate action to reduce the impact of land-based activities on the marine environment,” she said.

“It is essential that we sustain our momentum to achieve on-the-ground improvements in the health of ocean and coastal ecosystems, for which the continued and co-ordinated effort of the international community is vital,” added Ms. Mohamed.

Signatories to the Manila Declaration underlined the importance of healthy oceans and coasts in supporting livelihoods and food security – especially in Small Island Developing States.

The declaration calls for collaborative action to reduce the vulnerability of coastal communities to climate change and to tackle biodiversity loss, persistent organic pollutants (POPs) and ocean acidification resulting from land-based activities.

Prior to the signing of the Declaration, UNEP and partners launched the “Green Economy in a Blue World” report, which outlines ways for a green economy transition across six marine-based economic sectors.

The report argues that the health and productivity of marine and coastal ecosystems, which are currently in decline across the globe, can be boosted by shifting to a more sustainable economic paradigm that taps their natural potential – from generating renewable energy and promoting eco-tourism, to sustainable fisheries and transport.

Recommendations include targeted financial support from governments for marine-based renewable energy projects, such as wind and wave power, to harness the considerable opportunities for green job creation in the sector.
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UN News Centre: Green investment needed in marine sector to trigger economic, social benefits – UN
25 January 2012

The economic productivity of the marine sector can be significantly boosted by shifting to a more sustainable approach that focuses on green activities such as renewable energy, eco-tourism and sustainable transport, according to a United Nations report released today.

The report by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), ‘Green Economy in a Blue World,’ looks at six different economic areas in the marine sector and provides recommendations on how to boost their potential by implementing green measures.

“Oceans are a key pillar for many countries in their development and fight to tackle poverty, but the wide range of ecosystem services, including food security and climate regulation, provided by marine and coastal environments are today under unprecedented pressure,” said UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner.

    In the run-up to Rio+20, this report shows that a shift to a green economy can, if comprehensively implemented, unlock the potential of marine ecosystems to fuel economic growth

“Stepping up green investments in marine and coastal resources and enhancing international cooperation in managing these transboundary ecosystems are essential if a transition to low-carbon, resource-efficient green economy is to be realized,” he said.

The six economic areas examined by the report include fisheries and aquaculture, marine transport, ocean nutrient pollution, marine-based renewable energy, coastal tourism, and deep-sea minerals.

“This report provides concrete examples of how emerging ocean industries – including ocean energy and aquaculture industries – can become more profitable, more sustainable, and meet the needs of a growing population without sacrificing the health of our fragile ocean ecosystems,” said Linwood Pendleton, one of the contributors to the report and Director of Ocean and Coastal Policy at the Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions.

In addition, the report also examines how small island developing States (SIDS), such as those in the Asia-Pacific and Caribbean regions, can take advantage of green economy opportunities to reduce their vulnerability to climate change and promote sustainable growth.

The report seeks to stimulate countries to take action as they prepare for the UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in Brazil in June, according to a news release issued by UNEP.

“In the run-up to Rio+20, this report shows that a shift to a green economy can, if comprehensively implemented, unlock the potential of marine ecosystems to fuel economic growth – particularly in small island developing States but in ways that ensure that future generations derive an equitable share of marine resources and services,” said Mr. Steiner.

The report was produced by UNEP in collaboration with the UN Development Programme (UNDP), the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the UN International Maritime Organization (IMO), the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA), the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the WorldFish Center and GRID-Arendal.
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GMA News (Phillipines): 100 countries back world environment agency
3 February 2012

More than a hundred countries now support a French proposal to create a "World Environment Organisation" at the upcoming 20th anniversary conference of the Rio Summit, France's ecology minister said on Tuesday.

"More than 100 countries have now associated themselves with the proposal," Nathalie Kosciusko-Morizet said at a conference in Paris aimed at stimulating ideas for June 20-22 global gathering.

The idea is to beef up the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), which critics say lacks muscle for dealing with the world's worsening environmental crisis.

But rather than be just a branch of the UN, the proposed agency would help implement international environmental standards and include grassroots groups and business, according to the proposal.

Speaking afterwards to reporters, Kosciusko-Morizet said the United States "has yet to back" to the proposal, citing questions of sovereignty.

"However, we have already overcome the north-south divide in terms of numbers," she said.

Kosciusko-Morizet said the new agency was a key to the success of the "Rio+20" conference, designed to assess the two decades that have elapsed since the Rio Summit which nailed the environment to the political agenda.

It should be part of a rethink of the world's economy, in which green issues and social questions should be integrated into the search for profit, she said.

"The new capitalism which emerges from the crisis has to be environmental, or it won't be new," she said.

"We are looking for a new kind of environmental governance, something more inclusive, in which all parties have a stake and it's not just governments which have the right to speak."

She insisted on the word "World" in the organization’s name, saying it was an important nuance compared with "international," meaning an exclusive focus on nations.

The Paris conference gathered several hundred representatives from national and local government, think tanks and civil society with the declared aim of gingering up a program, called "draft zero," that is being hammered out for Rio.

According to a background document issued by the ecology ministry, countries that are supporting the French idea comprise more than 30 European countries and the 54 members of the African Union, as well as Thailand, Malaysia, Nepal, Chile and Uruguay.

Based in Nairobi, UNEP was set up in 1972 as an office of the UN, but as a "program" it does not have the scope of an agency.

Its mission, according to its website, is "to provide leadership and encourage partnership in caring for the environment by inspiring, informing, and enabling nations and peoples to improve their quality of life without compromising that of future generations."

Many environmental experts believe UNEP is too underpowered for dealing with a crisis that now ranges from climate change and ozone depletion to overfishing, pollution and deforestation. 
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New Europe online (Belgium):'Green marine economy' hits high-tide
1 February 2012

Sustainable development emphasises a holistic, equitable and far-sighted approach to decision-making at all levels, not just strong economic performance but intragenerational and intergenerational equity. It rests on integration and a balanced consideration of social, economic and environmental goals and objectives in both public and private decision-making.

The concept of green economy focuses primarily on the intersection between environment and economy.

Particularly, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) believes that healthy seas and coasts would pay large dividends in a green economy, which highlights the huge potential for economic growth and poverty eradication from well-managed marine sectors.

The basis of this idea rests on the fact that the ecological health and economic productivity of marine and coastal ecosystems, which are currently in decline around the globe, can be boosted by shifting to a more sustainable economic paradigm that taps their natural potential - from generating renewable energy and promoting eco-tourism, to sustainable fisheries and transport. UNEP is not the only ones to promote this kind of thinking, as the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), International Maritime Organization (IMO), United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA), International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) have also expressed their urge to push for this, but the problems has been that the sector has developed too slowly as businesses lack the eduction and no one has really been able toa harness this interest.

It highlights how the sustainable management of fertilisers would help reduce the cost of marine pollution caused by nitrogen and other nutrients used in agriculture, which is estimated at €80 billion per year in the EU alone.

Small Island Developing States (SIDS), such as those in the Asia-Pacific and Caribbean regions, can take advantage of green economy opportunities to reduce their vulnerability to climate change and promote sustainable growth. What is an interesting fact is that 40% of the global population living within 100 kilometres of the coast. As these people seek and need food and shelter, the marine ecosystems provide these things which put a lot of stress on them. In addition to that, people are using the marine environment to create their livelihood which puts an even heavier toll on them.

UN Under-Secretary-General and UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner said: "Oceans are a key pillar for many countries in their development and fight to tackle poverty, but the wide range of ecosystem services, including food security and climate regulation, provided by marine and coastal environments are today under unprecedented pressure. Stepping up green investments in marine and coastal resources and enhancing international co-operation in managing these trans-boundary ecosystems are essential if a transition to low-carbon, resource efficient Green Economy is to be realised."

Even the European Commission is getting stepping up its efforts for pushing forward its initiatives to enhance a green economy, while reducing unemployment in the process. The Commission is proposing to add 15 chemicals to the list of 33 pollutants that are monitored and controlled in EU surface waters. The proposal addresses the potential harmful effects of their presence in the aquatic environment. Scientific evidence reveals that concentrations above the proposed standards can affect fish health, reduce successful reproduction, and harm other living organisms. As Environment Commissioner Janez Potočnik said: "Water pollution is one of the environmental worries most frequently cited by EU citizens.”

One of the rising popular ideas is marine-based renewable energy, which has yet to be tapped on an industrial level. Although wind, wave and tidal energy have high potential, it only accounts for 1% of the renewable energy production (at least in 2008). Marine-based renewable energy also carries significant potential for green job creation. Aside from the technical barriers and cost, governments need to proactively guide developments to reduce potential for social environmental and legal conflicts and promote synergies with other marine users.

Steiner makes clear why this notion is so important: "In the run-up to Rio+20, this report shows that a shift to a Green Economy can if comprehensively implemented unlock the potential of marine ecosystems to fuel economic growth - particularly in small island developing states - but in ways that ensure that future generations derive an equitable share of marine resources and services."
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AFP (France): 100 countries back world environment agency
1 February 2012

More than a hundred countries now support a French proposal to create a "World Environment Organisation" at the upcoming 20th anniversary conference of the Rio Summit, France's ecology minister said on Tuesday.
"More than 100 countries have now associated themselves with the proposal," Nathalie Kosciusko-Morizet said at a conference in Paris aimed at stimulating ideas for June 20-22 global gathering.

The idea is to beef up the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), which critics say lacks muscle for dealing with the world's worsening environmental crisis.

But rather than be just a branch of the UN, the proposed agency would help implement international environmental standards and include grassroots groups and business, according to the proposal.

Speaking afterwards to reporters, Kosciusko-Morizet said the United States "has yet to back" to the proposal, citing questions of sovereignty.

"However, we have already overcome the north-south divide in terms of numbers," she said.

Kosciusko-Morizet said the new agency was a key to the success of the "Rio+20" conference, designed to assess the two decades that have elapsed since the Rio Summit which nailed the environment to the political agenda.

It should be part of a rethink of the world's economy, in which green issues and social questions should be integrated into the search for profit, she said.

"The new capitalism which emerges from the crisis has to be environmental, or it won't be new," she said.

"We are looking for a new kind of environmental governance, something more inclusive, in which all parties have a stake and it's not just governments which have the right to speak."

She insisted on the word "World" in the organisation's name, saying it was an important nuance compared with "international," meaning an exclusive focus on nations.

The Paris conference gathered several hundred representatives from national and local government, thinktanks and civil society with the declared aim of gingering up a programme, called "draft zero," that is being hammered out for Rio.

According to a background document issued by the ecology ministry, countries that are supporting the French idea comprise more than 30 European countries and the 54 members of the African Union, as well as Thailand, Malaysia, Nepal, Chile and Uruguay.

Based in Nairobi, UNEP was set up in 1972 as an office of the UN, but as a "programme" it does not have the scope of an agency.

Its mission, according to its website, is "to provide leadership and encourage partnership in caring for the environment by inspiring, informing, and enabling nations and peoples to improve their quality of life without compromising that of future generations."

Many environmental experts believe UNEP is too underpowered for dealing with a crisis that now ranges from climate change and ozone depletion to overfishing, pollution and deforestation.
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All Africa.com: Heads of State Mark 40th Anniversary of UNEP

30 January 2012
Heads of state from over thirty African countries have taken part in an event to mark the 40th anniversary of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) held during the 18th African Union (AU) Summit in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.

The luncheon was hosted by President Mwai Kibaki of Kenya, who was joined by 33 African Heads of State and Government, President Tarja Halonen of Finland, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, Chairperson of the AU Commission Jean Ping, UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner, as well as heads of delegation, environment ministers and representatives of other UN agencies.
"Since its establishment UNEP has become the global voice on environmental issues," said President Kibaki.

"Through UNEP's leadership, many international agreements have been developed. It has also galvanized global action in areas such as ozone layer, climate change, chemicals management and biological diversity. It is my hope that UNEP will contribute towards a safer earth for humanity," he added.
United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon thanked President Kibaki for hosting the anniversary event, and expressed his gratitude to the people of Kenya for hosting UNEP in Nairobi since the organization's founding in 1972.
"Looking to the future, UNEP is a pioneer of the green economy, which will figure front and centre at the Rio+20 UN Conference on Sustainable Development in June", said Mr. Ban.
"There is thus little wonder that calls are growing for UNEP to be given more global influence. Environmental, economic and social indicators tell us that our current model of progress is unsustainable. Sustainable development offers the best chance to adjust our course. From Rio+20 and beyond, I will rely on UNEP to continue to provide the cutting edge ideas the world so sorely needs," he added.
The Chairperson of the AU Commission Jean Ping said UNEP had contributed significantly to Africa's "ecological awakening" and expressed the continent's support for the transformation of UNEP into a specialized UN agency for the environment.
Mr. Ping assured that the AU Commission would continue its work to mobilize regional and international institutions in support of African positions and interests in the run-up to Rio+20 - especially with regards to the forthcoming 3rd Intersessional Meeting in New York in March 2012.
UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner told assembled Heads of State that the decision taken forty years ago to host UNEP in Kenya has served to improve the world's understanding of the links between development and environment, and the importance of environmental services and natural resources in shaping the development path of nations.
"The world of 2012 is light years from the world of 40 and 20 years ago economically, socially and environmentally-not least in Africa", said Mr Steiner.
"Together with Africa, UNEP has evolved to meet the challenges of this very different world. Together, as a result of your collective leadership and vision and as a result of the Rio+20 Summit, we may be embarking on a new chapter of opportunities for not only Africa but the world. UNEP's 40th anniversary is on one hand about celebrating 40 years of history. But it may be equally a year of history-in-the-making and a date just as special as Stockholm 1972," he added.
The event came to a close with a cake cutting ceremony with President Kibaki, Achim Steiner, and Sahle-Work Zewde, Director-General of the UN Office in Nairobi (UNON).
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This day live (Nigeria): Countries Adopt UN-backed Declaration on Marine Environment
2 February 2012

Delegates from 65 countries who attended a United Nations-backed conference in the Philippines have agreed to step up efforts to protect the world's oceans from land-based activities.

They also stressed the marine environment's central role in the transition to a low-carbon, resource-efficient green economy, according to a UN release.

The Manila Declaration was adopted on the final day of the Global Conference on Land-Ocean Connections (GLOC), co-organised by the Government of the Philippines and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).

The recent four-day event brought together environment ministers, marine scientists, non-governmental organisations, representatives from financial institutions and other interested bodies, aiming to formulate new policies and actions to improve the sustainable management of oceans and coastal areas.

Signatories to the declaration reaffirmed their commitment to developing policies to reduce and control wastewater, marine litter and pollution from fertilisers. The agreement contains a total of 16 provisions focusing on actions to be taken between this year and 2016 at international, regional and local levels.

Among them was a call for countries to develop guidance and policies on the sustainable use of nutrients to improve the efficiency of fertilisers such as nitrogen and phosphorous. Doing so would bring economic benefits for farmers, while mitigating negative environmental impacts such as algal blooms caused by agricultural run-off.

“The Manila Declaration signals a new way forward for all of us,” said Amina Mohamed, UNEP Deputy Executive-Director, who led the agency's delegation at the meeting.

“The UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in June is an excellent opportunity to take the Manila Declaration to a global audience and initiate action to reduce the impact of land-based activities on the marine environment,” she said.

“It is essential that we sustain our momentum to achieve on-the-ground improvements in the health of ocean and coastal ecosystems, for which the continued and co-ordinated effort of the international community is vital,” added Ms. Mohamed.

Signatories to the Manila Declaration underlined the importance of healthy oceans and coasts in supporting livelihoods and food security – especially in Small Island Developing States.

The declaration calls for collaborative action to reduce the vulnerability of coastal communities to climate change and to tackle biodiversity loss, persistent organic pollutants (POPs) and ocean acidification resulting from land-based activities.

Prior to the signing of the Declaration, UNEP and partners launched the ‘Green Economy in a Blue World’ report, which outlines ways for a green economy transition across six marine-based economic sectors.

The report argued that the health and productivity of marine and coastal ecosystems, which are currently in decline across the globe, can be boosted by shifting to a more sustainable economic paradigm that taps their natural potential – from generating renewable energy and promoting eco-tourism, to sustainable fisheries and transport.

Recommendations include targeted financial support from governments for marine-based renewable energy projects, such as wind and wave power, to harness the considerable opportunities for green job creation in the sector.
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Republica (Nepal): For nature and people
2 February 2012

Today is World Wetlands Day--a time to reflect on the valuable contributions of these special ecosystems to regional and global ecology, economy, and culture.

Wetlands are ecosystems where aquatic and terrestrial habitats meet. They are areas where the water table is at or near the surface of the land, or simply where the land is covered by water. The exact extent of earth’s surface under wetlands is not known, but the United Nations Environment Programme World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC) has estimated that as much as 6 percent of the land surface falls in this category.

Wetlands are areas of biological diversity, providing water, habitat, and nutrients on which innumerable species depend for their survival. The ecology of soil, water, air, and plant and animal communities enables wetlands to perform vital functions. They retain and store rainwater, helping to prevent or attenuate catastrophic flooding and providing a source of water during drought. Wetlands have a great role in shoreline stabilization.

They prevent sediments from being washed into lakes and rivers, and hence help in cycling valuable nutrients in and from the soil. They provide an important climate regulating function by storing carbon within their plant communities and soil instead of releasing it to the atmosphere. Wetlands provide breeding grounds for many plant and animal species. Migratory waterfowl use wetlands as breeding, feeding, nesting, and resting places for at least part of the year.

Some species of waterfowl depend completely on certain wetlands and would become extinct if those wetlands were lost. Many people also depend on wetlands, using them for income generating and livelihood activities such as rice cultivation, fishing, and collection of wetland products. For instance, much of the population surrounding Ghodaghodi Lake depends on it for traditional fishing and agriculture.

Despite their significance to humankind, half of the world´s wetlands have vanished. Human activities cause wetland degradation by altering the flow rates, quality, and quantity of water, for example by increasing pollutant inputs and by draining wetlands for agricultural activities, industrial development, and urban expansion. Although wetlands act as sponges and soak up contaminants from the surface water, there is a limit to their ability to do this.

The primary pollutants causing wetland degradation are sediments, fertilizers, pesticides, human and animal wastes, and heavy metals, which originate from many sources.

Yet another cause for concern in wetland conservation worldwide is climate change. It affects wetlands in various ways, directly and indirectly. Increased temperature of surface water and rising carbon concentration can affect nutrient availability in a water body.

Degradation of wetlands can have serious ecological consequences. One of the major effects is an increased rate of flooding owing to loss of floodplain land. Another impact is loss of the ecosystem’s water purification functions, with a negative impact on secure water supplies. Disturbance, degradation, or loss of wetland habitats causes deterioration of biodiversity, water quality, the range of recreational opportunities, and aesthetic values. We can prevent these consequences by conserving our precious wetlands.

The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands—a global treaty created in 1971 to protect the world´s valuable wetlands—provides the framework for national action and international cooperation for the conservation and wise use of wetlands and their resources. It is the single worldwide environmental agreement for a particular ecosystem and was the first to connect conservation with the sustainable use of natural resources. Each country that is a Party to the Convention designates wetland sites for inclusion in the Ramsar List of Wetlands of International Importance.

Every year since 1997, February 2 has been celebrated as World Wetlands Day, marking the date of the adoption of the Ramsar Convention. Government agencies, non-governmental organizations, conservation organizations, and groups of citizens celebrate the day with activities to raise public awareness about the importance and value of wetlands.

The theme for World Wetlands Day 2012 is ‘Wetlands and Tourism’, emphasizing that responsible tourism supports wetlands and people. Indeed, wetlands have great recreational, aesthetic, historical, cultural, and environmental values and are attractive for tourists and nature lovers. Wetlands provide opportunities for bird-watching, fishing, hiking, boating, hunting, and wildlife photography.

Tourists spend billions of dollars annually on wetland visits. Artists capture their exquisite beauty on canvas or paper and in photographs, video, and sound recordings. Of the nine Ramsar sites of Nepal, Gokyo and Gosainkunda Lakes are among the most popular destinations, with thousands of visitors every year.

Well planned and managed tourism should concern all citizens. Wetland tourism activities must be inclusive and responsible and must contribute to reducing the poverty of communities living in or around the wetlands. Wetland degradation harms our quality of life and our economic wellbeing.

It is therefore important to educate local people and tourists on the importance of conserving wetlands for nature and biodiversity and for local economic development. Wetlands must be rehabilitated and biodiversity restored if we hope to maintain and improve the quality of our natural resources to ensure tourism for future generations.

Conserving wetlands can protect our health and welfare. Let us use them wisely.
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Zeenews (India): Solutions evade impending water crisis
2 February 2012

New Delhi: Farmers in the South-Indian state of Tamil Nadu are switching from paddy cultivation to panning for salt. On the other extreme of the sub-continent, hundreds of thousands of people live in harm’s way in the event of a glacial lake outburst-triggered flood, or GLOFs as they are called.

Something sinister connects the two disturbing happenings – amplifying the vulnerabilities of people from the northern Hindu-Kush-Himalayan range to India's southernmost tip, Kanya Kumari, a whopping 1.5 billion people and counting. The least common denominator exasperating the vulnerabilities is the phenomenon of climate change.

This was one of the discussions at an interesting session on Water: Our Global Common at a Delhi Sustainable Development Summit special event organised by The Energy and Resources Institute (TERI). Taking the floor were experts and practitioners exploring directions for solutions – if not solutions – to an impending water crisis.

According to TERI, the global use of water is expected to increase by 40 per cent by 2020. On the other hand, agriculture, the guzzler of 80 per cent of available fresh water wastes over a half the water it gets. Similarly, four-fifths of all urban water is also wasted. According to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), two of three people could live under conditions of water stress.

Far from these situations and yet close to the reality, an understanding is emerging, modelled by scientists in the environs of their institutes and simulated through trials in the field. The understanding is giving a glimpse of solutions that could come as the years roll by.

As Dr Eddy Moors of the Centre for Water and Climate suggests, "There is need for time and space specific climate change projections to determine changes in water availability." Besides this, he felt, there is also a need to explore the socio-economic concerns and needs around water.

The solutions will need out-of-the-box thinking, as Moors says, "It is expected that portioning of water over different sectors and regions will be constrained, especially with decreasing quality of water. An integrated river basin approach, therefore, is a possible way forward."

But participants agreed that this is easier said than done as it calls for inter-policy consistency cutting across policies on energy, labour costs, water boards, adaptation policies among many. These also call for government to be in tune with one another on these policies.

As an example, it was mentioned that the glacier-snow melt and run-offs in the Himalayas was getting accentuated with passing time. From the macro, larger picture, there were geographical specific issues with complexions of governance.

As Monish Verma of European Business and Technology Centre pointed out, "Drinking water investments are about three per cent of the national budget. New Delhi has a per capita availability of 211 litres per capita per day (lpcd). The city's Master Plan envisages an increase to 363 lpcd. On paper this looks very impressive, especially against London's 150 lpcd. The governance deficit is obvious," he said, questioning, "why else is water supply limited to three to four hours a day in Delhi?"
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The Gulf today (UAE): 65 nations sign Manila Declaration on oceans
1 February 2012

Six five countries have signed a Manila Declaration aimed at protecting the world’s oceans from land-based activities such as pollution and agriculture, according to organisers.

Organisers said the declaration also reaffirmed the commitment of the signatories to develop policies to control and reduce wastewater and marine pollution particularly from fertilisers.

The declaration was adopted at the end of a four-day international meeting called the Global Conference on Land-Ocean Connections hosted by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP)and the Philippine government.

Attending the conference, organisers said, were representatives from 65 countries including environment ministers, marine scientists and non-government organisations.

“The Manila Declaration signals a new step forward for all of us,” said Amina Mohamed, the UNEP deputy executive director in welcoming the document. 

Secretary Ramon Paje of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources agreed, saying: “The Manila Declaration will provide us with directions on our way toward the development of our coastal and marine environment within the provision of a green economy.”
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Sunstar (Phillipines): Bat sanctuary to hold first night viewing
1 February 2012

The Monfort Bat Sanctuary is set to hold the first ever night viewing of migratory bats in Barangay Tambo, Babak District, Island Garden City of Samal.

Dubbed as the Bat Emergence Night Tour, the viewing of the bat will start at the nightfall of February 8, 2012, which will fall exactly on the first full moon of the year 2012, according to the Chinese lunar calendar.

The event is still part of the Year of the Bat celebration supported by United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), Conservation of Migratory Species (CMS), EUROBATS, and Bat Conservational International, which formally started last year.

The Bat Sanctuary, a home to millions of bats, is a current world record-holder of having the largest colony of fruit bats in the world. 

Norma Monfort, owner of Monfort Bat Sanctuary, said the objective of the one-night event would be to raise awareness about bats, which are often misunderstood by many, emphasizing that these night creatures should not be feared of.

During the celebration, guests will be entertained with a reggae band, fire dancers, and even more the bats themselves said to be migrating temporarily to Davao del Sur, Davao del Norte, and Davao Oriental every night.

“At 6:00, they start migrating. Bats follow the circadian flight. It’s a manner where bats emerge while whirling in an orderly fashioned way. That the moment you see it you are really convinced that bats are not harmful and they won’t harm you,” she said, adding that while the migration is in progress, visitors will not be allowed to take photos so that flashes won’t destruct the bats.

She also invited entrepreneurs to come over and participate in its 1st “BATtianggee”.

“The BATtiangee allows the vendors, resort owners to join the fair for free,” Monfort said, adding that she’s hoping the event will run successfully.

The event is still in line with the Chinese celebration of the Year of the Dragon, which already started on January 23, and to be concluded on February 6.
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The times of India (India): Abhishek to receive award from Arnie

1 February 2012

Abhishek Bachchan couldn't have asked for more.The actor will be honoured for his efforts towards creating a greener environment at a function in New Delhi and Hollywood action hero Arnold Schwarzenegger will present him the award.
Schwarzenegger, also the former governor of California, will be in the capital Thursday to be a part of 12th Delhi Sustainable Development Summit presided over by Prime Minister Manmohan Singh.
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UN News Centre: Security Council calls for multilateral action to address challenges in the Sahel
31 January 2012

The Security Council today called for a coordinated and inclusive approach to ensure a solution to the problems facing the Sahel region, which include an ongoing humanitarian crisis, lack of socio-economic development, insecurity and the threat of terrorism.

In a press statement issued this afternoon, the Council members underlined the need for a solution that encompasses security, development and humanitarian issues.

The remarks follow a briefing last week by Under Secretary-General Lynn Pascoe on the impact of the Libyan crisis in the region. In his briefing, Mr. Pascoe stressed that most of the challenges in the region pre-dated the Libyan conflict.

The Council expressed its support for a collaborative approach that consists of cooperation among the Sahel and Maghreb States, the African Union (AU), European Union (EU), the United Nations system, and other relevant stakeholders.

The Security Council also expressed its interest in following up with efforts to address the situation with Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, and stated that they would continue to monitor developments in the region.
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Other Environment News
Washington Post (USA): Environmental group sues company over Gulf oil spill begun in 2004 by damage from hurricane
2 February 2012

An environmental watchdog group filed a lawsuit Thursday against the company it blames for an oil spill 11 miles off the coast of Louisiana, claiming oil has been flowing into the Gulf of Mexico for more than seven years with few details about what’s being done to stop it.

Waterkeeper Alliance claims hundreds of gallons of oil are leaking every day from the site where an offshore platform and 28 oil wells owned by Taylor Energy Co. were damaged by a seafloor mudslide triggered by Hurricane Ivan in 2004.
By comparison, the 2010 blowout of BP PLC’s Macondo well spewed more than 200 million gallons total, for an average of about 2.35 million gallons a day, according to government figures.

The New York-based alliance said they filed the federal lawsuit in New Orleans because Taylor Energy and government regulators refuse to answer basic questions about their spill response.

“This spill is in relatively shallow water,” said Justin Bloom, a regional director for the group. “If it takes more than seven years to contain a spill like this in a relatively accessible environment, what would happen in a dangerous and inaccessible deepwater environment?”

Taylor Energy didn’t immediately respond to calls Thursday seeking comment. A spokeswoman for the Interior Department’s Bureau of Safety and Environmental Enforcement said the agency doesn’t comment on pending litigation.

The suit accuses the New Orleans-based company of violating the Clean Water Act and Resource Conservation Recovery Act and seeks civil penalties of up to $37,500 per day.

Waterkeeper Alliance says satellite imagery and an analysis of oil slicks indicate oil is leaking from the site at a rate of 100 to 400 gallons per day.

The Coast Guard, however, says the average amount of oil leaking from the site is 7.5 gallons per day. Oil sheens from the site have been “minimal” and have never made landfall, according to the Coast Guard, which says a total of 12,720 gallons of oil have been reported from daily observations since the spill started in 2004 .

The Coast Guard also says three containment domes were deployed to capture the oil.

“The sheen size of a few gallons (in volume as observed over the sheen dimensional area) has been too thin of an oil film to warrant offshore recovery operations,” a Coast Guard statement says.

The April 20, 2010, blowout of the Macondo well triggered the nation’s worst offshore oil spill, with more than 200 million gallons of oil gushing into the Gulf. Oil from the BP spill washed up on beaches, befouled marshes and disrupted the region’s seafood industry.

While the spill blamed on Taylor Energy is minuscule in comparison, Bloom said it’s reasonable to assume the leak has had a “cumulative impact” harmful to the Gulf’s environment.

The Interior Department directed Taylor Energy to deposit $500 million in a trust to cover spill-related expenses, according to a report issued by the Waterkeeper Alliance. The alliance says a rig that Taylor Energy hired to plug the damaged wells hasn’t been seen at the site since June 2011 even though oil slicks continue to be spotted nearby.

“This suggests that fixing the leak is a low priority for the company and government regulators,” the report says.

Other environmental groups are named as plaintiffs in the suit, including the Louisiana Environmental Action Network, Atchafalaya Basinkeeper, Galveston Baykeeper and Louisiana Bayoukeeper.

In October, Waterkeeper Alliance filed a notice of its intent to sue and sent demand letters to Taylor Energy and two other companies, Korea National Oil Corp. and Samsung C&T Corp. In 2008, Taylor Energy sold most of its energy assets for an undisclosed price to the other two companies, which formed a joint venture to operate them. Korea National and Samsung, however, have said Taylor Energy retained ownership of the production platform and wells that are the target of the lawsuit.
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AFP: China detains seven as water pollution fears widen
31 January 2012

China said on Tuesday that it had detained seven company executives after tonnes of industrial waste including a toxic metal polluted a river, threatening water supplies for millions of people.

A 300-kilometre (190-mile) stretch of the Longjiang River in the southern region of Guangxi could eventually be contaminated, sparking panic buying of bottled water in nearby cities, state media said.

The official Xinhua news agency quoted unnamed experts as saying that the amount of illegally released waste in the waterway was unprecedented at an estimated 20 tonnes.

Jinhe Mining Co. has been blamed for dumping cadmium, a carcinogen which can seriously damage the kidneys, bones and respiratory system, into the river in a spill that was discovered on January 15.

The government has decided to go after other polluters, inspecting more than a dozen factories on the river and stopping production at seven plants, the China Daily newspaper said.

Authorities have taken into custody seven executives from companies deemed responsible for polluting the river, according to a Guangxi government statement provided to AFP on Tuesday.

The firms include the Jinchengjiang Hongquan Lithopone Materials Factory, it said, without naming the others. Lithopone is a pigment used in paint.

The initial discharge happened in Hechi city but was now flowing downstream, endangering drinking water for 1.5 million people in Liujiang city, state media said. It was also approaching Liuzhou city, with a population of 3.7 million.

Guangxi officials and spokesmen for Hechi and Liuzhou declined to comment when contacted by AFP.

But Hechi mayor He Xinxing was quoted as saying by Xinhua: "It is a critical time right now because downstream drinking water safety is in jeopardy."

A supermarket worker in Liuzhou said his store had been selling 2,000 bottles of water a day as frightened residents stocked up despite government pledges that the city's tap water was safe for now.

"Sales have been like this for a week. In wintertime, normal daily sales of bottled water are 100 to 200 bottles," he told AFP.

Activists say officials in China often turn a blind eye to industrial pollution or even collude with companies, as they seek to push forward local economic development at all costs.

Authorities have mobilised thousands of soldiers to dump chemical neutralisers into the river to dilute the cadmium, but levels of the metal were still over 25 times higher than the official limit in some parts on Monday.

State television showed workers in protective yellow suits dumping bags of powder, identified as aluminium chloride, into the water to act against the cadmium.

Environmentalists criticised local officials, saying poor supervision triggered the pollution in the first place.

"Oversight before the incident was seriously inadequate," Greenpeace said in a statement. "The problem lies in poor supervision on a day-to-day basis."

Ma Jun, director of the Beijing-based Institute of Public and Environmental Affairs, said pollution involving cadmium -- widely used in batteries -- is alarming.

"This water pollution can be very severe, since it was caused by a kind of heavy metal that cannot dissolve naturally and is highly toxic, which could make the pollution last for quite a long period," he told AFP.

In its latest update on Tuesday afternoon, the Liuzhou city government said cadmium levels were two times higher than the government standard.

Many waterways in China have become heavily contaminated with toxic waste from factories and farms, pollution blamed on three decades of rapid economic growth and lax enforcement of environmental protection laws.
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China Daily (China): Germany, China take lead in environmental policies
2 February 2012

Strong economic ties drive the Sino-German bilateral partnership. Energy, environment and climate change issues remain at the heart of economic relations.

In a joint communiqu by Chancellor Angela Merkel and Premier Wen Jiabao in 2010 as well as during the first Sino-German Government Consultations in June 2011, energy, environment and climate issues were identified as a priority for future cooperation.

Both countries implemented structural changes towards a greener economy, although under different conditions and from a different level of development.

The German government has adopted an ambitious energy concept plan that defines strategic targets and paves the way for energy of the future characterised by a phasing out of nuclear energy, an accelerated shift to renewable energy sources, improving energy efficiency and exploring new ways of mobility and transportation.

The goals of the energy and climate policy of Germany are ambitious and precise: primary energy consumption should drop by 20 percent by 2020 and 50 percent by 2050.

Until 2020, renewables should account for a share of at least 35 percent in gross electricity consumption, up to 80 percent in 2050.

In regards to CO2-emissions, Germany targets a reduction of 40 percent by 2020, 55 percent by 2030, and 80-95percent by 2050, all compared to 1990 levels.

China's 12th Five-Year Plan (2011-2015) paves the way to a low-carbon economy whose objectives are to improve energy efficiency, reduce overall energy consumption and emissions as well as promote green and environmentally sound technologies.

Germany and China are partners in this important transition with greater potential to improve bilateral cooperation, especially in regards to clean and environmentally sound technologies, such as on- and offshore wind parks, solar technology, electric and hybrid automobiles.

Germany, as a global market leader in environmental and energy efficient technologies with a world market share of 16-18 percent - approximately 225 million euros ($288 million) a year - and China with its huge market are bound to be mutually beneficial.

Germany already offers its expertise through various programs that address environmental management, such as training for mayors or supporting Chinese emissions trading pilot schemes.

Both countries can work on challenges like setting up smart grids and energy storage facilities.

Besides practical bilateral cooperation, international challenges should be addressed.

Germany and China can be the avant-garde in the next phase of designing a new global climate regime with Germany representing industrialized countries and China standing on behalf of emerging economies.
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Economic Times (India): Want to act in a movie about environment : Abhishek Bachchan
2 February 2012

Filmstar Abhishek Bachchan today said he would gladly act in a film made on environmental issue if only someone was willing to fund it.

Speaking at an environmental awards function, Bacchan said "if someone is willing to fund a movie on environment, I will be willing to act in it. I'll gladly act in it."

Bachchan junior also said he had earlier owned a Bentley car which was "not any more" a part of his fleet after he became more conscious about the environment and said that he awaited the arrival of electric cars in the country.

Bachchan said "a lot can be done in terms of awareness and try to get people educated" on environmental issues.

Bachchan also said he believed that the youth would bring a change in the environmental situation.

Bachchan was speaking at the Green Global Awards function where he was honoured for highlighting the cause of environment as a celebrity.

"There is some kind of purpose to so-called celebrityhood," Bachchan said after receiving the award.

Bachchan credited The Energy Reasearch Institute's ( Teri) R K Pachauri of having ignited in him a desire to work for environment.

In reply to a question whether he was getting enough sleep after becoming a father, Bachchan said "I do get to sleep," Bachchan said.
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Trinidad Express (Trinidad and Tobago): Art for the environment
1 February 2012

The Environmental Management Authority recently issued a calendar featuring art pieces done by the EMA Youth Ambassadors.

The artwork was created during the EMA's annual youth camp in 2010 and 2011. The camp is open to Sixth Form pupils studying environment-related subjects or those with a passion for the environment.

Each workshop functions under an environmental theme.

In 2010 the theme was "Sustainable livlihoods: Green Living in 21st Century"'.

One of the EMA's main responsibilities is the promotion of environmental awareness. To achieve this, the EMA has engaged in several public education and outreach activities since its inception. One of the EMA's major achievements in this area continues to be its youth education programmes such as the Primary Schools' 'Hands On' Environmental Programme and the Secondary Schools' Eco-Song and Dramatic Envirologue Competitions.

The Youth Workshop, first held in July

2008, involves a holistic interactive approach to education as participants are immersed in the environment for a week and interact directly with the various stakeholders involved in the environmental management process.

The participants create educational products such as drama, short films, posters, poetry and articles based on the workshop's theme. For the 2011 Youth Workshop the theme focused on the International Year of Forests: 'Forest for People'.

In an effort to continue the promotion of environmental management issues among the participants of the Environmental Workshops, the EMA's Youth Ambassadors programme was developed. 

This programme, formally established in 2010, aims to cultivate a cohesive unit of young leaders who are not only aware of the environmental issues facing our country, but are also active participants in the management of these issues.

One of the main goals of the Youth Ambassadors is the promotion of greater environmental awareness among their peers. To achieve this, the Ambassadors creatively portray environmental messages through the arts, including drama, posters, song, music, dance and poetry.

As they work towards becoming future leaders in the field of environmental management, they hope to engage in more national and international youth forums to ensure that their views are included in environmental management decision-making.

It is hoped that showcasing the artwork would promote greater environmental awareness and appreciation in Trinidad and Tobago.
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Montreal Gazette (Canada): Quebec's environment law given more bite
1 February 2012

Quebec's Environment Department says new penalties that come into effect Wednesday will help protect the province's waterways, forests, wetlands and natural areas from pollution.

The department now has the power to impose penalties between $250 and $10,000 on individuals, companies and municipalities it believes are not respecting Quebec's environment-quality law.

It can also order work to stop or be suspended for up to 90 days if it believes it poses a risk to human health or the environment.

These new administrative penalties are part of an overhaul of fines for polluters. Last November, fines for breaking the environment-quality act jumped from a maximum of $500,000 to $6 million. Minimum fines went from $200 to $1,000.

On average, government inspectors carry out between 18,000 and 20,000 inspections each year, and give out about 7,800 notices of nonconformity with the environmental-quality law, said Michel Rousseau of the Centre de contrôle environnemental du Québec, which investigates environmental complaints.

If the suspected polluter doesn't take steps to respect the law, the Environment Department begins an investigation that can lead to charges and fines.

Since last January, just over 100 companies, municipalities and individuals were found guilty of breaking environmental laws in Quebec and fined a total of $1.19 million.

One company, Les Mines Opinaca Ltd., was fined $400,000 for carrying out work without proper authorizations, releasing a contaminant into the environment and improperly storing hazardous waste at a gold mine 350 kilometres north of Chibougamau.

Quebec's commissioner for sustainable development criticized the environment department last spring, saying it was too lax in enforcement, and didn't do enough follow up to make sure companies were making the changes it requested.

Rousseau said Tuesday the department has about 280 inspectors, enough to be able to make sure environmental laws are being respected.
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Mobility Week Europe: Energy Cities on its way to Rio+20
Energy Cities is convinced that the Rio+20 environment summit in June is an international event not to miss. That is why we accepted to be part of the “Rio+20 French Club” - to contribute and make success possible!

This club unites local representatives, company managers, associations executives, academics. It is aimed at creating a space for dialogue, pooling resources and information, and at allowing for an efficient French attendance at the Rio+20 conference, to be held in the Brazilian metropolis from 6 to 9 June 2012.
The “Rio+20 French Club” has just published a “Manifesto for a local sustainable governance characterised by solidarity and humanity” (available in French only).

Via this manifesto, the club wishes to deliver recommendations to the next United Nations Conference, recommendations that will provide the foundations for a new governance model, both at global and local level.
In addition to its participation in this French Club, Energy Cities will very concretely contribute to this 5th Earth Summit: with the support of the Charles Léopold Mayer foundation, our network is currently developing and discussing proposals for the energy transition of the European territories. The final outcome will be handed over to the decision-makers at the United Nations Conference and will bring the voice of over 1,000 European local authorities to the Rio+20 conference.

This proposal paper that is inspired by hundreds of local experiences of all our members will also be presented, discussed, and improved on the occasion of Energy Cities’ Annual Rendezvous in Guimaraes, Portugal (9-11 May 2012) (see first article of this newsletter).

This conference, gathering the world leaders and held every 10 years, is the 5th Earth Summit. The latest meetings took place in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 (thus the “Rio+20” naming) and in Johannesburg in 2002.

Members will soon receive more information via the discussion list "Members"
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________
Environmental Expert: Engineers seek more recognition in Rio+20 goals
2 February 2012

Engineers have called for greater recognition of the role that their subject plays in turning scientific knowledge into sustainable technologies and will push for a clearer reference to engineering at the Rio+20 summit.

The 'zero draft' of the starting document for negotiations ahead of the UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in June 2012 mentions engineering just once, agreeing 'to support developing countries' scientists and engineers and scientific and engineering institutions to foster their efforts to develop green local technologies and use traditional knowledge'.

But, while the scientific community has been welcoming plenty of mentions of science and technology, engineers are worried their role has been downplayed — to the detriment of sustainable development.

According to a statement released by the World Federation of Engineering Organizations (WFEO) last week (23 January), the zero draft lacks clarity on the different role played by engineering compared with science.

'It comes from an oversight at the Rio Conference [a major conference on the environment and sustainable development, held in Brazil] in 1992 where science and technology were grouped together, with engineering included as part of technology. We feel this is misleading,' said Jorge Spitalnik, a WFEO representative.

Spitalnik told SciDev.Net: 'Technology is a result of applying knowledge developed by science — engineering applies that knowledge into means to make products that are useful for human beings'. He described engineering as 'development of know-how'.

'We want to take this opportunity to make it clear that engineering should be mentioned as something that comes before technology.

'Students do not see engineering appealing to them as a means to achieve sustainable development — they think it is technology [that is the key].'

Last year's UNESCO report on engineering said the lack of engineers is already hampering development, a problem that is especially acute in developing countries.

Another role of engineers is to examine what is feasible in a given time span, and to tell society, governments and policymakers what can be done, said Spitalnik.

Colin Brown, Director of Engineering at the UK's Institution of Mechanical Engineers, said: 'It is a worrying oversight that the value of engineering is not included in the draft Rio+20 outcome document. There needs to be far more recognition, both among the public and in government, of the absolutely vital role engineering plays in making sustainable development possible.

'We rely on engineers to create and refine the technologies we need to solve the greatest global challenges of the 21st century, from climate change to overpopulation. Unless this need is recognised and addressed, the solutions will remain out of reach,' he told SciDev.Net.

Andrew Lamb, chief executive of Engineers Without Borders UK — an international development organisation that aims to remove barriers to development through engineering — said the voice of engineers should be heard at the highest levels of global governance, especially in terms of the practical steps needed to produce and manage sustainable technologies.

But it is questionable whether the engineering profession can organise itself to provide a common voice, he added.
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UN News Centre: Sustainable development the focus of talks between Assembly chief and French officials
2 February 2012

Sustainable development and the environment topped the agenda during talks today in Paris between General Assembly President Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser and senior French Government officials.

Mr. Al-Nasser met with Foreign Minister Alain Juppé and Nathalie Kosciusko-Morizet, the country’s Minister of Ecology, Sustainable Development, Transport and Housing, as well as with Jean-Paul Delevoye, the President of the Economic, Social and Environmental Council of France.

The upcoming UN Conference on Sustainable Development, known as Rio+20, was the focus of the meeting between Mr. Al-Nasser and Mr. Juppé, according to information released by a spokesperson for the Assembly President.

Rio+20, which will be held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in June, was also discussed in Mr. Al-Nasser’s meetings with Ms. Kosciusko-Morizet and with Mr. Delevoye.
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UN News Centre: Threatened by climate change, glaciers now under attack from ice thieves – UN
2 February 2012

Criminal gangs are becoming a threat to the world’s glaciers, which are already receding as a result of climate change, the United Nations said today, citing a case in Chile where police are investigating the theft of some 5,000 kilograms of millennia-old ice from the Jorge Montt glacier.

Mining for ice could pose a major additional threat to the 454 square-kilometre glacier, which is situated in Chile’s Bernardo O’Higgins National Park, and is part of the 13,000-square kilometre Southern Patagonian Ice Field, the third largest frozen land mass in the world after Antarctica and Greenland, according to the UN International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR).

The Jorge Montt glacier is melting at a rate of one kilometre per year, making it one of the world’s most iconic symbols of global warming, UNISDR noted.The Jorge Montt glacier is melting at a rate of one kilometre per year, making it one of the world’s most iconic symbols of global warming.

“The authorities in Chile are to be congratulated on clamping down on this illegal activity,” said Margareta Wahlström, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Disaster Risk Reduction and head of UNISDR.

“The Jorge Montt glacier and other major ice-fields are a precious part of our common world heritage and important yardsticks by which we can measure how man-made global warming is threatening the world’s water supply and damaging the environment. They deserve all the protection we can give them, including safeguarding from this type of vandalism.”

The prosecutor handling the case in Chile reported this week that those implicated in the ice theft had been identified as a result of an investigation that followed the arrest of the driver of a refrigerated truck last Friday. The truck was intercepted in the southern Chilean town of Cochrane.

Chile’s Centre for Scientific Studies has said that several of the country’s glaciers are shrinking because of global warming, but the much-studied Jorge Montt is one of those shrinking the fastest.
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

UN News Centre: Tourism can play key role in preserving world’s wetlands, UN agency says
2 February 2012

Responsible, sustainable tourism can play a valuable role in conserving and protecting the world’s often fragile wetlands, the head of the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) said today.

“Wetlands, their wildlife, and the human communities in and around them can benefit directly from tourism through entry fees, sale of local products, and so on,” said Taleb Rifai, Secretary-General of UNWTO.

“At the same time, the ‘use’ of wetlands as tourism locations comes with certain risks,” he added. “The challenge is to ensure that sustainable tourism practices are being implemented and bring benefits for wetlands, their wildlife and people… We would emphasize that tourism businesses, if well informed and prepared to adapt their operations, can certainly promote and support wetland biodiversity and the natural beauty of wetlands.”

UNWTO today marked World Wetlands Day, which this year has the theme of wetland tourism, by saying it will join forces with the Ramsar Convention, the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance, to promote responsible tourism and recreation in wetlands worldwide.

Many wetlands, from the Okavango Delta in Southern Africa to the Danube Delta in Eastern Europe and the Great Barrier Reef in Australia, are in a fragile state as a result of both human and natural forces.
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UN News Centre: UN launches information system to boost disaster prevention, food security measures
31 January 2012

The United Nations launched today an information system to improve and expand the exchange of weather, climate and water data, which can be used for disaster risk reduction, water management, food security and health purposes.

The World Meteorological Organization (WMO) Information System will facilitate access to meteorological observations and products, making it easy to share them with a wide variety of stakeholders.

According to WMO, this will translate into free and more efficient climate services for various sectors including disaster risk reduction, which relies on this type of data for many of its operations.

“The WMO Information System is the pillar of our strategy for managing and moving weather, climate and water information in the 21st century,” said WMO Secretary-General Michel Jarraud.

“It will reduce the costs of information exchange incurred by national meteorological and hydrological services and maximize exploitation of advances in communications technology,” he said.

The system will also cut the costs of data exchange and integrate information from national and global data centres, WMO said in a news release.

Mr. Jarraud emphasized that the system will “allow users outside the meteorological community to have free access to this information for the first time.”

The system builds on the Global Telecommunication System of WMO’s World Weather Watch, which has been the backbone of meteorological information exchange for the past 40 years and is used for daily weather observations and forecasts, tropical cyclone warnings and tsunami alerts, among other applications.
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El PNUMA en los medios / UNEP in the media

El daño ambiental para medir el PIB

Febrero 02, 2012 - EFE Verde

 Representantes de los países latinoamericanos y caribeños debatieron este miércoles la conveniencia de crear una nueva medida del crecimiento económico, más amplio que el PIB, que tenga en cuenta el daño ambiental, una idea que estará presente en la Conferencia de la ONU sobre Desarrollo Sostenible Río+20.

Regional

Ministra Aguinaga: “Latinoamérica no puede esperar acuerdos de otros países”

Febrero 02, 2012 - Prensa Latina

Quito 1 de febrero.- “Debemos definir una visión conjunta de la región hacia Rio+20, los caribeños y latinoamericanos no podemos seguir esperando que otros países por grandes o desarrollados que sean, suscriban acuerdos para actuar. 

Regional

Ecoturismo en humedales fortalece las economías

Febrero 02, 2012 - El Mexicano

Ocupa México segunda posición con 134 humedales inscritos

País: México 

Día Mundial de Humedales se celebra hoy en Moyuá

Febrero 02, 2012 - El Nuevo Diario

Tiene un alto nivel biológico, pues en él anida gran variedad de especies, entre ellas el ave migratoria Cerceta azul y el Guayacán real, una especie en riesgo

País: Nicaragua 

Día de la Educación Ambiental

Febrero 02, 2012 - La Nación.com.co

LA NACIÓN, NEIVA Con una puesta en escena de títeres y cuenteros, la Corporación Autónoma Regional de Alto Magdalena (CAM), celebró el Día Internacional de la Educación Ambiental.

País: Colombia 

Riviera Maya ha perdido más del 50% de sus manglares

Febrero 02, 2012 - Yahoo! Argentina Noticias

CANCÚN, Q.R., febrero 1 (EL UNIVERSAL).- En el marco del Día Mundial de los Humedales a celebrarse este 2 de febrero, organizaciones ambientales en Quintana Roo informaron que la Riviera Maya ha perdido más del 50 por ciento de sus manglares, de 1976 al 2011, de acuerdo con el resultado del 

País: México 

Promueven el uso de techos verdes

Febrero 01, 2012 - Ediciones Impresas Milenio

El proyecto se ha desarrollado con éxito en las facultades de Nutrición e Ingeniería de la UV.

País: México 

Investigador chileno dicta conferencia sobre cambios climáticos, desarrollo integral y sustentable

Febrero 01, 2012 - La Información Digital

Desafío de Cambios Climáticos y el Desarrollo Integral y Sustentable, fue el título de la conferencia que dictara un investigador chileno en la Universidad Católica Tecnológica del Cibao (UCATECI), la cual estuvo auspiciada por el Instituto Superior de Estudios Sociales, de la Fundación Global y Des

País: Chile 

31 países de América Latina y El Caribe participan en el Foro de Ministros de Medio Ambiente

Febrero 01, 2012 - Elciudadano.gov.ec

Quito (Pichincha).- La Ministra del Ambiente del Ecuador, Marcela Aguiñaga, manifestó que se debe definir una visión conjunta de la región hacia Rio+20 “los caribeños y latinoamericanos no podemos seguir esperando que otros países por grandes o desarrollados que sean, suscriban acuerdos para actuar,

Regional 

Global

February 2 is World Wetlands Day

Febrero 02, 2012 - Green Antilles

The World Wetlands Day theme for 2012 is Wetlands and Tourism and is linked to the theme for the next meeting of the Conference of the Parties, COP11: Wetlands, Tourism and Recreation, which will take place in July 2012, in Bucharest, Romania.

El Ártico sufre ya los efectos del cambio climático

Febrero 02, 2012 - PortalX

Dos décadas después de que Naciones Unidas estableciera la Convención Marco sobre Cambio Climático para 

Why we should go green in shipping

Febrero 02, 2012 - Asian Power

Nazery Khalid assesses efforts in the shipping sector to go green Cleaning up shipping’s act Concern over the effects of pollution caused by shipping activities on the marine environment is growing.

Turismo sostenible: cambios, soluciones y mejoras de procesos

Febrero 01, 2012 - Caribbean News Digital

Por: Luis Diego Rivera / Green World Adventures El 2012 ha sido declarado por la Organización Mundial del Turismo (OMT) como el año enfocado en el Turismo Sostenible.
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UNEP or UN in the News

AP: Palestinians hurl shoes at visiting UN chief
2 February 2012
Delegates from 65 countries who attended a United Nations-backed conference in the Philippines have agreed to step up efforts to protect the world's oceans from land-based activities.

They also stressed the marine environment's central role in the transition to a low-carbon, resource-efficient green economy, according to a UN release.

The Manila Declaration was adopted on the final day of the Global Conference on Land-Ocean Connections (GLOC), co-organised by the Government of the Philippines and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).

The recent four-day event brought together environment ministers, marine scientists, non-governmental organisations, representatives from financial institutions and other interested bodies, aiming to formulate new policies and actions to improve the sustainable management of oceans and coastal areas.

Signatories to the declaration reaffirmed their commitment to developing policies to reduce and control wastewater, marine litter and pollution from fertilisers. The agreement contains a total of 16 provisions focusing on actions to be taken between this year and 2016 at international, regional and local levels.

Among them was a call for countries to develop guidance and policies on the sustainable use of nutrients to improve the efficiency of fertilisers such as nitrogen and phosphorous. Doing so would bring economic benefits for farmers, while mitigating negative environmental impacts such as algal blooms caused by agricultural run-off.

“The Manila Declaration signals a new way forward for all of us,” said Amina Mohamed, UNEP Deputy Executive-Director, who led the agency's delegation at the meeting.

“The UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in June is an excellent opportunity to take the Manila Declaration to a global audience and initiate action to reduce the impact of land-based activities on the marine environment,” she said.

“It is essential that we sustain our momentum to achieve on-the-ground improvements in the health of ocean and coastal ecosystems, for which the continued and co-ordinated effort of the international community is vital,” added Ms. Mohamed.

Signatories to the Manila Declaration underlined the importance of healthy oceans and coasts in supporting livelihoods and food security – especially in Small Island Developing States.

The declaration calls for collaborative action to reduce the vulnerability of coastal communities to climate change and to tackle biodiversity loss, persistent organic pollutants (POPs) and ocean acidification resulting from land-based activities.

Prior to the signing of the Declaration, UNEP and partners launched the ‘Green Economy in a Blue World’ report, which outlines ways for a green economy transition across six marine-based economic sectors.

The report argued that the health and productivity of marine and coastal ecosystems, which are currently in decline across the globe, can be boosted by shifting to a more sustainable economic paradigm that taps their natural potential – from generating renewable energy and promoting eco-tourism, to sustainable fisheries and transport.

Recommendations include targeted financial support from governments for marine-based renewable energy projects, such as wind and wave power, to harness the considerable opportunities for green job creation in the sector.

ThisDayLive: Countries Adopt UN-backed Declaration on Marine Environment
2 February 2012

Palestinians tried to block the U.N. chief from entering the Gaza Strip and flung shoes at his armored convoy on Thursday, the second day of Ban Ki-moon's mission to the region to keep informal peace talks alive.

About 40 relatives of Palestinian prisoners held in Israeli jails for a range of violent attacks gathered at the Erez Crossing between Gaza and Israel, hoisting posters with pictures of their loved ones and signs in English and Arabic reading, "Ban Ki-moon, enough bias to Israel."

Some swung their signs and wooden sticks at Ban's convoy in protest. Three of them threw slippers at his car and another hurled a boot — an insulting gesture that is associated with an Iraqi protester who hurled his shoes at former U.S. President George W. Bush at a news conference in Baghdad in 2008.

The Gaza prisoners' relatives, angry that Ban would not be meeting with them, formed a human chain at the crossing in an effort to block his vehicle, but Hamas security forces moved them away so Ban could enter the coastal territory.

"We came here in a symbolic message to Mr. Ban Ki-moon that Palestinians from Gaza want to have the right to visit their children and loved ones in Israeli jails," said Jamal Farwana, a spokesman for Gaza prisoners' families. "He should make more of an effort to release the prisoners and we wonder why every time he avoids meeting families of Palestinian prisoners."

Israel holds about 7,000 Palestinian prisoners, after recently freeing more than 1,000 in exchange for a captive Israeli soldier. Many of the prisoners were convicted of carrying out deadly attacks against Israeli civilians.

Relatives of prisoners from Gaza haven't been able to visit them in jail since 2006 because of strict restrictions on who can enter Israel from the coastal strip, which is run by Hamas militants violently opposed to Israel.

Local activists boycotted a planned meeting with Ban on Thursday because the U.N. chief did not meet with the prisoners' relatives.

Ban is on a mission to the area to try to keep informal talks between Palestinians and Israelis going. In Gaza, he met with U.N. relief officials, aid groups and human rights organizations.

He also visited a U.N.-funded housing project in southern Gaza, where protesters held up signs saying, "We want to lift the siege on Gaza" — referring to Israeli restrictions on the entry and exit to and from Gaza of people and goods.

Speaking to reporters, Ban thanked the people of Gaza for their "warm welcome."

"I met many people who were waiting for me at the entrance and I fully share their fear and frustration. That is why I am here," he said, referring to the incident at the border crossing. "There is a very dire social, economic and humanitarian problem. People need to move freely ... I have urged the Israeli authorities to lift the restrictions completely and unconditionally."

Ban's visit was being heavily secured by Hamas security forces, but he will not be meeting with members of the Hamas government, who are widely shunned internationally over their refusal to renounce violence.

From Gaza, the U.N. chief was due re-enter Israel to visit a border town that has been pounded over the years by Palestinian rocket and mortar fire.

"All this violence must stop," he said in Gaza. "I would urge the Palestinians from Gaza: they must stop firing rockets on the Israeli side ... this killing of civilians is not acceptable."

Gaza gunmen broke a weekslong lull in violence after Ban's arrival in the region on Wednesday, firing a volley of mortar shells into southern Israel. They exploded in open fields without causing casualties.

Ban spent Wednesday meeting with Israeli leaders and leaders of the Western-backed government of Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas in the West Bank.

He urged Israel to halt settlement construction and present detailed proposals for a border with a future Palestinian state. And he tried to persuade the Palestinians to continue low-level meetings with Israel that the international community hopes will evolve into serious negotiations.

Abbas has said the Jordanian-mediated meetings have run their course, but that he'll decide whether to resume them after consulting with the Arab League next week. Ban said he had urged the Israelis to provide some good will measures to build confidence between the sides.

Formal peace talks stalled more than three years, save for a brief three weeks in late 2010. The Palestinians say there is no point in negotiating as long as Israel continues to settle its citizens in the West Bank and east Jerusalem — areas they want for their future state, along with Gaza.

Israel has rejected Palestinian demands for a settlement freeze ahead of any full-fledged negotiations. It says it wants to continue the exploratory talks and criticizes the Palestinians for imposing conditions on negotiations.

General Environment News

U.S. 

NY Times: Three States to Require Insurers to Disclose Climate-Change Response Plans
1 February 2012
Insurance commissioners in California, New York and Washington State will require that companies disclose how they intend to respond to the risks their businesses and customers face from increasingly severe storms and wildfires, rising sea levels and other consequences of climate change, California’s commissioner said Wednesday.

 “Our experience and other states’ experience as regulators is you get a far better response rate if you require response to be provided than if you just allow companies to decide when and how they will respond,” said Dave Jones, the California commissioner. “Our goal is to have the most complete, best and accurate information possible for investors, the insurance industry, regulators and the broader public.”

California, which has the ninth-largest economy in the world, has led the way on this push to make a traditionally backward-looking industry anticipate and respond to the business liability presented by a changing climate. These new state regulations will focus attention on the insurance industry’s role in mediating the country’s response to climate change.

“We are asking insurers to share their views of the risk of climate change so that we can be sure that the industry and regulators are appropriately prepared,” said Robert H. Easton, a lead insurance regulator in New York.

Last year’s level of natural disasters was unprecedented, according to an August report by the A. M. Best Company, which rates the financial strength of insurers. By late June, the estimated $27 billion in losses suffered by the American industry exceeded the 2010 total.

Many insurance companies, particularly large international reinsurance firms, have been grappling with the issue of assessing risks that are not reflected in the historical record of insurance payouts.

“Global warming presents unique risks, and it is vital that our insurance industry adequately account for the impacts of climate change,” Benjamin M. Lawsky, superintendent of New York’s Department of Financial Services, whose portfolio includes insurers, said in a statement. “We look forward to working with the industry to address these important and growing risks.”

The disclosure survey will be mandatory for companies writing policies worth more than $300 million nationwide. It was created by Ceres, a Boston-based nonprofit group that leads a coalition of investors and environmental groups in gathering information about business responses to climate change, and prods them to do more.

Andrew Logan, the director of Ceres’s insurance program, said Wednesday that the insurance industry “is distinguished by poor disclosure on this issue.” He added, “To me it is a continuing surprise that an industry that is so obviously affected by this talks so little about it.”

Robert Hartwig, president and economist at the Insurance Information Institute, an industry trade group, sharply disputed this point. “No industry discloses more about the impact of climate on its earnings and its ability to operate,” he said. “Look at any quarterly earnings report and you’ll see it’s full of the impact of weather on earnings.”

He added, “If insurers have shown anything over the course of the centuries in which they have oared it is that they are capable of managing changes in the weather on both the micro and the macro scale.”

Roughly 25 percent of the industry’s large property, casualty and life insurance companies participated in an earlier version of the survey sent out by California and five other states last year. A rule change, combined with California’s partnership with New York and Washington, will mean that 300 of the larger insurers will have to comply. Companies that do not complete the survey could face fines, although it is highly unusual for companies to ignore such directives.

The climate risk survey made its first appearance in California in 2008 — a period which Mr. Hartwig described as “the post-‘Inconvenient Truth’ period,” a reference to the climate-change documentary featuring the former Vice President Al Gore.

The survey’s contents, Mr. Logan said, “are pretty basic. What the regulators are trying to get a sense of is whether companies have thought about the cost implications for their businesses.”

He added: “The big takeaway from the survey last year is that there is a high level of concern among insurers about the impacts of climate change that is not matched by concrete plans to deal with those impacts. There is a real gap between the risk that’s been identified and plans to address it.” Eleven of the 88 companies surveyed last year, he said, reported having formal policies to manage climate change.

Another group that might benefit from such disclosures, said California’s insurance commissioner, Mr. Jones, are investors in the insurance industry.

Jack Ehnes, the chief executive of the California State Teachers’ Retirement System, which has $148 billion in investments, some in insurance, echoed this statement. 

“If we feel insurance or energy companies are not incorporating climate risk into their analyses and their boards of directors are not recognizing it,” he said, “that failure to do so endangers the value of that investment.” The result, he said, would not be disinvestment but “engagement with those companies,” because “they are not caretaking their business very well.”

Mr. Hartwig, however, said that an insurer’s portfolio “should not be subject to criticism based on the holding of securities of companies that some people may in fact object to.”

NY Times: [Sustainable House construction in Texas] Off the Grid in the City
1 February 2012

MINNIE J. CHAPA, a 75-year-old great-grandmother and proud renter of a nearly new, minimalist-style, three-bedroom home here, said old neighbors from Haskell Street, a stretch of cottages just east of downtown where she spent nearly 50 years, regularly ask her, “Do you live over there in the matchbox houses?”

To describe SOL Austin, the five-and-a-half-acre development in which Ms. Chapa resides, as “the matchbox houses” is both accurate and unfair.

Yes, the houses are small by American standards (they range from 1,030 to 1,816 square feet), and the architectural style is decidedly rectilinear. But the boxiness is mediated by the skyward tilt of butterfly roofs, angled to hold photovoltaic arrays and channel rainwater into barrels.

SOL, an acronym for Solutions Oriented Living, is an ambitious attempt to upend the conventions of the American subdivision. It was developed by a partnership between Chris Krager, a 43-year-old architect who heads a firm called KRDB, and Russell M. Becker, 47, a civil engineer and general manager and owner of Beck-Reit & Sons Ltd., a construction company.

The community is intended not just to be sustainable in its design and materials, but “net zero” — in other words, a housing development that would produce all the energy it consumed, with super-efficient homes outfitted with solar panels and geothermal wells. Moreover, this small development is also doing its part to take on the problems of economic and social injustice.

That it has been, so far, only partly successful in achieving these goals makes it no less interesting as a design experiment.

SOL is in East Austin, about three miles from downtown, an area designated African-American by a 1928 city plan. In 1962, the construction of I-35, a major north-south artery, further isolated the area’s population.

Over the last decade, however, those priced out of more-desirable neighborhoods to the south began to migrate east. The 2010 census showed a 40 percent increase in the area’s white population, while the number of minority residents dropped. During the same period, skyrocketing property taxes forced many longtime homeowners out.

Mr. Krager, who has a degree in business from Michigan State University and ran a Chicago mortgage brokerage before he became an architect, has made a practice of buying small pieces of property for which he designs and builds thoughtfully laid out modern homes, priced to appeal to young creative types who normally couldn’t afford an architect. Mainly, he’s done this in East Austin — which essentially makes him part of the problem.

“Ten years ago, we paid $15,000 for the first lots we built on in East Austin,” Mr. Krager said. “On that same street now, lots are $150,000.”

He began looking at land not just east of I-35, but farther out, east of a secondary highway, 183. When he found a live oak tree farm under the flight path of the Austin-Bergstrom International Airport, he and Mr. Becker bought it in 2007, for $700,000, and began work on a 40-house development.

“I figured that while we were at it, we might as well take all of our interests as a design firm and put them into one prototype project,” Mr. Krager said. He wanted to “examine sustainability on a more holistic level, that would not just look at green buildings, but in our interest in affordability, in the economic and social components of sustainability as well.”

As it happens, holistic sustainability proved harder to achieve than Mr. Krager and Mr. Becker anticipated. The pair spent six months doing their homework, pricing thermally efficient windows, foam insulation, Energy Star appliances and frugal heat pumps for heating and cooling.

Indeed, every house in SOL achieves the same high level of energy conservation: they were all designed to meet the federal Department of Energy’s guidelines for net-zero capable construction, which is to say, they use 55 percent less energy than a typical house (circa 2006). And all of them are constructed from a menu of materials (including low-V.O.C. paints that don’t contribute to air pollution and cabinets that don’t emit formaldehyde) widely regarded as green.

But the recession, the partners said, made the net-zero agenda impossible to carry out. Just as they were breaking ground — at the exact moment the economy derailed in autumn of 2008 — financing dried up. Drilling 40 geothermal wells, one for each house, was out of the question.

“I would have liked to have mandated the photovoltaic arrays,” Mr. Krager said. But he found that buyers were often unable or unwilling to roll the cost (an extra $24,000 for an array substantial enough to fully power a house) into their mortgages. And Mr. Krager, who was embarking on an $8 million to $9 million project for a market that no longer existed, wasn’t in a position to argue.

For the development’s market-rate houses — 11 of which have been sold, and 13 of which have yet to be built — solar power became an option. Homeowners installed arrays over time, as rebates from Austin Energy and tax credits from the federal government became available. So far, only four market-rate houses sport arrays and only one is also heated and cooled by a geothermal well.

SOL may never get to net zero (Mr. Krager no longer markets it that way), but much of his idealistic vision is intact. For one thing, close to half the homes are reserved for low-income renters and buyers.

Before the housing bubble burst, Mr. Krager hammered out a plan with Mark Rogers, executive director of the nonprofit Guadalupe Neighborhood Development Corporation, to sell 16 of the 40 homes to the organization. The group, in turn, sold eight of the houses at a subsidized rate to low-income buyers (who typically were able to buy a house valued at more than $200,000 for half price) and rented the other eight to tenants like Ms. Chapa, who pays $600 a month.

Mr. Krager made this arrangement, he insisted, because economic sustainability was part of his vision, but it is also true that the fact that he had already sold more than a third of the units is what convinced his bank that, despite the housing crash, the project was viable. And with those 16 subsidized homes, Mr. Krager could dictate solar power: each of those houses has a photovoltaic collector on the roof, although Guadalupe’s budget didn’t cover arrays large enough to produce as much power as the houses consume.

IN appearance, at least, SOL resembles a typical suburban development. There is even a cul de sac, as required by fire code.

But the rhythm of the place is different in many ways. The lots are smaller, and each house is positioned to maximize its use of what Mr. Krager calls “quality outdoor space”: U-shaped and H-shaped homes embrace grassy courtyards where residents put their Webers, picnic tables and hammocks.

“I feel like it’s part of the house,” said Sandra Barry, 29, a television news producer who shares her 1,090-square-foot, two-bedroom, one-bath house with her husband, James McNown, a 26-year-old silk-screen printer.

And unlike the more traditional development across Perry Road, which presents an unbroken line of two-car garages and putty-colored facades, SOL is variegated and colorful, and has a lightness that makes it look pleasantly toylike. (It also includes a 1930s cottage, original to the property, that was moved across the site, renovated by University of Texas students and seamlessly wed to a modern addition.)

The houses do look a little like matchboxes, but inside they are spacious and light-filled. Typically, there’s an open kitchen, a hallway with a handy built-in desk, generous closets and cleverly disguised storage areas.

But the most obvious thing that distinguishes them is the shape and placement of their windows. Elongated clerestory windows maximize daylight while keeping heat gain (this is Texas, remember) to a minimum.

The owners of the market-rate houses, which all sold at prices in the low $200,000’s, also set this place apart. They tend to be in their mid-20s to early 30s, and part of the creative culture for which the city is known.

Ms. Barry and Mr. McNown, who moved to SOL in April of 2010, just happened upon the development. “We fell in love with it as soon as we saw the design,” Mr. McNown said.

But while the green aspects of the development were a draw, the couple didn’t install solar panels until last year. “The city had an excellent rebate this summer,” Ms. Barry said. Through this year’s record-setting run of 100-degree days they were racking up minuscule $13 monthly electric bills.

To date, there is only one household in which achieving net zero is a top priority. The first market-rate house sold, it belongs to Pete Brubaker, 34, a systems engineer, and his wife, Erin Swaney, 32, a microbiologist. So far, they are the only homeowners who have paid to install the geothermal well and the sophisticated system that monitors and analyzes their energy use (it costs about $10,000). And as Mr. Brubaker pointed out, as long as features like those and the solar panels are optional, the development will never be truly net zero.

Still, its green aspirations are only one aspect of the appeal. While Mr. Krager hasn’t quite succeeded in building a subdivision that doubles as a power plant, he has created a new type of suburb.

Most of the young homesteaders say they love the way the neighborhood is filling up with others like them, but they also praise the presence of the subsidized renters and homeowners, a generally older and more racially diverse group. In short, they are buying into the 1950s suburban ideal without leaving the city behind.

Mr. Krager has cited the innovative postwar California developer Joseph Eichler as an inspiration, as well as the pedestrian-scaled neighborhoods built by the New Urbanists since the 1980s. But his polished modern architecture combined with an attention to social issues is uniquely of the moment and seems to have hit the sweet spot with the youngest generation of homebuyers.

He and Mr. Becker have explored development opportunities in Albuquerque and Fort Worth, but Austin seems like the natural place for his approach to take off. For one thing, the city has lofty environmental goals, including a requirement that all new homes be “zero energy capable” by 2015, or about 65 percent more energy efficient than homes built since 2006. Also, the city council recently approved plans for increased downtown density that involve levying fees on developers of downtown residential towers that exceed the height permitted by zoning. The fees are intended to fund affordable housing on the outskirts of downtown.

And as Lucia Athens, the city’s chief sustainability officer, noted, because Texas is a “car-dominated society” and not everybody wants to live downtown, a green version of “the suburban prototype,” one that “isn’t intimidating and feels kind of familiar,” might prove invaluable.

In any case, Mr. Krager and Mr. Becker are one home sale away from paying off the $1.2 million bank loan that paid for the development’s infrastructure, like sewage and water systems, meaning they have weathered the housing bust and are beginning to see a profit. Their lenders are increasingly willing to let them build spec houses, homes that don’t have a buyer before construction. And Mr. Krager believes that built houses will sell faster than those shown to buyers in computer renderings, so SOL will likely be complete by late next year.

Austin’s first true net-zero subdivision may have to wait until domestic energy generation is required by law, but for now, the developers of SOL have done well (or, at least, survived) by doing pretty good.

The Hill: House Republicans ask White House to kill climate rule
2 February 2012

House Republicans who have spent a year pushing bills to thwart or delay Environmental Protection Agency greenhouse gas rules are trying a new tactic: Simply asking the White House to scuttle them.


The Energy and Commerce Committee’s top Republicans on Wednesday asked the White House Office of Management and Budget (OMB) to nix EPA’s upcoming greenhouse gas standards for new and modified coal-fired power plants. 

OMB has been reviewing EPA's draft rules since early November and they're slated for release soon.

“Further increasing electricity costs by requiring commercially unproven technologies, or forcing a transition away from coal will send thousands more U.S. jobs overseas at a time when the nation can least afford it,” states a Feb. 1 letter from energy committee Chairman Fred Upton (R-Mich.) to acting OMB Director Jeffrey Zients.

“We are concerned that EPA may intend to propose GHG standards for new and modified coal-fired power plants that could only be achieved through the use of costly technologies such as [carbon capture and sequestration],” adds the letter that’s also signed by former committee Chairman Joe Barton (R-Texas) and Rep. Ed Whitfield (R-Ky.), who leads the energy subcommittee.

EPA has pushed back against GOP and industry attacks on its plans, calling them inaccurate and arguing that it is taking measured steps to fight global warming. More broadly, EPA officials note that the Clean Air Act has a decades-long track record of cutting pollution without harming the economy.

Legislation blocking EPA’s power to regulate greenhouse gases cleared the GOP-led House in 2011 but hasn’t advanced in the Senate.

While EPA plans to float the draft power plant rules soon, a top official recently declined to commit to finalizing the regulations before the 2012 elections.

Warm Winter Creates Winners And Losers In U.S. Economy

2 February 2012
Halfway through what might turn out to be the second mildest U.S. winter on record, major parts of the nation's economy are feeling the impact, for better or worse.

Apparel sales have been dented, ski slopes are emptier, and there has probably been a modest impact on economic figures for everything from payroll numbers to housing starts.

But lower energy prices mean that some consumers and municipal governments will likely benefit as heating charges and snow removal costs decline. And some retailers are betting on the early sale of lawn mowers.

After two brutally long winters, the temperatures this year have been so balmy - forecasters say the average temperatures across the nation have been 3-4 degrees Fahrenheit above normal in January - that many Americans have been wondering whether the cold will arrive at all.

In January, the U.S. recorded the least amount of snowfall since the mild winter of 2006, while Canada had the second lowest snowfall amount in 50 years, according to Planalytics weather forecasters.

Natural gas prices have slumped to 10-year lows as warm weather cuts heating demand, hammering the profits of drillers and forcing firms like Chesapeake Energy and ConocoPhillips to shut in production.

In shopping malls, retailers are struggling to get rid of winter clothing as consumers do without seasonal apparel.

"We are going through peak heating season and temperatures have been well above normal for most of the nation with weather maps going into early February painting a similar picture," said Chris Jarvis, president of Caprock Risk Management in Rye, New Hampshire.

Below is a summary of some of the sectors affected:

NATURAL GAS PRICES

Energy prices offer the clearest signal that the weather isn't behaving normally, as traders scour forecast screens for a hint of how much heat households and businesses will need in the coming days and weeks.

The answer this winter: not much. November, December and January have come and gone without much sustained cold in the major energy demand centers such as the Northeast, swelling gas inventories to more than 20 percent above last year. Even oil demand has been hit slightly.

Heating degree days, a measurement that reflects the strength of energy demand for home heating, are running 12 percent below winter norms and analysts say gas storage levels will remain high unless there is an extreme and prolonged spell into early spring.

For a graphic showing the fall in U.S. heating demand: link.reuters.com/gyt36s

To return storage levels to normal by the end of winter, every single day between mid-February and mid-April would need to be 10 degrees colder than normal, according to Jan Schulte, in-house analyst at Thomson Reuters Natural Gas Analytics.

"That is simply impossible," Schulte said.

Above-normal temperatures are forecast for the first half of February, though private forecaster Weather Services International sees colder than normal temperatures across most of the northern and western United States for some weeks after that.

THE ECONOMY

The mild winter likely provided a slight temporary boost to the economy as builders broke ground on new home construction earlier than normal, though researchers at JPMorgan recently estimated this impact was minor.

Goldman Sachs estimates the weather probably led employers to add about 20,000 jobs to payrolls in December, about 10 percent of the total gain in employment that month.

Fewer snow storms allowed people to shop more readily. Without the mild weather, there may have been a small contraction in retail sales in December rather than a 0.1 percent increase, Goldman estimates.

Lower spending by households on heating in the fourth quarter subtracted a bit from economic growth during the period. The money, though, may show up eventually in higher consumption of other products and services or in a higher savings rate.

RETAIL

Warm winter weather forced many U.S. retailers to offer deeper-than-usual discounts in January to clear their shelves off winter gear ranging from coats and sweaters to boots and gloves. Meanwhile restaurants and beer sellers might see a kick up in business.

"In this economy, nobody is going to buy unless there is a need for it, and the weather says, 'You don't need it,'" said Scott Bernhardt, chief operating officer of Planalytics, which provides weather data for businesses.

"It's apparel that's hit the most," said Bernhardt, who expects outerwear sales to drop 20 to 30 percent in the month. Demand was weak for items such as snow shovels and rock salt as well, Bernhardt said.

At a Home Depot store in Overland Park, Kansas, where the temperature was an unseasonably warm 65 degrees Fahrenheit on Tuesday, snow shovels, snow blowers and other winter equipment had been relegated to a small corner at the end of the store. Prime selling space has been given over to shiny green lawn mowers.

A Target store in the Kansas City area had snow sleds on clearance last week.

Toro Co, which makes snow throwers, would not provide specifics on demand ahead of its quarterly earnings report. "Certainly the snow thrower products we sell would be negatively impacted by the lack of snow pretty much everywhere," said Kurt Svendsen, spokesman for Toro.

Instead of hats, gloves and snow blowers, what consumers may be after in balmy weather is a nice cold beer.

"Warm weather does always help beer sales in the winter. Hard to quantify how much it's helped the past two months though. Too early to tell," said Harry Schuhmacher, editor and publisher of Beer Business Daily.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT

The mild winter is delivering welcome savings to many U.S. local governments still battling drag from the financial crisis and subsequent deep recession.

Cities, counties and other local governments report lower costs on heating bills for schools and other government buildings.

Lower overtime costs for ploughing crews, less use of salt to de-ice highways, and less wear and tear on equipment and roads, have also helped local authorities.

The state of Illinois reported that it saved $50,000 in December on heating the State Capitol and other buildings it controls in the state.

In Chicago, where a single fierce blizzard blew through the city's snow budget in February 2011, the unseasonably warm December and January have barely dented the $20 million allocated for snow costs.

Plows were deployed just nine times in the past two months, versus 17 times during the same two months in the previous winter, while the amount of salt used so far is about half, said Matt Smith, spokesman for Chicago's Department of Streets and Sanitation.

But the city, where Mayor Rahm Emanuel continues to chip away at a nearly $636 million structural budget gap with layoffs and other measures, is not counting yet on any savings.

"Just like every snow flake is different, every winter is different," Smith said, adding "we still have a long way to go this winter."

Kansas City snowfall this season is just three-tenths of an inch, down from the 1981-2010 seasonal average snowfall of 19.5 inches, and following two years when snowfall annually topped 40 inches, according to Kansas State climatologist Mary Knapp.

So far this has saved at least $250,000 in overtime pay, fuel and other snow-removal costs, city spokesman Dennis Gagnon said.

"No one wants to put a number on total savings, because you never know what will happen, and last February we had a big storm," Gagnon said. "If we don't use any salt, and can use it next year, additional savings might be as much as $1.3 million."

The savings in the city's $2.75 million yearly budget for snow removal were being offset by lost revenues tied to a tax on home heating fuel use, Gagnon said.

TOURISM

Business at ski resorts in New Hampshire in the U.S Northeast is down roughly 30 percent from a year ago because of the warmer weather, hurting sales at local inns and restaurants as well as the earnings of staff, said Ben Craig, snowsports school director and resort marketing coordinator for Dartmouth Skiway in the state.

"The warmer weather has certainly impacted business," Craig said. "When people don't see snow in their front yard, it's hard to get excited to go skiing," he said.

The lack of natural snow has forced the Dartmouth Skiway to make more snow than normal, raising costs, Craig said.

"A lot of ski resorts are in more rural areas and they are the biggest economic factor in those areas," he said.

Warm-weather travel is also less on people's minds when they don't see snow on the ground, travel industry executives said.

David Fishman, president of Cadillac Travel in the Detroit suburb of Southfield, Michigan, said people have to be reminded during warmer winters that they want to go on vacation, preferably to a place where it's sunnier.

"When it's like this, people don't think about travel as much," he said. "People just aren't as quick to pull the trigger because they are not looking outside or seeing snow or ice."

(Additional reporting by Eileen Houlihan, Joe Silha, Martinne Geller and Dhanya Skariachan in New York, Karen Pierog in Chicago, Karen Jacobs in Atlanta, Michael Connor in Miami, Lisa Baertlein in San Francisco, Carey Gillam in Kansas City,; Writing by Edward McAllister; Editing by Martin Howell)

PlanetArk: Oil Industry Sees No Threat From Electric Car
2 February 2012
The biggest oil companies in the world have calculated that few, if any, of today's drivers will see electric cars outnumber gasoline and diesel models in their lifetimes.

While politicians and green lobby groups insist the future of transport is electric, in the past two months BP and Exxon have released data which points to electric cars making up only 4-5 percent of all cars globally in 20-30 years.

Meanwhile some governments are targeting as much as a 60 percent market share for electric vehicles over a similar period.

The oil company forecasts may appear self-serving, but if they are widely accepted could provoke a policy shift that offers greater incentives for electric cars to end our addiction to oil.

And unlike more optimistic predictions from consultants like McKinsey, these forecast are backed by cash. They guide tens of billions of dollars in long-term investment in oil production and refining and it is oil that stands to lose if they get it wrong.

They don't, of course, take into account a major breakthrough in battery technology that could give electric cars a cost and performance edge over the internal combustion engine.

In its Energy Outlook for 2030, released earlier this month, BP predicted that electric vehicles and plug-in hybrids, will make up only 4 percent of the global fleet of 1.6 billion commercial and passenger vehicles in 2030.

"Oil will remain the dominant transport fuel and we expect 87 percent of transport fuel in 2030 will still be petroleum based," BP Chief Executive Bob Dudley said as he unveiled the BP statistics on January 18.

The balance is seen coming from biofuels, natural gas and electricity.

Plug-in hybrids can be powered from the mains and only rely on their small gasoline engines when the battery dies.

Standard hybrids are principally driven by an internal combustion engine whose efficiency is boosted by the recycling of energy generated from braking.

Exxon Mobil, the biggest oil and gas company in the world, says the continued high cost of electric vehicles compared to petroleum cars, means take-up won't even increase much during the 2030s.

In its 2040 Energy Outlook, released in December, the Texas-based company said electric vehicles, plug-in hybrids and vehicles that run on natural gas would make up only 5 percent of the fleet by 2040.

Peter Voser, Chief Executive of Royal Dutch Shell, the industry number two, sees a rosier future for electric vehicles. He predicts they will account for up to 40 percent of the worldwide car fleet, although only by 2050.

A $50 BILLION-A-YEAR OPINION

The statistics published by Exxon and BP, Europe's second-largest oil company by market value, are perhaps the most detailed long-term forecasts on electric vehicle take-up.

These Energy Outlooks guide how the oil groups allocate their annual investment budgets - among the biggest in the world, at over $50 billion combined for BP and Exxon.

The expected continued dominance of petroleum partly explains the scaling back in BP and Shell's solar, hydrogen and wind power ambitions in recent years, and Exxon's continued reluctance to get involved in renewable energy.

Insofar as the companies are active in green energy, it is mainly in the production and blending of biofuels. This is driven by U.S. and European governments' insistence that a percentage of motor fuels sold must come from plant-based sources.

If the oil companies are wrong about electric cars they will find their investments in big and expensive new oil production projects, which increasingly need crude prices around $80 per barrel to be profitable, not paying off.

The companies do see an easing in the addiction to oil, though.

Despite increased car ownership in China and India, Exxon predicts "global demand for fuel for personal vehicles will soon peak" due to an increase in average fuel efficiency.

BP expects the efficiency of combustion engines to double by 2030, with a third of vehicles on the road being hybrids.

This trend will be driven by more stringent fuel economy standards in the U.S., CO2 reduction legislation in Europe and an end to oil subsidies in developing countries.

Increased airline and commercial vehicle traffic will counterbalance some of the efficiency gains from cars but BP predicts that, helped by increased use of biofuels, demand for oil for transport overall will plateau in the mid-2020s.

GREENS FUME, POLITICIANS SEE QUICKER ADOPTION

Green groups reacted with suspicion to the oil industry forecasts.

"Exxon would say that, wouldn't they. A big take-up of electric cars is not something they would like to see," said Jos Dings, director of Brussels-based sustainable transport campaign group, Transport and Environment.

"The future for petrol and diesel doesn't look good," he countered.

Nonetheless, environmentalists like Dings fear political complacency about improving vehicle efficiency could prompt governments to ease targets to cut vehicle emissions, which could in turn delay the electrification of transport.

Big Oil's pessimistic outlook for electric cars is at odds with many governments' plans.

Electric vehicles barely register on the statistics of car sales at the moment. Nonetheless, China is targeting 5 million electric vehicles on its roads by 2020, according to media reports. This would represent around 3 percent of its predicted fleet.

The Australian government's main energy adviser, the Australian Energy Market Commission, has predicted electric vehicles will make up 20 per cent of new car sales in Australia by 2020 and 45 per cent by 2030.

The UK's Committee on Climate, which advises the government, has predicted electric vehicles will reach around 60 percent of new cars and vans by 2030. And New Zealand hopes to get to 60 percent by 2040.

The U.S. has more muted ambitions. President Barack Obama said he wants to put 1 million electric vehicles on U.S. roads by 2015, a figure that would represent less than half of one percent of the total fleet.

Many U.S. experts and officials predict a tipping point in the uptake in electric vehicles in the latter part of this decade, as technology improves, economies of scale kick in and consumer fears about being stranded when their batteries run flat, or "range anxiety," eases.

However, data compiled by the U.S. Energy Information Administration may explain the lack of an official U.S. target. Last week, the agency released an 'abridged version' of its Annual Energy Outlook 2012, due to be released in full in the Spring.

Tables used in formulating the outlook show electric vehicles and plug in hybrids are expected to account for only 1.3 percent of the U.S. fleet in 2030.

Furthermore, the agency predicts that neither consumers, nor carmakers, will get over 'range anxiety'. By 2035, the agency sees few, if any, electric vehicles on U.S. roads that can travel for 200 miles without recharging.

CARMAKER ENTHUSIASM COOLS

Many of the headlines out of autoshows in the past couple of years have been captured by the launch of electric cars such as Nissan's Leaf, the Tesla sports car, plug-ins like General Motors' Chevrolet Volt, and the latest incarnation of the Toyota Prius.

Other manufacturers including BMW, Rolls-Royce and Porsche have presented electric-powered prototypes.

On the basis of this, one could be forgiven for thinking the auto industry is betting big on electric power.

Yet few auto executives share the optimism of Renault and Nissan chief executive Carlos Ghosn who has repeatedly said he sees electric vehicles making up 10 percent of all sales in 2020.

A survey of 200 auto industry executives conducted by KPMG released earlier this month gave an average forecast for electric vehicles to account for 6-10 percent of global auto sales in 2025 - more bullish than Exxon and BP but hardly a revolution.

"Certainly a year ago or so, you could have gotten the impression from reading the press that everyone is driving electric cars in two years time," Daimler CEO Dieter Zetsche said at a roundtable at the sidelines of the Detroit auto show last month.

Zetsche said he did not see "an explosion of demand for this product."

Echoing comments from the oil companies, Gerd Kleinert, CEO of KSPG, the automotive parts business belonging to German group Rheinmetall, says take-up of electric cars will be curtailed until batteries can store energy using as little weight as gasoline does, and can be recharged as quickly as refilling a fuel tank.

"When that world exists, then we will all be driving electric cars starting tomorrow. But I personally don't see that happening, not even a hundred years from now."

ClimateWire: Climate scientists hit the Hill for bipartisan briefings
2 February 2012
Climate change may be a tough sell in Congress these days, but that didn't stop a group of scientists who fanned out over Capitol Hill yesterday with a simple message: We're here to help.

Participants in the second annual "Climate Science Day" spent the day in closed-door meetings with lawmakers and aides, trying to broaden the discussion of an issue that has become a political lightning rod.

The event drew 29 researcher-volunteers from the around the country, including Peter Craigmile, a professor of statistics at Ohio State University -- a veteran of last year's event making his second trip to talk climate with members of Congress.

"My interest is in education," Craigmile said. "As scientists in general, we want to get the public interested in climate issues -- and that also means getting lawmakers interested in climate issues."

Roger Pulwarty, who helped organize the outreach blitz this year and last year, said the idea "is not to engage in a debate about climate change."

"When we talk about climate, we mean El Niño events. We mean drought. We mean wetter-than-normal winters or drier-than-normal winters. They're extremes that we face now -- and the day-to-day science is being done to help support that," said Pulwarty, who heads the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's Climate and Societal Interactions division. "When we're talking about climate change, we're not simply talking about anthropogenic climate change."

It's a message Climate Science Day organizers stressed during a training workshop on Tuesday, which included advice on talking with non-scientists, a question-and-answer panel with Republican and Democratic congressional aides, and an explanation of how Congress works.

"Offer our help on climate science," reads one bullet point on a handout given to Climate Science Day participants. "Learn how we can be helpful. Give staffers a face of scientists working on climate change."

Groups that helped organize the event include the American Association for the Advancement of Science, American Chemical Society, American Geophysical Union, American Meteorological Society, American Society of Agronomy, American Statistical Association, Crop Science Society of America, National Ecological Observatory Network, Soil Science Society of America and University Corporation for Atmospheric Research.

But researchers participating in Climate Science Day weren't the only climate researchers practicing aggressive public outreach yesterday.

Thirty-eight climate scientists signed their names to a letter published yesterday in the Wall Street Journal rebutting an op-ed the paper published last Sunday that disputed the idea that human activity has caused the climate to warm.

The piece, which carried the headline, "No Need to Panic About Global Warming," was signed by 16 well-known climate skeptics, including several with ties to the oil and gas industry. Their ranks include some climate scientists as well as a former astronaut, an aerospace engineer, a geneticist and an astrophysicist.

That prompted the rebuttal from mainstream climate scientists, which began with a stinging question.

"Do you consult your dentist about your heart condition?" their letter asks. "In science, as in any area, reputations are based on knowledge and expertise in a field and on published, peer-reviewed work. If you need surgery, you want a highly experienced expert in the field who has done a larger number of the proposed operations."

In contrast, they said, the skeptics who authored the original Wall Street Journal op-ed should be considered "the climate-science equivalent of dentists practicing cardiology."

The letter goes on to cite research that found 97 percent of scientists "actively publishing" in climate science agree that climate change is occurring and is caused by human activities.

ClimateWire: Biomass overshadowed by natural gas, CCS in upcoming EPA rules
2 February 2012
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In anticipation of the release of U.S. EPA rules to curb greenhouse gas emissions from newly built power plants, proponents are offering several options for cutting carbon.

But co-firing coal with a percentage of biomass -- energy derived from combusting plant matter -- isn't one of them.

Advocates say they don't know why co-firing has received relatively little play compared to other options like boosting efficiency, switching to natural gas or attaching a carbon capture and sequestration (CCS) unit to stop CO2 from entering the atmosphere.

"One would think that the regulatory push from EPA on the coal side would mean an increase in co-firing," said Bob Cleaves, president and CEO of the Biomass Power Association.

But biomass is leading its own defense with EPA on greenhouse gases, stalling its involvement as a low-carbon alternative. The agency has called for a scientific advisory board of forestry experts to assess the carbon-cutting merits of combusting biomass. The panel is charged with deciding if, for example, so-called "anyway emissions" from using waste wood from a pulp plant should count against biomass's green credentials.

EPA has allowed the biomass industry a three-year exemption from reporting greenhouse gases while the board guides the agency toward a sound scientific policy. Cleaves expects a decision to be reached before three years. But as long as EPA remains on the fence, endorsement in the upcoming New Source Performance Standards (NSPS) for new power plants is unlikely, he said.

Following a court settlement with states and environmental groups in 2010, EPA has twice delayed the release of the first-ever NSPS for new plants (Greenwire, Sept. 15, 2011).

Will the NSPS mention fuel switching?

The industry has profited extensively from climate-curbing actions across the Atlantic. When the European Union instituted its greenhouse gas cap-and-trade system in 2005 and member states began enforcing renewable energy mandates, biomass energy became the substitution of choice for coal-run power plants. It is relatively cheap and easy to retrofit plants to accept a fuel mix of both plant- and fossil-based energy. As a result, demand for biomass is expected to grow by 44 percent in the next decade, according to research firm RISI, thanks to incentives to cut greenhouse gases.

While Europe has embraced biomass as a low-carbon alternative, opponents in the United States and abroad say the CO2 emissions could be higher than for coal. Trees grown for biomass reabsorb this carbon through photosynthesis, making the equation carbon-neutral, say proponents. But skeptics say emissions from burning wood release carbon much faster than forests stocks can capture it.

Compared to using carbon capture and storage technology, co-firing with biomass was found to be a more expensive method of controlling greenhouse gases in a RAND Corp. study released last year (ClimateWire, Aug. 2, 2011).

In addition, EPA may not craft these first-ever greenhouse gas rules around a preferable fuel source, like natural gas or biomass, as opposed to coal. The low cost of natural gas has allowed a gradual switch from coal for electricity.

Fuel-switching options should be on the table, said Jason Schwartz, legal director of New York University's Institute for Policy Integrity, but emphasis in the NSPS is unlikely.

While EPA may not directly favor one fuel over another, it may select a standard that favors efficiency and good heat rate, a mark of newer natural gas plants, said David Walls, managing director of emerging technology at Navigant.

But Conrad Schneider, advocacy director for the Clean Air Task Force, is reluctant to vouch for natural gas in the NSPS.

"The best technology over coal is not gas. ... I think a lot of people immediately sort of leap to that," he said. "The best available technology for coal is at least partial capture and storage of carbon."

Carbon capture raises questions

CCS, which captures carbon and buries it deep underground, could stand to be the biggest winner in the passage of new rules. But many remain skeptical of its ability to deliver.

Schneider sees it as the only viable option.

"We need steep reductions" in greenhouse gases, he said, 80 percent less emissions by 2050. "You can't just do that by just having a more efficient coal plant or a little bit better coal."

Globally, there are 14 large scale CCS initiatives in operation or slated to open soon, with 74 in the planning phases.

Nevertheless, many remain unsure of the technology's viability in the next few years.

"I don't have any faith that we're going to have reductions in greenhouse gases because of carbon capture technology in the near term, in any way," said John Quinn, director of environmental affairs at Constellation Energy, at an event in December. "I kind of see a holding pattern on greenhouse gases and NSPS ... we just have to get a national policy that makes sense, and not a technology that's unit-to-unit-specific."

These new rules are the boost CCS research and ensure deployment for EPA's next set of rules -- covering existing plants.

"Coal plants are being built today that emit no more CO2 than existing gas plants," he said. "What you're doing is leveling the playing field."

"Let's level the playing field and let the market decide," he said.

The House Energy and Commerce Committee yesterday requested that the Office of Management and Budget withdraw the NSPS proposal from the regulatory process, citing the high cost of CCS.

"We are concerned that EPA may intend to propose [greenhouse gas] standards for new and modified coal-fired power plants that could only be achieved through the use of costly technologies such as CCS," committee leaders wrote. "Such standards would be a back door cap-and-tax regime, circumventing the will of Congress and the American people."

ClimateWire: Days of summit-level climate talks may be over -- U.S. official
2 February 2012
That's the word from U.S. deputy climate envoy Jonathan Pershing, who said yesterday that the 2009 spectacle of President Obama and other world leaders haggling late into the night over climate treaty language is likely a once-in-a-lifetime event.

In a teleconference organized by the Association of Climate Change Officers, Pershing said the only events that came close to the magnitude of Copenhagen were the 1945 Yalta Conference or the negotiations toward the 1919 Treaty of Versailles.

"But in both those cases, you're looking at a few people sitting around a table -- not 40. It's unusual," Pershing said. "I wouldn't expect it very often, if again."

The Treaty of Versailles was led by the "Council of Ten" heads of governments to deliver a peace settlement after World War I. At Yalta, Joseph Stalin, Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt discussed Europe's postwar reorganization in the wake of World War II.

More than 100 heads of state descended on the Danish capital in 2009 for a U.N. climate summit that many believed would end with the creation of a new international global warming treaty.

With negotiators unable to reach agreement, world leaders took the helm, meeting through the night to draft an agreement. In a speech the next morning, Brazilian then-President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva said he was amazed to see such high-level people discussing the nitty-gritty of treaty language, and likened it to his days as a labor negotiator.

Ultimately, Obama, Lula, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao, Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and South African President Jacob Zuma designed what came to be known as the Copenhagen Accord, a voluntary agreement to cut carbon.

ClimateWire: Wind power developers see declining costs, but market forces, tax credit expiration dim growth prospects
2 February 2012
A combination of technology improvements and shifting economics will lead to significantly reduced costs for wind farm development over the next two years, reversing a trend of rising costs experienced by the wind-power industry between 2002 and 2010, new findings from two national laboratories show.

The findings, published by Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory and the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, show that it cost between 25 and 40 percent less to produce wind energy on a per-kilowatt-hour basis today than it did in 2002-2003. Those savings came as developers were able to better spread out capital costs, increase the size and scale of wind farms, and enjoy federal tax incentives.

But technology advances were also a major driver behind the wind sector's overall lower costs, especially as vendors brought new, taller turbine towers and longer rotor blades to market. Those two improvements alone allowed for many newer wind farms to produce significantly more electricity on a per-turbine basis.

"We really have seen a sizable scaling of the technology over the last few years," said Ryan Wiser, a staff scientist at Lawrence Berkeley who co-authored the analysis. "In particular, those technological improvements have benefited developers in some of the lower-quality wind areas," where wind power development would not have been feasible a decade ago.

In fact, the analysis found that the amount of U.S. land area with ideal siting conditions for wind power has increased by between 130 and 270 percent since 2002-2003 due to improvements in turbine technology. Similarly, land area that can produce wind power for less than 5 cents per kilowatt-hour -- a price that makes wind competitive with natural gas -- has increased by almost 50 percent over the same period.

"We're opening a lot of new ground in the U.S., so to speak, that wasn't available a decade ago," Wiser said.

The findings were generally welcomed by the wind industry, which experienced a 31 percent growth spurt in 2011, installing nearly 6,900 megawatts of new generation capacity during the year, according to the American Wind Energy Association.

Natural gas boom and expiring tax credits drive uncertainties

Ellen Carey, a spokeswoman for AWEA, attributed the lower domestic production costs for wind power to a number of factors, including an uptick in U.S.-based manufacturing of turbines, towers and other wind farm equipment.

In 2005, Carey said, only 25 percent of wind turbine components were manufactured in the United States. Today, that figure is up to 60 percent. That shift has allowed for a sizable reduction in transportation and logistics costs for wind power developers.

Plus, she said, a state-of-the-art wind turbine installed in 2012 produces 15 percent more electricity than models deployed during the 1990s. "For all of those reasons, wind is becoming much more affordable," she said.

But the analysis doesn't project a rosy picture for the entire wind energy sector, nor does it predict that wind energy will remain cost-competitive in the years to come.

Eric Lantz of NREL's Strategic Energy Analysis Center, who also contributed to the report, said the wind-energy sector faces a number uncertainties in the months to come, including continued drops in the price of natural gas and the pending expiration of the federal government's production tax credit (PTC), which translates into a roughly 3-cent-per-kilowatt-hour savings for utility-scale wind developers.

Lantz declined to comment on how the possible loss of the PTC, along with a reduction in other government incentives, might affect the industry's fortunes in 2012. Rather, he said a combination of market forces -- including reduced electricity demand to do the poor economy and sagging natural gas prices -- will provide the ultimate test for the industry's staying power.

"There's a lot of competitive pressures out there," said Lantz. "I wouldn't necessarily say it's going to result in lots of new [wind power] deployments due to a reduction in costs."

The analysis also notes ongoing pain within the turbine manufacturing sector, where a glut of supply and increased competition from Chinese turbine makers has led to a general decline in sales and stock values for established firms like Vestas Wind Systems and General Electric Co., the leading U.S. turbine manufacturer, with about 50 percent of all installed U.S. turbines as of 2010.

Difficult market forces have driven down Vestas' stock price by 90 percent since 2008, and the company has scaled back its 2015 profit margin expectation from 15 percent to the high single digits, in part due to expectations of a market crash in 2013 (Climate Wire, Jan. 13).

GE Energy officials have predicted slower sales volume in the United States without the PTC, but the company expects to offset some of those reductions with turbine installations in emerging markets such as Brazil and Canada.

ClimateWire: Could climate change put the groundhog out of business?
2 February 2012
The United States' smallest meteorologist must be scratching his head about now.

Each February for the past 125 years, Punxsutawney Phil -- the Pennsylvanian groundhog long considered a living symbol of Groundhog Day -- has sauntered from his burrow to cast a shadow on the weeks and months ahead. His predictions, though not always accurate, are cheered by hundreds of fans who flock to his den at Gobbler's Knob, a wooded hillock just outside the town that bears his name.

The ground rules for Phil's tradition have always been clear: If the groundhog sees his shadow, six weeks of winter are yet to come; if no shadow appears, then spring is on its way.

In the traditional Groundhog Day ceremony, two gentlemen from Punxsutawney, Pa., help determine whether the groundhog can see his shadow. Photo courtesy of groundhog.org.

But with cold weather stubbornly absent across much of the Northeast this year and spring seemingly already under way, Phil may have beaten Old Man Winter to the punch. Now it's anybody's guess what a groundhog's shadow may portend.

"NEWS FLASH: Groundhog Day cancelled! Phil says he's pretty sure spring *already* arrived in western PA, preempting tomorrow's event," joked climate scientist Michael Mann in a Twitter post yesterday.

The winter of 2011-2012 is already among the top 20 warmest in historical memory, and is likely to earn a third- or fourth-place record in parts of New York and New Jersey, said Art DeGaetano, a climatologist and professor of Earth and atmospheric sciences at Cornell University.

That conforms to the trend of the past decade, which has seen three of the four warmest winters since meteorological data collection began, he said.

A mixed forecast

Much of the cold that would usually descend across the United States this time of year is trapped in a northern pressure system called the Arctic Oscillation, he said.

The warmer weather patterns have implications for animal species up and down the region, including Punxsutawney Phil and his fuzzy brethren, said Paul Curtis, a professor of natural resources and Cooperative Extension wildlife specialist at Cornell.

Groundhogs are one of the few animals that achieve true, or "profound," hibernation, burrowing down below the frost line for the coldest months of the year. During this period, which usually lasts from mid-October to late February, a groundhog's heart rate drops from 80 beats a minute to only three or four, and its body temperature falls by 60 degrees.

Warmer temperatures shorten hibernation, causing groundhogs to burrow later and rise earlier than is customary, said Curtis.

While this probably won't have a harmful effect on the woodchucks, other species will respond more strongly to the mild weather, with possible implications for humans, he said.

"The big one is deer," he said. "Mother deer emerge from mild winters with a lot more of their body fat still on them, meaning that they're less likely to drop stillborn calves. That can certainly make for a population swell, particularly when you have a number of warm years back-to-back."

Although deer can devastate plant life when their populations grow out of control, the real danger to humans comes from the ticks they carry, said Curtis. Deer ticks spread Lyme disease, a debilitating bacterial infection that can result in symptoms from chronic muscle aches to paralysis.

"We've seen a huge upswing in reported cases recently, from about seven in 2009 to 70 in 2010," he said.

Calm before the snap

There's another danger in the mild weather that might catch even the punctilious Punxsutawney Phil unawares. Plants and animals that have been lured out by the early spring could be caught at their most vulnerable moment by a sudden cold snap, said Curtis.

"When we look across the board, we see birds nesting and frogs calling as much as 20 days earlier than normal," he said. With the winter still undecided, a sudden snowfall could threaten their newborn young, he said.

DeGaetano said he thought it unlikely that a sudden snow would come this year. "Spring snows generally correlate with an El Niño year," he said. "We're in an El Niña year, which tends to bring a milder, drier spring."

"I'm not going to stick my neck out and try to predict what's going to happen at the end of February, but we don't see any warming activity for the next seven to 10 days," he said.

As for Punxsutawney Phil, if he has anything to say, he's keeping it to himself. He declined to comment for the purposes of this article.

E&E: Sweeping energy package reaches House floor
2 February 2012
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House Republicans yesterday advanced a trio of energy bills that would allow a vast expansion of oil and gas development in the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, the Gulf of Mexico and in the oil-rich Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.

The bills, which passed the Natural Resources Committee on mostly party-line votes, now move to the House floor where they are expected to join Speaker John Boehner's (R-Ohio) "American Energy and Infrastructure Jobs Act."

Republicans said the bills will create more than a million American jobs, lower energy prices and raise new revenues to replenish the Highway Trust Fund. Democrats panned the package as an opportunistic giveaway to the oil and gas industry, arguing it would raise far less revenue than what is needed to build roads.

"This Republican jobs plan opens access to American energy resources, creates new jobs, brings certainty for small businesses that depend on affordable energy and generates new revenue that can be used to build roads and infrastructure projects to create even more American jobs," said committee Chairman Doc Hastings (R-Wash.). "Unlocking our nation's energy resources starts a wave of economic benefits and job creation that will positively touch nearly every aspect of our economy."

On a 25-19 vote, the committee reported H.R. 3410, which would require the Interior Department to hold lease sales in the most oil-rich parts of the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, as well as a small portion of the eastern Gulf. Republicans added language yesterday that would include a lease in Alaska's Bristol Bay and along California's Santa Barbara coast, as long as drilling only occurs from existing platforms or from the shore.

The measure was supported by Reps. Dan Boren (D-Okla.) and Jim Costa (D-Calif.) and was opposed by Reps. Jon Runyan (R-N.J.), Steve Southerland (R-Fla.) and David Rivera (R-Fla.).

On a 20 to 24 vote, the committee rejected a bid by Rep. John Garamendi (D-Calif.) that would have allowed the voters of coastal states to opt out of potential leasing off their shores.

Republicans on the committee also rejected several Democratic amendments that would have blocked leasing in Bristol Bay, Georges Bank, offshore Virginia and in the eastern Gulf, in addition to forcing oil companies to renegotiate royalty-free leases that could cost the American taxpayer $9.5 billion over the next decade, Rep. Ed Markey (D-Mass.) said.

Rep. Raúl Grijalva of Arizona, the top Democrat on the committee's public lands panel, said members of his party plan to continue throwing up procedural roadblocks to the Republican package.

"The more we can do in committee and the House floor to make it uncomfortable, the better opportunity we have of it not seeing the light of day in the Senate," he said.

The committee earlier in the day voted 29-13 in favor of Hastings' (H.R. 3407), which would require the Obama administration to lease hundreds of thousands of acres of the Arctic refuge's coastal plain, which is believed to contain 10 billion barrels of oil (E&ENews PM, Feb. 1).

Republicans said the bill takes several steps to minimize surface disturbances related to petroleum development, protect wildlife and ensure oil from the refuge is not exported to foreign countries.

The measure allows no more than 10 percent of leased lands to be disturbed and allows the administration to impose seasonal closures in order to protect caribou, fish and other wildlife.

Rep. Don Young (R-Alaska) said the bill "has been well thought out" but complained that the committee had passed similar bills 11 times in the past only to be rebuffed by the Senate or the president. The Senate passed the measure once, and President Clinton vetoed it, he said.

"This committee reaffirmed what the majority of Alaskans already know -- it's time to harness those resources for the betterment of not only Alaska but the country as a whole," Young said. "Congress does far too much talking and not enough doing when it comes to creating jobs and lowering energy costs."

Grijalva said he believes the Senate and Obama administration will again frustrate Young's dream.

"I thought the lament by Don Young, you know, 'I've passed this 11 times and it's gone nowhere,' I think we're going to see a full dozen this time," he said.

On a 27-16 vote, the committee approved Rep. Doug Lamborn's (R-Colo.) bill to mandate new oil shale leases in Colorado, Wyoming and Utah and lock in place George W. Bush administration royalty rates designed to encourage research and development (GreenWire, Feb. 1).

Rep. Scott Tipton (R-Colo.), whose district could see much of the development called for in the bill, voted in favor of the measure.

"This is a developing technology," he said after the markup. "If we're going to be drilling it, we want to make sure we're doing it responsibly, that we're taking into account, as my amendment pointed out, the local concerns that are going to be there, and if you're familiar with my district there are a host of concerns."

Democrats mostly opposed the bill, warning it would lift environmental laws and promote development of a risky energy source without fully understanding its impacts on air, water and local economies.

The committee defeated an amendment by Rep. Grace Napolitano (D-Calif.), the ranking member of the Water and Power subcommittee, that would have required the U.S. Geological Survey to study of impacts of oil shale on water quality and quantity for municipal and agricultural users.

Tipton said the Government Accountability Office is in the process of addressing her concerns.

"We have mitigation required in the state of Colorado," he said. "In terms of water supply, under Colorado law, in order to use water you have to own water."

But environmentalists urged a cautious approach to oil shale development, arguing potential environmental and economic impacts are yet to be explored. Many fear developing the resource could lead to another boom-and-bust cycle that could cripple local communities.

"Lamborn's approach to oil shale is 'Ready or not here it comes,' and we are not ready," said Kate Zimmerman, of the National Wildlife Federation. "There are still very important questions to be answered about the impacts of extracting oil shale on Colorado communities, on water quantity and quality and on fish and wildlife."

E&E: Rising tension between Interior, House GOP over stream rule
2 February 2012
Republicans leaders on the House Natural Resources Committee appear to be on a collision course with the Interior Department over documents related to the forthcoming stream protection rule.

Today is the panel's deadline for Interior and its Office of Surface Mining to turn over materials related to the rulemaking, including 30 hours of recordings of conversations with agency contractors. It remains unclear whether Interior will comply.

"To date, the Department and OSM have already provided multiple informational letters and briefings as well as 488 documents -- totaling upwards of 12,600 pages for the Committee," Interior spokesman Adam Fetcher said in a statement. "Departmental and OSM witnesses have appeared before the Committee to provide testimony and answer questions regarding this matter on several occasions."

Staffers and Obama administration officials have been tussling for months over documents, since committee Chairman Doc Hastings (R-Wash.) and Energy and Mineral Resources Subcommittee Chairman Doug Lamborn (R-Colo.) began their investigation into the stream protection rule. Last week, the lawmakers threatened to seek subpoenas to compel the administration to turn over materials.

"The subpoena requires them to comply," said Rep. Bill Johnson (R-Ohio), one of the rule's most vocal critics. "I don't think the department is going to ignore a subpoena from the U.S. Congress."

Hastings and Lamborn gave Interior and OSM until next week, Feb. 9, to turn over another set of documents (E&ENews PM, Jan. 25). Those include communications between the White House and Interior officials, and interactions with environmentalists related to the settlement that helped lead to the rulemaking.

"At this time we have not received any documents from the Interior Department," panel spokeswoman Jill Strait said in a statement yesterday afternoon. "Hastings and Lamborn have made clear their intent to move to compel production of the documents if the deadlines are not met and will decide at that time what specific steps to take."

Administration critics say the stream protection rule will lead to thousands of job losses in the coal mining industry. And they say OSM may have parted ways with a contractor because of leaked documents about the proposal's adverse effects.

"We have a responsibility to get to the bottom of this," Johnson said in an interview. "And we have some pretty compelling information so far that the administration is heading in the wrong direction."

The administration says congressional critics are blasting a proposal that has yet to be finalized.

"OSM is currently completing an analysis of the environmental and economic impacts of the rule under development," Fetcher said. "Once the analysis is complete, there will be extensive additional opportunity for the public to review and comment on the proposed rule as well as the underlying analysis."

"We will continue to be responsive and engaged in the ongoing dialogue with the Committee," Fetcher added, "in order to meet their oversight needs in a manner that respects the ongoing nature of the Department's deliberations and decision-making."

TheDailyClimate: Authors of Wall Street Journal climate piece downplay industry ties
2 February 2012
Half of the 16 scientists who penned a controversial Wall Street Journal opinion piece proclaiming there is "no need to panic" about global warming have ties to either the oil and gas industry or groups dedicated to debunking climate science, a DailyClimate.org investigation has found.

The article, criticized by climate scientists and environmental groups, says that the field of climate science is dominated by opportunists and that "a large and growing number of distinguished scientists and engineers do not agree that drastic actions on global warming are needed."

"Alarmism over climate is of great benefit to many," the authors wrote. 

The Journal noted that 16 scientists co-authored the article. But in listing their affiliations at the end of the piece, the paper didn't mention half of them have ties to groups and businesses that often cast doubts about man-made global warming.

One example: The Journal credits William Happer as a professor of physics at Princeton University. Unmentioned is his role on the board of the George C. Marshall Institute, a conservative Washington, D.C.-based think tank that assesses scientific issues impacting public policy. 

The institute has long rejected that humans can influence the planet's climate. Newsweek in 2007 described the organization as “a central cog in the denial machine.” The group has previously listed support from oil giant Exxon Mobil on its website.

Criticism from climate scientists

Happer, in an interview, downplayed the issue, saying there is more money to be made in climate science than climate-denialism. "I don't get a penny," he said. 

The Wall Street Journal did not immediately respond to phone calls and e-mails inquiring about the piece. 

The paper has been criticized by climate scientists for publishing the article. On Wednesday, the Journal published a letter signed by 38 climate and earth scientists claiming that most of the authors of the original piece "have no expertise in climate science."

"The few authors who have such expertise are known to have extreme views that are out of step with nearly every other climate expert," the letter from the scientists said.

A deeper look at the authors' biographies suggests some industry influence, too.

Happer, for instance, was one of three experts associated with the Marshall Institute to have a say in the Journal's piece.

Institute board member Rodney W. Nichols also signed the article and is credited by the Journal as former president and CEO of the New York Academy of Sciences. 

Roger Cohen is listed by the Journal as a fellow at the American Physical Society, a non-profit group working to expand knowledge of physics. His Marshall Institute biography adds another position unmentioned by the paper: ExxonMobil Research and Engineering Co. retiree.

'Doesn't affect his views'

Co-author Edward E. David, Jr. also has ties to that ExxonMobil subsidiary. The Journal described David as a member of both the National Academy of Engineering and the National Academy of Sciences. And he is perhaps best known as science advisor to former President Richard Nixon. 

But after leaving government, David led Exxon's research and engineering unit from 1977 to 1986, according to his biography at the Century Foundation, a progressive think tank headquartered in New York City where David serves as emeritus trustee. 

David is hard of hearing and could not respond to a request for an interview for this article. Happer said the former Exxon job played no role in David's opinions. "Of course it doesn't affect his views, he's a very distinguished engineer," Happer said. "He knows a lot about climate." 

Virginia Tech chemistry professor James McGrath, another Journal co-author, has had much of his research funded by industries affected by environmental regulations. In 2007, chemical giant Arkema Inc. partly provided $375,000 in funding for his research. In the 1980s, his research received funding from ExxonMobil and Phillips Petroleum.

"They have no input to my opinions," he said in an email statement.

Links to policy groups

The Journal describes Harrison H. Schmitt as an "Apollo 17 astronaut and former U.S. senator.”

Schmitt, a Republican who represented New Mexico from 1976 to 1982, is also a former chairman for the Annapolis Center for Science-Based Public Policy, a group opposed to taking action to prevent climate change. The organization has since taken its website down. In 2009, it received $105,000 from ExxonMobil, according to Exxon's annual donations list.

In 2010, Schmitt joined the board of The Heartland Institute, a free-market public policy group that opposes government regulations on the environment. The organization has received funding from Exxon, according to company documents posted online by Greenpeace, an environmental advocacy group.

Journal co-author William Kininmonth’s credit line – "former head of climate research at the Australian Bureau of Meteorology" – similarly fails to mention his affiliation as science advisor for two climate-skeptic groups: The Australian Climate Science Coalition and theScience & Public Policy Institute. He said in an email that he does the work for free. "I am a retired public official with no other organizational financial linkages."

Massachusetts Institute of Technology professor of atmospheric sciences Richard Lindzen is also a former advisor to the Exxon-backed Annapolis Center and has published research for the Cato Institute, a free-market think tank that opposes government efforts to restrict carbon dioxide emissions.

Declined a science essay

Lindzen, a member of the National Academy of Sciences, is well-known in climate science circles for his long-standing and articulate opposition to the conventional consensus on global warming. 

Writing in Harper's Magazine in 1995, former Boston Globe reporter Ross Gelbspan called Lindzen a "hood ornament" for the fossil fuels industry, alleging that the scientist once received $2,500 a day in consulting fees from oil and gas companies.

Lindzen, in an email, called the charge false. "When Gelbspan published his piece, I checked into whether I should sue for libel," he said. "I quickly discovered that it would cost more than I could afford."

Climate scientists found the Journal's article odd for another reason: In 2010, 255 members of the National Academy of Sciences submitted an essay warning of the realities of climate change and calling for improved and serious public debate around the issue. The paper declined to publish it.

Writing in Forbes this week, Peter Gleick, lead-author of that 2010 essay and founder of the California-based Pacific Institute, said theJournal's editorial decisions offered "a remarkable example of their unabashed bias."

Canada

Financial Post: Canadians united on energy, divided on KeystoneXL: survey
2 February 2012
Most Canadians see the country’s energy sector as highly important to the economy’s future and feel markets beyond the United States should be sought for exporting oil and gas, but are divided on whether a controversial oil pipeline to the U.S. should go ahead, according to a survey.

A poll done jointly by Policy Options magazine and Nanos Research found 56.1% of respondents rated the energy sector’s importance to Canada’s future prosperity at eight or more on a scale of one to 10. Conversely, just 2.8% put its importance at three or lower.

Almost 75% said Canada’s current trade pattern, which sees 99% of oil and gas exports going to the U.S., should be diversified to send more of it to Asia and other destinations.

“And yet, Canadians are conflicted, or at least divided, on the issue of building a pipeline to transport oil from the Alberta oilsands to refineries on the Gulf Coast of the U.S.,” said a report on this survey, written by Nanos president Nik Nanos and analyst Mitra Thompson.

About 80% of respondents indicated they had heard of the TransCanada Keystone XL pipeline, which would ship raw oil sands material from Alberta to the Southern U.S. The survey was taken between Jan. 20 and 23, just days after U.S. President Barack Obama said no to this pipeline proposal, stressing a 60-day deadline Republican legislators imposed in December for making a decision was not enough time to properly assess the pipeline’s environmental implications.

The door was left open to reapplying to have the pipeline follow a different route, which TransCanada has said it will do.

Of survey respondents familiar with the Keystone, 45.2% were generally favourable to it, while 41.7% were against it.

Asked why they supported the Keystone, 94.4% of people in this camp cited economic benefits and job creation, making it the most popular justification.

Environmental concerns were most prevalent among those opposed to the pipeline, with 94.9% bringing this up. But economic concerns were also raised among these respondents. Some thought the oil should stay in Canada to provide cheaper access to energy and support domestic refining operations.

In an interview, Nanos summarized the poll’s findings: “Canadians believe that our future prosperity is very closely linked to the energy sector. But there are two competing tensions that are occurring; one relates to jobs and the positive impact on the economy, and the other relates to the environment.”

The survey did not ask about another proposed pipeline — Enbridge’s Northern Gateway, which would bring oil from Alberta to British Columbia’s northern coast to facilitate exports to Asia.

Asked whether he thought a survey on the Northern Gateway would bring similar results, Nanos said the fact this pipeline would be entirely in Canada might result in differences. Still, he said supporters of the pipeline probably would also cite economic reasons, while those opposed most likely would point to the environment.

Developing renewable and more environmentally-friendly sources of energy was picked as the most important issue facing the energy sector by 12.4% of respondents. Second was energy supply, cited by 9.8%, and third was respecting the environment, chosen by 8.3%.

This random telephone survey was taken of 1,201 Canadians. Its results are considered representative of the population within 2.8 percentage points, 19 times out of 20.

Edmonton Journal: Hull crack raises concern for increased oil tanker traffic off B.C
2 February 2012
An Alaskan oil supertanker that regularly travels off the British Columbia coast developed a crack in its outer hull and is undergoing repairs while a U.S. Coast Guard investigation continues.

Although no oil leaked from the double-hulled Alaskan Navigator, the Jan. 25 incident has heightened concerns about increased oil-tanker traffic on B.C.'s north coast associated with the proposed Enbridge Northern Gateway pipeline project to Kitimat, B.C. The incident has gone unreported until now.

"This is exactly what scares us on the coast," said Marven Robinson, a councillor with the Gitga'at First Nation, who was involved in the 2006 rescue following the sinking of ferry Queen of the North off the B.C. coast.

Robinson said in an interview Wednesday that double hulls are no guarantee against an oil spill, adding he is also concerned about the potential for ballast water carried by tankers to introduce foreign marine organisms that could harm the local environment.

Built in 2005, the 287-metre-long Alaskan Navigator has a capacity of 1.3 million barrels of oil.

The vessel is owned by the Alaska Tanker Company, which is contracted by British Petroleum to deliver crude oil from Valdez, Alas-ka, to refineries in the Lower 48 states.

Katie Terhune, energy campaigner with the Living Oceans Society, said development of a hull crack in a relatively new tanker raises concerns about older tankers that might visit Kitimat.

"The U.S. tankers travelling from Valdez . have some of the highest standards in the world," she said. "Yet, as this incident demonstrates, accidents happen. They're an inevitable part of shipping."

The Alaskan Navigator had un-loaded 500,000 barrels of oil at Long Beach, California, and was northbound 80 nautical miles off Newport, Ore., en route to Cherry Point, Wash., just south of the Canada-U.S. border, when the ship's instruments showed excess water in a ballast tank.

Art Balfe, chief administrative officer with the Alaska Tanker Company, said the crew was able to pump the excess water out while continuing to Port Angeles, Wash., for repairs.

The U.S. Coast Guard is working with the company to determine the cause of the crack. Washington state's department of ecology is also involved.

The inner hull containing the oil was not damaged and no spill resulted. The outer hull is 19 millimetres thick, the inner hull 20 to 25 millimetres thick; the two are separated by 2.7 metres, Balfe said. The Alaskan Navigator is 185,000 dead weight tonnes.

Formed in 1999, the company operates three other similar-sized tankers.

Enbridge expects about 220 ship calls a year to Kitimat under its Northern Gateway project.

An estimated 25 per cent of those would range to 320,000 dead weight tonnes, 50 per cent in the range of 120,000-200,000 tonnes and 25 per cent in the range of 80,000-120,000 tonnes.

ClimateWire: Global warming is drying up Canada’s forests
2 February 2012
Forests in Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba are starting to wither from a lack of water, according to new research published on Monday. Scientists say climate change is to blame.

Researchers studied tree plots in 96 locations across Canada and then calculated the combined growth of the trees from 1963 to 2008. The data revealed that trees in the West have been growing more slowly and dying younger due to increased heat and less precipitation, and the trend is accelerating.

"We found the boreal east and the boreal west is a totally different story," said Changhui Peng, a biologist at the University of Montreal and lead author of the study. "Global warming may be beneficial for the shrub and tundra area," he said. "But in the southern boreal, the summer water deficit is a huge problem, particularly in Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba."

The Western forests produced 2 tons less wood per hectare in 2008 than in the early 1970s, and researchers say they could actually be emitting more greenhouse gases than they absorb, thanks to trees dying and decomposing (Canadian Press, Jan. 30). 
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UN News Centre: UN launches information system to boost disaster prevention, food security measures
31 January 2012

The United Nations launched today an information system to improve and expand the exchange of weather, climate and water data, which can be used for disaster risk reduction, water management, food security and health purposes.

The World Meteorological Organization (WMO) Information System will facilitate access to meteorological observations and products, making it easy to share them with a wide variety of stakeholders.

According to WMO, this will translate into free and more efficient climate services for various sectors including disaster risk reduction, which relies on this type of data for many of its operations.

“The WMO Information System is the pillar of our strategy for managing and moving weather, climate and water information in the 21st century,” said WMO Secretary-General Michel Jarraud.

“It will reduce the costs of information exchange incurred by national meteorological and hydrological services and maximize exploitation of advances in communications technology,” he said.

The system will also cut the costs of data exchange and integrate information from national and global data centres, WMO said in a news release.

Mr. Jarraud emphasized that the system will “allow users outside the meteorological community to have free access to this information for the first time.”

The system builds on the Global Telecommunication System of WMO’s World Weather Watch, which has been the backbone of meteorological information exchange for the past 40 years and is used for daily weather observations and forecasts, tropical cyclone warnings and tsunami alerts, among other applications.
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UN News Centre: Sustainable development the focus of talks between Assembly chief and French officials
2 February 2012

Sustainable development and the environment topped the agenda during talks today in Paris between General Assembly President Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser and senior French Government officials.

Mr. Al-Nasser met with Foreign Minister Alain Juppé and Nathalie Kosciusko-Morizet, the country’s Minister of Ecology, Sustainable Development, Transport and Housing, as well as with Jean-Paul Delevoye, the President of the Economic, Social and Environmental Council of France.

The upcoming UN Conference on Sustainable Development, known as Rio+20, was the focus of the meeting between Mr. Al-Nasser and Mr. Juppé, according to information released by a spokesperson for the Assembly President.

Rio+20, which will be held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in June, was also discussed in Mr. Al-Nasser’s meetings with Ms. Kosciusko-Morizet and with Mr. Delevoye.
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UN News Centre: Threatened by climate change, glaciers now under attack from ice thieves – UN
2 February 2012

Criminal gangs are becoming a threat to the world’s glaciers, which are already receding as a result of climate change, the United Nations said today, citing a case in Chile where police are investigating the theft of some 5,000 kilograms of millennia-old ice from the Jorge Montt glacier.

Mining for ice could pose a major additional threat to the 454 square-kilometre glacier, which is situated in Chile’s Bernardo O’Higgins National Park, and is part of the 13,000-square kilometre Southern Patagonian Ice Field, the third largest frozen land mass in the world after Antarctica and Greenland, according to the UN International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR).

The Jorge Montt glacier is melting at a rate of one kilometre per year, making it one of the world’s most iconic symbols of global warming, UNISDR noted.The Jorge Montt glacier is melting at a rate of one kilometre per year, making it one of the world’s most iconic symbols of global warming.

“The authorities in Chile are to be congratulated on clamping down on this illegal activity,” said Margareta Wahlström, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Disaster Risk Reduction and head of UNISDR.

“The Jorge Montt glacier and other major ice-fields are a precious part of our common world heritage and important yardsticks by which we can measure how man-made global warming is threatening the world’s water supply and damaging the environment. They deserve all the protection we can give them, including safeguarding from this type of vandalism.”

The prosecutor handling the case in Chile reported this week that those implicated in the ice theft had been identified as a result of an investigation that followed the arrest of the driver of a refrigerated truck last Friday. The truck was intercepted in the southern Chilean town of Cochrane.

Chile’s Centre for Scientific Studies has said that several of the country’s glaciers are shrinking because of global warming, but the much-studied Jorge Montt is one of those shrinking the fastest.
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UN News Centre: Tourism can play key role in preserving world’s wetlands, UN agency says
2 February 2012

Responsible, sustainable tourism can play a valuable role in conserving and protecting the world’s often fragile wetlands, the head of the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) said today.

“Wetlands, their wildlife, and the human communities in and around them can benefit directly from tourism through entry fees, sale of local products, and so on,” said Taleb Rifai, Secretary-General of UNWTO.

“At the same time, the ‘use’ of wetlands as tourism locations comes with certain risks,” he added. “The challenge is to ensure that sustainable tourism practices are being implemented and bring benefits for wetlands, their wildlife and people… We would emphasize that tourism businesses, if well informed and prepared to adapt their operations, can certainly promote and support wetland biodiversity and the natural beauty of wetlands.”

UNWTO today marked World Wetlands Day, which this year has the theme of wetland tourism, by saying it will join forces with the Ramsar Convention, the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance, to promote responsible tourism and recreation in wetlands worldwide.

Many wetlands, from the Okavango Delta in Southern Africa to the Danube Delta in Eastern Europe and the Great Barrier Reef in Australia, are in a fragile state as a result of both human and natural forces.
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PlanetArk: � HYPERLINK "http://www.planetark.com/enviro-news/item/64590" ��Warm Winter Creates Winners And Losers In U.S. Economy�


PlanetArk: � HYPERLINK "http://www.planetark.com/enviro-news/item/64589" ��Oil Industry Sees No Threat From Electric Car�


ClimateWire: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2012/02/02/6" ��Climate scientists hit the Hill for bipartisan briefings�


ClimateWire: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2012/02/02/5" ��Biomass overshadowed by natural gas, CCS in upcoming EPA rules�


ClimateWire: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2012/02/02/7" ��Days of summit-level climate talks may be over -- U.S. official�


ClimateWire: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2012/02/02/2" ��Wind power developers see declining costs, but market forces, tax credit expiration dim growth prospects�


ClimateWire: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2012/02/02/3" ��Could climate change put the groundhog out of business?�


E&E: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eenews.net/EEDaily/2012/02/02/3" ��Sweeping energy package reaches House floor�


E&E: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eenews.net/EEDaily/2012/02/02/7" ��Rising tension between Interior, House GOP over stream rule�


TheDailyClimate: � HYPERLINK "http://wwwp.dailyclimate.org/tdc-newsroom/2012/02/industry-influence" ��Authors of Wall Street Journal climate piece downplay industry ties�





Canada


Financial Post: � HYPERLINK "http://business.financialpost.com/2012/02/02/canadians-united-on-energy-divided-on-keystone-xl-survey/" ��Canadians united on energy, divided on KeystoneXL: survey�


Edmonton Journal: � HYPERLINK "http://www.edmontonjournal.com/Hull+crack+raises+concern+increased+tanker+traffic/6088810/story.html" ��Hull crack raises concern for increased oil tanker traffic off B.C�


ClimateWire: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2012/02/02/8" ��Global warming is drying up Canada’s forests�
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