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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
Malta Business Weekly (Malta): Climate disaster still looms after UN conference?
9 January 2012 

Euphoric assessments from ministers and the South African presidency, following the recent talks on climate change, failed to convince scientists and environmentalists that a looming global climatic disaster has been definitely averted.

While exceeding the very low expectations when the meeting started, commitments under the Durban package to various actions by 2015, 2020 and beyond are in fact way behind what was visualised at the 13th Conference of Contracting Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in Bali, where nations pledged to work out a new, extensive post-2012 regime by the end of 2009.

News emerging two days after the Durban conference ended opened up new causes for alarm. Canada officially announced its withdrawal from the UNFCCC’s Kyoto Protocol – only rescued here from irrelevance after the end of its first commitment period (2008-2012) for greenhouse gas emission reductions due to tough diplomacy by the EU in alliance with some 100 poor and vulnerable developing nations. The alliance supported a second commitment period on condition that there would be a roadmap towards adopting a legally binding agreement on all climate issues by 2015.

Canadian environment minister Peter Kent stated that by withdrawing now Canada would avoid a huge fine under the Protocol for its inevitable failure to meet its 2012 emission reductions commitment. Another reason ascribed by commentators is the rapidly increasing already high carbon dioxide emissions from its growing tar sands oil extraction operations in Alberta.

The International Energy Agency (IEA) announced new projections for hugely escalating coal use up to 2016. Its executive director, Maria van der Hoeven had previously stated to the conference that according to IEA’s recent World Energy Outlook, “unless we change course immediately, then by 2017 we will have locked-in the carbon allowance of the energy sector to 2035, if we are to limit global temperature increase to 2C. The door to achieving our objectives is rapidly closing. Don’t wait for a global deal. Act now”.

Finally, the UK’s Independent newspaper revealed shocking findings by a Russian scientific mission of huge “fountains” of methane, a greenhouse gas 24 times more potent than carbon dioxide, spewing out of the Arctic as the sea ice continues to melt. Scientists estimate at hundreds of millions of tonnes the methane currently locked into the Arctic permafrost extending into Siberia, fearing a sudden, massive release as temperatures continue to rise.

Upbeat welcomes for the Durban package from the UNFCCC’s executive secretary, Christiana Figueres and the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon contrasted with the less enthusiastic comments from other parts of the UN.

A media release from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change admonished nations to heed the recommendations of its Fourth Assessment Report (2007) emphasising that “the earlier action is taken, the cheaper and more effective it will be”. The statement recalled key report findings that in order to limit the global temperature increase to 2C over pre-industrial levels, (seen as the maximum safe level) global greenhouse gas emissions must fall by 2050 by 50-85% below 2000 levels, peak well before 2020, requiring overall emissions from industrialised countries (including Malta) to be reduced overall by 25-40% below 1990 levels. Substantial deviations from the current trend in developing countries and emerging economies would also be required.

More recent scientific findings however, indicate that a safe increase is only +1.5C, actively advocated within UNFCC by over 100 most vulnerable developing nations.

The executive director of the UN Environment Programme Achim Steiner welcomed positive features but added that the core question (remains) of whether more than 190 nations can cooperate in order to peak and bring down emissions to the necessary level by 2020 remains open – it is a high risk strategy for the planet and its people. The current “bottom up” approach by nations “needs a top to which it can aim – and a time line for building that top is narrowing every year”.

Leading environmental and development NGOs slammed Durban package for putting “polluters before people”, leaving the world on the way to a catastrophic temperature increase within this century of 4C above pre-industrial levels.

Concerted pressure of the EU-developing nations alliance was seen to shift China, India and the US, accounting for nearly half of the world’s total GHG emissions, from their original total opposition to a legally binding agreement on future emission cuts being concluded before 2020. However, the final successively weakened wording on an agreement to be adopted by 2015 and implemented by 2020 reflects the diplomatic price of their assent.

Three alternative formulations contemplated in the Durban package are: “a protocol, another legal instrument or an agreed outcome with legal force” under the UNFCCC “applicable to all parties”.

The Kyoto Protocol’s second commitment period will go from 2013 to 2017 or 2020, to be decided, along with the depth of obligatory emission reductions of each party, under discussion since 2006 (minus Russia and Japan who refuse to commit). Current non-binding pledges made by Kyoto Parties at the 2009 conference in Copenhagen and expected to commit again add up to less than 15% of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions.

Thanks to sustained pressure from EU and its allies, a working group will focus on how to close the “ambitions gap” between current pledges and what reductions are required by 2020 to meet the +2C target. These discussions will be paralleled by further talks to decide on a peaking year for emissions, a possible lower temperature increase goal and a long-term target for 2050. A review between 2013 and 2015 informed by the next IPCC report emerging then will underpin these talks.

Other decisions generated progress on topics agreed at last year’s conference in Mexico relating to adaptation, technology, forestry and the operationalisation of the Green Climate Fund. To reach $100bn a year by 2020 so as to assist developing nations in implementing climate mitigation and adaptation policies, just how this Fund will be resourced and how much will be available at its start-up date of 2013, remain to be resolved

Briefing the press after the conference, EU Commissioner Hedegaard stated that: “While there had been many last-minute compromises, some ‘for strange reasons’ we have made a very significant step forward in the fight against climate change. We will go back to Europe to try to push for more ambition, transformation into green energy, to be front runners and lead by ambition.”
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Herald Sun (USA): New app tracks environmental impact
8 January 2012

A new iPhone app that helps users visualize their carbon footprint uses data from a study by Duke University’s Nicholas School of the Environment to run portions of the program.

The United Nations Environment Programme, the creators of the application, used average values of the data for coastal ecosystems contained in “State of the Science on Coastal Blue Carbon: A Summary for Policy Makers” to create the UNEP Carbon Calculator.

“The Duke University data was crucial for the development of the app because the Duke University synthesis of the global blue carbon data provided the basis for the calculations made in the app,” said Gabriel Grimsditch of UNEP’s Freshwater and Marine Ecosystems Branch. “Without this global synthesis of blue carbon data, some of the calculations in the app would not have been possible.”

The report from the Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions is part of an emerging body of work on the topic of blue carbon — a concept that aims to protect coastal habitats and reduce climate change by assigning credits to the large amount of carbon stored in their soil.

The free app, which was recently released through iTunes, allows users to input details surrounding air, train or road travel to calculate their carbon footprint and find out how their footprint compares to what can be stored in these different ecosystems.

Grimsditch said the data from the Nicholas Institute report allows app users to actually see their carbon footprint equivalent in coastal ecosystems such as mangrove forests, saltwater marshlands and seagrass meadows.

“We are pleased that UNEP is using the data we compiled for their blue carbon app,” said Brian Murray, one of the three authors of the blue carbon study and director for economic analysis at the institute. “This aligns well with the institute’s mission to bring forth the best scientific and economic data to help inform decisions on the world’s most pressing environmental problems.”

Beyond the calculations, the app provides suggestions on how to limit potential impact on these ecosystems. It was designed to draw attention to the critical role these tropical and coastal ecosystems can play in tackling climate change.
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Financial Express (Bangladesh): Development of maritime activities in Bangladesh
9 January 2012

Bangladesh is one of the most densely populated countries in the world. It has achieved tremendous progress in agricultural sector but still finds it difficult to feed the nation. Apart from controlling the population through strict family planning, it has to educate and train the human resources to turn them into useful man-power. It has to diversify its economy.

One of possible avenues for diversifying the economy of Bangladesh is maritime sector. It is a small country with a vast coastline in the south. It is through the sea that we will find this new avenue of our economic success. The range of activities that fall within the domain of maritime world can be noted have as follows:

Ship-owning and operation; ship-management; ship-chartering; seafaring; ship-building; ship-financing and mortgage; ship breaking; transhipment of goods; off-shore activities; and dispute resolution/ arbitration and litigation.

Ship-owning and operation: In the days of the then Pakistan, despite having several private shipping companies, the government set-up a state owned National Shipping Corporation (NSC). It achieved tremendous success. Mr. Lee Kwan Yew, the then Prime Minister of Singapore was so impressed that he asked for technical help to develop something similar in his country. The services of Captain Saeed were loaned to Singapore. He later became the founder Chairman and Managing Director of the Neptune Orient Lines (NOL). It eventually became one of the largest shipping companies in the world which later took over the famous American President Line (APL). Late Capt. Saeed is still treated and honoured as father of Maritime Singapore.

Setting up the Marine Academy (the writer is also trained there) and then the NSC enabled us then to grasp the essential know-how of the shipping sector. That is why we could make a quick start in this sector immediately after the liberation. However, it faded away soon because of various other factors which will be discussed later.

There is no other business as international in nature as shipping. Government control and restrictions are impediment to the growth of shipping. We should make it open - open the register so that ships, not owned by Bangladeshis, can also be registered in Bangladesh. However such open register should be for a size over 15,000 GT so that smaller ships are genuinely owned by Bangladeshis to reap the benefit of domestic shipping and lighterage (carrying cargo by smaller vessels from a bigger vessel) trade. An open register (for over 15,000 GT) will open many new avenues. Economic activities will increase with increased employment.

The question comes - do we need to have state-owned Bangladesh Shipping Corporation (BSC)? The answer is yes as well as no. If we allow it to operate as a business venture free of bureaucratic control, then certainly it can remain and flourish. Otherwise we should find some buyer and sell it off. The government legislation and infra-structure should be helpful for private shipping to grow.

Ship-management: Shipping is not only international but also deeply legal and technical. This is why many ship-owners prefer their ships to be managed by management companies. The SOLAS-ISM requires a company to have the technical expertise and other resources to manage their ships in compliance with the code for safe operation and protection of the environment. This is all about regulatory aspect of shipping but some owners may even want business of the ship (marketing) to be handled by reputable company.

It is not surprising to find a company meeting both requirements. There are lots of ship-management companies located in Glasgow, Hong Kong, Cyprus and Singapore. With more shipping activities in Bangladesh, ship-management companies are bound to grow. They could eventually even manage foreign flag ships.

Ship-chartering: There are different types of chartering. Bare-boat or demise charter involves taking over the ship (on long lease normally leading to sale) as virtual owner to manage and operate the ship (including employment of master and crew) for its own business. Bare-boat charterer may also register the ship in a Flag of his/ her choice (the original ownership registry remaining suspended for the relevant period) but cannot raise any capital through mortgage because these records remain tied-up with original register.

Time charter means hiring a vessel for a specific period (normally six months at a time) at an agreed rate (normally paid monthly) adjustable for completion of a voyage. In this charter the owner still maintains the master and the crew and ensures the operational efficiency of the vessel but the charterer finds business and employs the vessel accordingly.

Voyage charter is a contract for carriage of a cargo (normally bulk cargo) at a given rate. Charterer normally wins a contract to deliver certain quantity of cargo at a given rate and then hires ships for one-way operation. There is provision of despatch and demurrage depending on quicker service by the ship or inability of the consignee to accept delivery at the stipulated rate.

There are a lot of Bangladeshis who want to engage in ship chartering business but cannot do so because of exchange control restrictions. Bangladesh should remove all bureaucratic restrictions and allow its nationals to freely undertake ship chartering business. Such chartering business will not remain confined to national trade but will involve third nations as well.

Seafaring: There was a time when thousands of Bangladeshis worked on foreign ships, earning a large amount of foreign exchange for the country. Over the years technology advanced and ship-owners looked for better trained seafarers. We lost the market because we did not keep pace of training with new development.

The other reason why we lost the market is because too many Bangladeshi seafarers jumped ships abroad causing huge loss/ damage to their employers. Our legal and administrative systems are also to be blamed. Seafarers' employment is regulated by an office known as the Government Shipping Office.

The term "shipping" means transportation of goods from one place to another. In this case the office deals with employment of seafarers. What a mockery of a name! This office should be rather known as "Directorate of Seafarers" and their role should be to oversee that the seafarers are employed in line with procedures outlined by the government. It must not deal with such employment directly. The government should set up a high powered committee to find reasons for decline in employment of Bangladeshi seafarers so that remedial measures can be taken to improve the situation. The Philippines does now have the highest number of seafarers around the world and we have to study their success story.

Ship-building: It comes within the domain of the maritime activities but is a shore-based industry. The Ministry of Industries (and not the ministry of shipping) should look after its development and future growth where the shipping ministry should be involved as advising partner. The government should identify this as a thrust sector and provide best possible assistance.

The university course on Naval Architecture and Marine Engineering must include at least six months on the job training in shipyards (equally divided within design, mechanical and electrical sections) to make better engineers for the future. The marine engineering training must also include similar workshop training as specified in the STCW Convention.

Ship financing and mortgage: The government should not impose any control or restrictions in ship financing. This applies both ways - I mean for Bangladeshi ships to get finance under mortgage (at home or abroad) and also to allow local banks and financial institutions to engage in similar business abroad. Bankers and lawyers should undertake appropriate training to engage in this business.

Ship-breaking: Bangladesh does not have any iron ore. The industrial requirement of steel is largely met by a number of re-rolling mills which use imported scrap material. In this context, ship-breaking industry is vital for Bangladesh. It provides the essential link to national industrial and economic activities. The industry employs thousands of people and keeps many other industries operational.

This industry has nothing to do with the maritime administration. The sector should be regulated and overseen by the ministry of industries with the help of the department of environment. ILO safety guidelines and IMO/ UNEP environmental requirements must be complied with. The government should make a set of regulations transposing the requirements of the Hong Kong Convention.

Transhipment of goods: We are not so lucky to have a strategic location like Singapore or Colombo to become a hub-point for transhipment. The global operators use those way-points for their global service and local and regional operators feed them with transhipment facilities. However, we can still make the best use of our location knowing very well that Nepal and Bhutan do not have access to sea.

Any transit agreement with India must include a clause to allow free access of goods to, and from, Nepal and Bhutan to Chittagong and Mongla for import/ export of cargo by sea. We should assist those two countries to make road and rail connection with our two sea-ports. If our port facilities are further developed, then we may be able to attract cargo to, and from, Assam (India) and nearby regions of China.

Offshore activities: We have every right to facilitate doing of domestic trade. Our law must stipulate that goods and passengers from one point in Bangladesh to another point must only be carried by a national ship. Similarly those rigs, tugs and other support vessels engaged in business in Bangladesh waters must be registered in Bangladesh and for the period of operation in Bangladesh must be manned by Bangladeshis.

Dispute resolution/ Arbitration: Bangladesh maritime law must provide for this provision. Bangladeshi lawyers must be trained and qualified to deal with these matters. They must develop a national arbitration society. Even for litigation in court we need well trained maritime lawyers. We cannot expect foreign investment in maritime sector unless there is rule of law and a community of well trained lawyers.

Other considerations: Bangladesh needs comprehensive maritime legislation as a first step. Legislation is the foundation. We need well trained efficient administration to execute the provision of the legislation. We must have quality control by means of documented procedures, record-keeping and periodical review.

The Merchant Shipping Ordinance of 1983 is an obsolete legislation. We have to replace it by a law where essential elements of international conventions and protocols (such as UNCLOS-82, SOLAS-74, MARPOL-73/78, STCW-78, ITU Radio Regulations, ILO-MLC2006, registration, mortgage, Wreck, Salvage, Receiver of Wreck, CLC, Lien, Claim and arrest of ships, Fund and Limitation of Liability etc.) are reflected. The Department of Shipping should be renamed as the Department of Maritime Affairs and should be strengthened to a point that it can operate on its own without unnecessary references to the ministry. A department cannot work under another department.

The Chittagong and Mongla offices should be known as Maritime Affairs offices for survey and inspection. The government should appoint a high powered committee to look into the affairs of the maritime sector and take a long-term plan for its improvement. The future of Bangladesh is closely connected to this sector.

I conclude this article by congratulating the government for taking our case to ITLOS (International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea) in Hamburg for settlement of our dispute with India and Myanmar on limits of our Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)/Continental Shelf.
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Standard (Zimbabwe): Climate disaster still looms after UN conference
9 January 2012

Euphoric assessments from ministers and the South African presidency, following the recent talks on climate change, failed to convince scientists and environmentalists that a looming global climatic disaster has been definitely averted.

While exceeding the very low expectations when the meeting started, commitments under the Durban package to various actions by 2015, 2020 and beyond are in fact way behind what was visualised at the 13th Conference of Contracting Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in Bali, where nations pledged to work out a new, extensive post-2012 regime by the end of 2009.

News emerging just days after the Durban conference ended opened up new causes for alarm. Canada officially announced its withdrawal from the UNFCCC’s Kyoto Protocol — only rescued here from irrelevance after the end of its first commitment period (2008-2012) for greenhouse gas emission reductions due to tough diplomacy by the EU in alliance with some 100 poor and vulnerable developing nations.

 The alliance supported a second commitment period on condition that there would be a roadmap towards adopting a legally binding agreement on all climate issues by 2015.

Canadian Environment minister Peter Kent stated that by withdrawing now Canada would avoid a huge fine under the Protocol for its inevitable failure to meet its 2012 emission reductions commitment. Another reason ascribed by commentators is the rapidly increasing already high carbon dioxide emissions from its growing tar sands oil extraction operations in Alberta.

The International Energy Agency (IEA) announced new projections for hugely escalating coal use up to 2016. Its executive director, Maria van der Hoeven had previously stated to the conference that according to IEA’s recent World Energy Outlook, “unless we change course immediately, then by 2017 we will have locked-in the carbon allowance of the energy sector to 2035, if we are to limit global temperature increase to 2C. The door to achieving our objectives is rapidly closing. Don’t wait for a global deal. Act now”

Finally, the UK’s Independent newspaper revealed shocking findings by a Russian scientific mission of huge “fountains” of methane, a greenhouse gas 24 times more potent than carbon dioxide, spewing out of the Arctic as the sea ice continues to melt. Scientists estimate at hundreds of millions of tonnes the methane currently locked into the Arctic permafrost extending into Siberia, fearing a sudden, massive release as temperatures continue to rise.

Upbeat welcomes for the Durban package from the UNFCCC’s executive secretary, Christiana Figueres and the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon contrasted with the less enthusiastic comments from other parts of the UN.

A media release from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change admonished nations to heed the recommendations of its Fourth Assessment Report (2007) emphasising that “the earlier action is taken, the cheaper and more effective it will be”.

The statement recalled key report findings that in order to limit the global temperature increase to 2C over pre-industrial levels, (seen as the maximum safe level) global greenhouse gas emissions must fall by 2050 by 50-85% below 2000 levels, peak well before 2020, requiring overall emissions from industrialised countries (including Malta) to be reduced overall by 25-40% below 1990 levels.

Substantial deviations from the current trend in developing countries and emerging economies would also be required.

More recent scientific findings however, indicate that a safe increase is only +1.5C, actively advocated within UNFCC by over 100 most vulnerable developing nations.

The executive director of the UN Environment Programme Achim Steiner welcomed positive features but added that the core question remains that of whether more than 190 nations can cooperate in order to peak and bring down emissions to the necessary level by 2020 remains open — it is a high risk strategy for the planet and its people.

The current “bottom up” approach by nations “needs a top to which it can aim — and a time line for building that top is narrowing every year”.

Leading environmental and development NGOs slammed the Durban package for putting “polluters before people”, leaving the world on the way to a catastrophic temperature increase within this century of 4C above pre-industrial levels.

Concerted pressure of the EU-developing nations alliance was seen to shift China, India and the US, accounting for nearly half of the world’s total GHG emissions, from their original total opposition to a legally binding agreement on future emission cuts being concluded before 2020. However, the final successively weakened wording on an agreement to be adopted by 2015 and implemented by 2020 reflects the diplomatic price of their assent.

Three alternative formulations contemplated in the Durban package are: “a protocol, another legal instrument or an agreed outcome with legal force” under the UNFCCC “applicable to all parties”.

The Kyoto Protocol’s second commitment period will go from 2013 to 2017 or 2020, to be decided, along with the depth of obligatory emission reductions of each party, under discussion since 2006 (minus Russia and Japan who refuse to commit).

 Current non-binding pledges made by Kyoto Parties at the 2009 conference in Copenhagen and expected to commit again add up to less than 15% of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions.

Thanks to sustained pressure from EU and its allies, a working group will focus on how to close the “ambitions gap” between current pledges and what reductions are required by 2020 to meet the +2C target.

 These discussions will be paralleled by further talks to decide on a peaking year for emissions, a possible lower temperature increase goal and a long-term target for 2050. A review between 2013 and 2015 informed by the next IPCC report emerging then will underpin these talks.

Other decisions generated progress on topics agreed at last year’s conference in Mexico relating to adaptation, technology, forestry and the operationalisation of the Green Climate Fund.

To reach $100bn a year by 2020 so as to assist developing nations in implementing climate mitigation and adaptation policies, just how this Fund will be resourced and how much will be available at its start-up date of 2013, remain to be resolved

Briefing the press after the conference, EU Commissioner Hedegaard stated that: “While there had been many last-minute compromises, some ‘for strange reasons’ we have made a very significant step forward in the fight against climate change. We will go back to Europe to try to push for more ambition, transformation into green energy, to be front runners and lead by ambition.”
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Gulf News (UAE): Al Hilal Bank joins tree-planting initiative
8 January 2012

The Emirates Environmental Group (EEG) has signed an agreement with Al Hilal Bank for a year-round tree-planting programme in the UAE.

The main objective of the partnership is to instil a sense of environmental awareness and responsibility among children.

The initiative is part of EEG's commitment to the Billion Tree Programme, part of the United Nations Environmental Programme, and the bank's effort to play an active role in community development.

Existing and new customers of Al Hilal Bank, one of the UAE's leading Islamic banks, will be encouraged to open a Seghaar savings account for their children to be eligible to plant a tree bearing their name.
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Sunday Observer (Sri Lanka): Dr. Nick Pilcher on 'Dugong Conservation and Marine Protection'
8 January 2012

Dilmah Conservation will host eminent British marine biologist Dr. Nicolas Pilcher for an evening of discussions on January 12 at the Wimalasurendra Auditorium of the Institute of Engineers, Sri Lanka, 120/15, Wijerama Mawatha, Colombo 7, from 6.00 p.m. .

He is the Founder and Director of the Marine Research Foundation, a private NGO based in Sabah, Malaysia, which implements marine research projects in several countries spanning the Indian and Pacific oceans. His research is particularly related to marine turtle and dugong conservation, and how they are impacted by fisheries bycatch.

Dr. Pilcher is a past-President of the International Sea Turtle Society and the Co-Chair of the Marine Turtle Specialist Group of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature-IUCN, the global authority on sea turtle biology and conservation issues.

He is also a member of the IUCN SSC Marine Conservation Sub Committee, which drives priority-setting for marine conservation at a global level, and is Technical Advisor to the UNEP-CMS Memorandum of Understanding on Dugong conservation.

Dr. Pilcher's work focuses on reduction of bycatch of endangered marine fauna, originally related to turtles but more recently with dugongs and other marine mammals.

His work has helped revise management interventions by government agencies as related to hatcheries and turtles and has been able to develop strategic action plans for the conservation of turtles in countries as Eritrea, Pakistan, Qatar, Malaysia, and regionally as part of the Sulu Sulawesi Seascape programme and the Coral Triangle Initiatives.

He is also the lead technical advisor on an Arabian Gulf-wide turtle research and conservation project involving Qatar, Iran, Oman and the United Arab Emirates, and consultant to IUCN's Asia Regional Office driving the development of a multi-million dollar port in India while being totally turtle-friendly. Dr. Pilcher has published extensively on marine science conservation, and is on the editorial boards of several scientific journals.
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Arab News: Renewables making inroads in emerging global energy mix
7 January 2012

Renewables are to be a significant pillar of the global energy balance of tomorrow. This is where the future lies, insist the green lobby, the environmentalists and indeed the peak oil pundits. Most agree, if this crude driven civilization has to keep making strides, then renewables have to make a bigger and significant contribution to the global energy mix over the next decades or so.

And the push is on. The march continues — all around the globe. By 2030, almost 15.7 percent of the world's energy will be coming from renewable sources. This is significant. And despite hiccups, global renewable spending is projected to hit the $7 trillion mark by then, the Bloomberg New Energy Finance (BNEF) says in a recently unveiled report. It predicts investments in the sector doubling from 2010's record-breaking $195 billion, to $395 billion in 2020, before reaching $460 billion in 2030.

And interestingly, the big winners in this march, over the next 20 years, are not to be the first world but the energy poor, renewable hubs of Latin America, Asia, the Middle East and Africa. The report underlines that the flourishing economies of Latin America, the Middle East and Africa are set to see growth rates of installed renewable capacity of 10-18 percent a year over the period 2010 to 2020.

Geographically, Europe will remain one of the biggest spender on renewable energy projects for the next three years, but as European Union governments scale back clean energy support in the face of sovereign debt problems, its share is dwindling. China will take over the lead in renewable energy asset finance from Europe in 2014; with an annual expenditure of just under $50 billion. The US and Canada investments in the sector could be hitting $50 billion by 2020.

And the emerging technological advances coupled with cost reductions are expected to spur deployment of solar power throughout the globe. Solar technology is to undergo the second-fastest percentage growth of all technologies (after offshore wind), from 51 GW in 2010 to 1,137 GW by 2030. And in order to achieve the target, an annual average of $130 billion over 2010-30 compared with $86 billion in 2010 is required, the report insists.

With plenty of solar radiation, Saudi Arabia is also taking a deep plunge into the solar sector. Over the next two decades or so, it plans to install roughly 1 GW (1,000 MW) of solar per year. This means a generation capacity of 20 GW around 2030. In view of the growing domestic energy demand, Saudi Arabia is keen on keeping intact its position as the kingpin among the energy exporters and is taking steps to ensure that. "Saudi Arabia aspires to export as much solar energy in the future as it exports oil now," Minister of Petroleum and Mineral Resources Ali Al-Naimi underlined way back in 2010.

MENA, as a region, is embarking on new renewable projects over the coming decade to meet high power demand growth. A recent report by Meed Insight, 'Mena Renewable Energy 2012', says 10 of the 14 Arab states have set renewable energy targets ranging from 5 percent to 42 percent of their total energy mix by 2020.

And others too are also moving into solar energy sector. Its contribution to the global energy mix is growing. The Andasol project in Spain, which became operational a few weeks back, is another candid example of the strides taken by the solar sector. The venture is as big as 210 football pitches and has 600,000 mirrors.

A few weeks back, on an empty mountain plateau in Andalusia, the last of 600,000 parabolic mirrors were connected, and Andasol, the world's largest solar power station, became operational.

The bleak, empty flatlands of the Guadix plateau, 30 miles from Granada, were chosen for Andasol, a joint venture by four German companies, as the location for their €350 million investment because, at 1,100 meters above sea level, Guadix's atmosphere is clearer and less turbulent than lower altitudes. And they felt that because of that, it captures more solar energy than the entire Saudi Arabian peninsula.

And as the solar energy sector continues to make impressive strides, despite the cost issue, it is still to catch up with the wind energy sector. The wind (on and offshore) sector is continuing to expand, expecting to attract $140 billion in 2020 and $206 billion per annum by 2030, as compared to $82 billion in 2010. New areas of growth are the European offshore wind and emerging markets in Latin America, Turkey, Africa and Australia.

Interestingly, with the commercialization of second-generation technologies, the bio energy sector is also witnessing renewed activity. Investment in bio fuels, biomass and waste-to-energy is projected to increase from $14 billion in 2010 to $80 billion in 2020.

A United Nations Environment Programs annual report also echoes of growing investment in the renewable sector. Investment in renewable energy rose nearly a third in 2010 compared with the previous year, to a record $211 billion on large wind projects in China and small-scale roof-top solar installations in Europe.

The figure was up on a revised sum of $160 billion for 2009 and $159 billion in 2008. "Renewable energies are expanding both in terms of investment, projects and geographical spread," says UNEP executive director. Developing countries accounted for over $72 billion of "financial new investment" in renewable compared to $70 billion in developed countries.

Last year, China was responsible for $48.9 billion of financial new investment, up 28 percent on 2009, with asset finance of large wind farms dominating the figures.

"But the developing world's advance in renewable is no longer a story of China and little else," the report says. In 2010, financial new investment in renewable energy doubled to $5 billion in the Middle East and Africa region, and by 39 percent to $13.1 billion in South and Central America," the report added.

Meanwhile, in Europe, financial new investment declined 22 percent to $35.2 billion last year due to the recession. But the drop in financial new investment in Europe was more than offset by a surge in small-scale renewable installation, mostly rooftop solar, in Germany, Italy and the Czech Republic spurred by generous government subsidies and a sharp fall in the cost of photo-voltaic modules.

However, growing global economic woes are definitely impacting the forward march of the renewable sector. Continuing economic uncertainty is pushing the low-carbon economy further out of reach. Ernst & Young warned in a report that, should the eurozone debt crisis worsen, a climate funding gap of $45 billion worldwide could emerge by 2015.

Even if government cuts do not deepen, which is unlikely, the Ernst & Young report claimed that a gap of $22.5 billion on investment in renewable energy and subsidies is likely to emerge across 10 leading world economies in less than four years.

And this is disastrous - one could say with certainty. For continued growth and prosperity of this world, and to overcome the energy poverty prevalent in a significant percentage of global population, the contribution from the renewable to the global energy mix needs to go up - without fail. Global economies woes are clouding that - despite some significant gains. What a pity indeed!   
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Himalayan Times (India): Safe and appropriate schools
6 January 2012

News on the aftermath of the March 12, 2008 Sichuan earthquake was projected onto the large screen at the front of the hall. We were at the International Conference on School Safety, organised by the Aga Khan Planning and Building Service in Islamabad, Pakistan. The images on the screen showed rescue workers rummaging through the ruins of a collapsed school building. Thousands of children were killed as shoddily built schools collapsed. We sat in our seats in awe of nature’s destruction and in horror of the disaster. The disaster was caused by ignoring the vulnerabilities of the schools. Children should be provided the best possible protection. There should be no compromise.

We were shown some school projects in Mansehra as part of reconstruction effort after the 2005 Kashmir earthquake. These were safe buildings with massive concrete structures, but the design seemed rather alien and inappropriate. Even worse were those schools that were safe, but did not even consider the local climatic conditions, let alone appropriate designs.

I have worked on num-erous school designs. These were privileged schools and all the new school buildings were designed as per the prevalent seismic codes. But knowing that there

is nothing that is earthquake-proof, a lingering doubt remains.

So I tried to keep

these buildings as low rise

as possible and ensured

easy escape routes to the

staircases. The risk can be

further reduced with simple measures such as securing furniture and carrying out emergency drills.

Remember the school days? For some people, it seems to have been the

climax of their lives,

while there are those who

would rather forget about it.

Whatever the case, schools and colleges do define

one’s life; how one looks at the world and how the world categorises you. Are you proud of where you studied? Not everyone can be. Not all schools have the resources to provide

the expected quality and experiences. Not all schools have the resources to retrofit their buildings or construct new facilities

taking seismic structural designs into account.

To ensure safety of schools, there have been numerous approaches that have been propagated by international organisations and government all over

the world. I recently came across a brochure on the Awareness and Preparedness for Emergencies at the Local Level (APELL) process promoted by UNEP and UNESCO for schools. The essence of this process is clear — schools must be safe to save lives, provide potential ‘safe havens’, allowing educational continuity and the preservation of the school as a

community resource.

The practical example of community based safe schools was shown to us in Northern Pakistan as part of the Aga Khan Building and Construction Improvement Programme (BACIP), the winner of the Habitat Award in 2006. Improvements were carried out on the structure, energy efficiency and amiable classroom

environment by introducing especially developed products that were compatible with the indigenous building technology.

Schools need to be seen within their cultural andenvironmental context.

It would be possible to develop policies for school buildings, to be constructed using indigenous tech-nologies and designs,

conforming to national safety standards and dev-eloped as community safe havens. The added value given to schools as community centres would improve the possibility of monitoring safety standards.

Children should not be the victims of negligence.
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Star Telegram (USA): Bans on plastic bags haven't caught on in DFW
6 January 2012
There's a new tumbleweed in town.

The old-fashioned tumbleweeds that long exemplified empty, desolate places have been replaced by a new symbol of blight: urban tumbleweeds -- lightweight plastic bags that get snagged in trees and bushes, pile up in streets, clog drainage systems and endanger wildlife.

A growing number of world leaders consider the bags an environmental hazard and are taking action to eliminate them.

Seattle, Portland, Ore., and several California cities are among the latest cities to ban the bags, following more than two dozen others that paved the way since 2007.

Austin is poised to vote to become the biggest Texas city with a ban. Brownsville enacted the state's first last year.

"We got along without plastic bags for a very long time," Austin Mayor Lee Leffingwell has said, adding that he realizes that many people like the bags and properly use them. "I can actually remember a time in my lifetime when we didn't have plastic bags at all.

"It can be done."

North Texas cities aren't jumping on the bandwagon. But several, including Fort Worth, say they are monitoring what other cities do and won't rule out taking action later.

Fort Worth Mayor Betsy Price wishes that such a ban weren't needed at all.

"Texas used to have the 'Don't Mess With Texas' campaign," said Price, who has seen plastic bags, foam containers and other trash littering various parts of the city. "Everybody has to take a little responsibility for their community.

"We can't regulate everything."

Environmental concerns

Plastic bags, traditionally made from polyethylene, have been provided in grocery and convenience stores and restaurants worldwide for several decades. They began edging out paper bags in popularity soon after being introduced.

Annually, an estimated 500 billion to 1 trillion such bags are used worldwide.

Some environmentalists say that, despite recycling efforts, millions of bags end up in the environment, where they take decades or centuries to decompose.

But supporters argue that the bags are useful, can be reused, offer shoppers more convenience, take up less space in landfills than their paper counterparts and provide countless manufacturing jobs.

In 2007, San Francisco was the first U.S. city to ban plastic bags, and it has been followed by several other cities in California, as well as Edmonds, Wash., Westport, Conn., Portland and Seattle. Several Texas cities, including South Padre Island and Fort Stockton, followed Brownsville's lead, and more may soon follow.

The United Nations Environment Program called for a worldwide ban on plastic bags in 2009, and more than nine countries have done so, including South Africa, Somalia, Bangladesh, France and China. Shoppers in nations including Denmark, Germany, Israel and Ireland must pay taxes on the bags or pay for the bags themselves.

Some say removing the bags from grocery stores will keep the bags out of the environment, where they become litter and where animals can mistake them for food.

Many of the bags may take 1,000 years to decompose on land and 450 years in water, according to the California-based Earth Resource Foundation, which has launched a campaign against them.

'Unnecessary burden'

Opponents say plastic bag bans will make shopping less convenient and give consumers fewer choices.

Those in the industry say they encourage the reuse of bags and provide recycling opportunities such as bag collection containers at many grocery stores. They say the bags are convenient and more sanitary than cloth bags, which are rarely washed and can carry bacteria. And they say the facilities that make them, including some in North Texas, employ hundreds nationwide.

The Texas Retailers Association has come out against Austin's proposed ban, calling it "an oppressive and unnecessary burden on consumers."

The American Chemistry Council also opposes the Austin proposal.

It will "jeopardize Texas manufacturing jobs, eliminate consumer choice and threaten the plastic bag recycling infrastructure," said Shari Jackson, director of the Progressive Bag Affiliates of the Washington, D.C.-based council.

Texas trends

The Austin proposal would require customers to pay a quarter per disposable bag starting in 2013. By 2016, those bags -- paper and plastic alike -- would be banned and Austin stores could offer only reusable bags, likely made of fabric or thick paper and with handles, according to a draft of the proposal. It would be one of the broadest and most stringent bag bans in Texas. Officials are expected to discuss it and possibly vote in the coming weeks.

Meanwhile, some residents in Galveston have started a petition drive and Facebook effort to put a bag ban before city leaders. And in San Marcos, a student group at Texas State University has asked city officials to consider putting a proposed ban on the November ballot.

An informal Star-Telegram survey of about a dozen North Texas cities -- including Burleson, Colleyville, Dallas, Euless, Grapevine, Keller and North Richland Hills -- found that while bag bans aren't on the table, several cities are monitoring what others do.

Arlington leaders considered banning the bags in 2008, but never voted on the idea.

"Since the original discussion on the topic, there has been no additional follow-up or effort," said Trey Yelverton, deputy city manager. "Feedback from the first effort was that we were not ready to pursue it."

Fort Worth staffers also researched the issue in 2008 but didn't go much further, even though the research showed that bags and other litter are a problem.

"We may ask staff to look at what we can do, looking at all kinds of things, and littering in general," Price said. "Do we try to help everyone raise their awareness of what needs to be done and get better at not littering?

"In Fort Worth, people care and do a lot. But we can all do a lot more."
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UNRIC: Tunza International Children’s Painting Competition on the Environment
6 January 2012

The International Children’s Painting Competition on the Environment is organized annually by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the Japan-based Foundation for Global Peace and Environment (FGPE), Bayer and Nikon Corporation. It has been held since 1991 and has received over 3 million entries from children in over 100 countries.

The theme of the 21st painting competition is “Green communities" and participants have until 15 February 2012 to submit their entries. The organizers are inviting children all over the world to submit their paintings to the UNEP office in their regions. Addresses of these offices are indicated on page 3 of the pdf brochure.

The winner in each category - the film which receives the most views on tve's Inspiring Change YouTube channel - will receive US$1500!

Entry Rules and Conditions:

Children between the age of 6 and 14 years.

    Paintings must be done on A4 OR A3 papers.

    Full name, age (day, month, and year), gender and full address including phone and e-mail (in English) must be on the back of the painting.

    Style of painting is free: crayons, coloured pencils, watercolours, etc.

    Paintings that have been shown or accepted elsewhere will not be accepted in this competition.

    Paintings that show a particular person, an organization or a brand name will not be accepted.

    Do not include any words or descriptions in the paintings.

    Only hard copies of paintings will be accepted.

    You can submit more than one entry.

TUNZA is a word in Kiswahili (the common language of most East African countries) that means to "treat with care".

The programme is based on a strategy that aims to provide young people with information and tools on how to "treat Mother Earth with care" and how to Act for a better world.

UNEP works in partnership with Children from all over the world. Children are represented by Junior Board which is elected every 2 years during UNEP's TUNZA International Children's Conference.
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Advert (UK): PHL to Host International Conference On Coastal and Marine Ecosystems
6 January 2012

Press release from the Department of Environment and Natural Resources

The Philippine government, through the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) will host the Global Conference on Land-Ocean Connection (GLOC) and the 3rd Intergovernmental Review (IGR-3) on the Implementation of the Global Programme of Action (GPA) for the protection of the marine environment from land-based activities at EDSA Shangri-la in Mandaluyong City on January 23 to 27, 2012.

Secretary of Environment and Natural Resources Ramon J. P. Paje said the twin events offer an important opportunity for the country “to showcase our accomplishments, efforts and successes in protecting our environment, particularly our marine and coastal resources, which have been dubbed as the center of the center of marine biodiversity.”

“The hosting of these important events was offered to us by the United Nations Environment Programme sometime in March 2011, and we have accepted the offer because it provides us a good opportunity to showcase our accomplishments, efforts and successes in protecting our marine and coastal resources,” Paje said.

Approximately 500 delegates are expected to attend the conference consisting of 200 high-level officials, including 40 environment ministers from different Asia-Pacific countries, and 300 local delegates from the Philippine government and non-governmental organizations. President Benigno S. Aquino III has also been invited to keynote the event.

The delegates to the conference are expected to provide vital inputs to the forthcoming 2012 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development in Brazil (Rio+20) through a Manila Declaration.

“The ‘Manila Declaration’ will also be the perfect opportunity to symbolize the country’s support and commitment to the GPA, which can be considered a multilateral initiative to improve health, reduce poverty, and protect critical ecosystem services,” said Paje.

Some of the expected outcomes during the events are: update on the status of implementation of GPA-Marine at the global, regional and national levels; government commitments to develop their respective plans of action within four years; build new partnerships or collaborations focused on the GPA objectives; amendments to implementation mechanisms; commitment from donors to support GPA implementation; and increased awareness of emerging issues that threaten coastal and marine ecosystems.

The GPA has been described as the only global program to address interconnectivity among the freshwater, coastal and marine ecosystems. It was adopted by 108 governments and the European Commission in 1995 through a “Washington Declaration.” In the past 15 years, it has undergone two processes: the first in Montreal, Canada in 2001 and the second in Beijing, China in 2006.
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IPP Media: We must be realistic on alternative energy

5 January 2012

Underscoring the importance of discouraging the use of charcoal and firewood in preference for environment-friendly and therefore healthier options can be enjoyable talk able to make working towards that goal sound very simple.

Yet, it is always much easier said than done, particularly in circumstances where families or communities are too poor to afford even basic necessities of life.

The result, as noted across the globe over the decades, is even worse poverty compounded by the impact of climate change in the form of unpredictable changes in weather patterns and having a terrible time dealing with drought-induced deforestation, floods, etc.

Still, the search for renewable and other alternative sources of energy is both unavoidable for humankind to make genuinely meaningful social and economic development making it possible for even the world’s poorest people to add value to their lives.

The UN Environment Programme (UNEP) has worked hard spreading word on the need to preach the gospel of alternative sources of energy, but without ever forgetting to send out reminders – that sermons will be of little use unless the people they target have access to options that are friendlier to the environment and to public health.

For instance, the UNEP Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum held in the United Arab Emirates in February 2006 was introduced to a range of environment-friendly technologies, among them renewable energies and waste-reduction systems to solar-powered fridges for storing vaccines.

Also unveiled were roads made out of sugar, ships powered and propelled by the sun and grease-consuming bacteria.

The UN agency used the occasion to explain that local and international companies ought to feel compelled to come up with imaginative, creative and practical ideas leading to technology able to play the “vital role” of delivering a cleaner, healthier and more stable world.

Delegates then deliberated at great length on the submissions made at the conference, many expressing hope that the technologies recommended would help in solving the energy crisis by reducing water, soil and air pollution, and that governments, civil society and industry leaders would find that inspiring.

Just recently, a forestry expert with Tanzania’s Natural resources and Tourism ministry underlined the need for the government and the country’s development partners to invest more funds in projects engaged in the war in deforestation.

The expert readily admitted, though, that recourse to alternative sources of energy was seriously inhibited by poverty – that many people cling to charcoal or firewood simply because better options such as solar power and natural gas are either inaccessible or unaffordable.

Thus, while it is impossible to defend the continued use of traditional sources of energy such as firewood, charcoal and cow-dung, urging people to go for the likes of kerosene, natural gas and electricity will only make sense if conditions support such a switch.

Of course, we all need to embrace the change if we are to realize the set of time-bound antipoverty targets popularly known as MDGs particularly as relate to the war of malnutrition and disease.
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Environmental Expert: A world organisation for an equitable green economy
5 January 2012

The proposed UN World Environment Organisation is badly needed to give poor countries a strong voice in green policy, says Zakri Abdul Hamid.

The United Nations will be convening in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, next June to commemorate the 20th anniversary of the Earth Summit, held in the same city. The Rio+20 conference will assess progress since 1992 and aim to secure renewed political commitment to sustainable development.

One of the priorities is recognising that current governance systems to protect the environment have failed to meet expectations — indeed, the health of our environment has taken a turn for the worse over the past decades.

World leaders must recognise that taking the modest and incremental approach they took in Rio, 20 years ago is not enough. Only a major overhaul of the governance system will drive the reforms needed to address the challenges of environmental sustainability.

The most challenging issue to be discussed is the creation of the proposed World Environment Organisation (WEO) — a new UN body that will anchor global efforts for the environment.

Developing countries disenfranchised

The phrase 'world organisation', when heard by diplomats in developing countries, often elicits an instinctive negative reaction that 'it would be another World Trade Organization (WTO) and that's the last thing we need'.

But the proposals look nothing like the WTO. While the WTO sets standards and tackles barriers to trade, most UN specialised agencies, such as the WHO and FAO, provide a consultative and facilitative function, helping countries to meet global commitments derived from mutual agreements.  

The WEO is the kind of organisation we need badly, now more than ever. Environmental issues are governed by more than 40 UN agencies in addition to the UNEP (UN Environmental Programme). Over the years, the international community has adopted hundreds of multilateral environmental agreements, all with their own secretariats and administrations.

In 2010 alone, there were more meetings than there were days in the year. And in the last five years, meetings related to only a fraction of these agreements have produced more than 5,000 decisions that countries are called to act on.

The system has become incredibly complicated and virtually impossible for developing countries to participate in meaningfully. While rich countries can cope, poor nations are becoming disenfranchised.

Focus on green development

Most global organisations that operate today were designed and negotiated by the developed world, while developing countries stood watching on the sidelines.

Poor countries have been busy pushing for more finance and development, which of course are needed, but perhaps they have not always realised that the operators of the system are the global institutions — and they are skewed in favour of the richer nations.

Redesigning a new environmental governance system is an opportunity to change this. The WEO must have a development focus and be better aimed at responding to the needs of developing countries.

And in the process, developing countries must start to take ownership of green economic policy. They need to think clearly about their needs and shake off the thinking that the environmental agenda is only for the rich.

A healthy environment on which the ecosystem depends is not only paramount for the poorest nations, it is also an opportunity for economic growth by targeting the market for green technology, goods and services.

Agenda for the WEO

To respond to developing countries' needs, the WEO must have certain priorities. It must be a democratic body with universal membership, where each country has one vote — not weighted voting, as in the case of many financial assistance agencies where donor countries have more votes than recipients.

The WEO must also have an implementation arm to respond to needs for technical assistance, capacity building and technology support.

As things stand, support for implementation falls through the cracks in the UN system. No agency is responsible for such support in the environmental sector, and developing countries are losing out.

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

For example, one of the MEAs signed at the Earth Summit in 1992 was the Convention on Biological Diversity. One of its lofty targets, adopted in 2002, was to reduce biodiversity loss by 2010. The target was not met due to implementation difficulties.

We need the WEO to help develop new ideas, share experience and help poor countries become partners in a green economy — and not create a parallel development track, one for the haves, another for the have-nots.

In fact, the definition of a green economy, and the steps needed to achieve it, have already been outlined by the UNEP. But its constrained budget and limited capacity for country programmes raise serious doubts about the prospects of success.    

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

If developing countries agree that these are the elements of a new system, then they need to engage in the debate and support the proposal — already introduced in the preparatory process — that takes our needs to Rio+20.
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Aryuveda (India): India helping Ethiopia realise full potential of neem
5 January 2012

Almost a century after neem was introduced in this East African nation, India, where the tree originated, is helping Ethiopia realise its full potential.

"Ethiopia has unlimited potential for the plantation of the neem tree which grows in humid, arid, and hot places. India, which is the birthplace of the tree, earns $2.5 billion annually from the sale of Azadirachtin (a chemical extracted from the tree and used to manufacture pesticides) alone," Neem Foundation of Ethiopia chairman Taye Teferedegn told.

"The tree has enormous advantages from agriculture to medicine, from industry to the environment. Its use is really countless. If we work on it, we will have another item for export on our list," he added.

Towards this, a presentation was made here by an Indian business and academic delegation that was invited by the Neem Foundation of Ethiopia as part of its awareness creation and technology transfer objectives.

During the visit, Ramesh C. Saxena, chairman of the Mumbai-based Neem Foundation, delivered a lecture that was attended, among others, by a representative of EID Parry India Ltd, a huge Indian pest control company that focuses on the industrial extraction of Azadirachtin. The company aspires to discover the opportunities in the development and processing of the neem tree in Ethiopia, an official said.

One kilogram of Azadirachtin currently sells at around $1,200 dollars on the international market.

"The visit would enable the Foundation and the nation to tap into a very valuable technology and knowledge transfer opportunity," Teferedegn pointed out.

The Neem Foundation of Ethiopia has chalked out a five-year plan to plant over one million neem trees in at least three regional states of the country and start the extraction of Azadirachtin and the production of various neem bi-products. The Foundation, with the support of donors, had planted over 150,000 neem seedlings in Afra regional state over the last four years.

The Neem Foundation of Ethiopia is a non-governmental organisation established by Ethiopian scientists in 1995 to promote the Neem tree in this country. Since its establishment, the Foundation has carried out various activities to expand the plantation of neem trees in the country.

"It has medicinal value in addition to economic benefits. It can produce timber and firewood while at the same time absorbing carbon and helping with land conservation. It did not receive as much attention as it should have in order to maximize its benefits. We are currently working with the Neem Foundation of Ethiopia to make use of its advantages exhaustively in the future," said Sertse Sibuh, forestry case team coordinator at Ethiopia`s agriculture ministry.

Ramesh C. Saxena is renowned for his bio-pest control initiative both in India and globally. From 1991 to 2000, he was senior principal scientist at the International Centre of Insect Physiology and Ecology (ICIPE) in Kenya where he coordinated a $1.79 million neem awareness project in sub-Saharan Africa funded by the Finnish government and the United Nations Environment Programme. The project contributed to mitigating rural poverty through dissemination and diffusion of neem technology for better plant, animal, human, and environmental health.

Saxena received a masters in tropical agriculture from the University of Hawaii and a doctorate in entomology from Delhi University.
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Other Environment News
BBC (UK): Carbon emissions 'will defer Ice Age'
9 January 2012

Human emissions of carbon dioxide will defer the next Ice Age, say scientists.

The last Ice Age ended about 11,500 years ago, and when the next one should begin has not been entirely clear.

Researchers used data on the Earth's orbit and other things to find the historical warm interglacial period that looks most like the current one.

In the journal Nature Geoscience, they write that the next Ice Age would begin within 1,500 years - but emissions have been so high that it will not.

Continue reading the main story

“Start Quote

    I don't think it's realistic to think that we'll see the next glaciation on the [natural] timescale”

Prof Lawrence Mysak McGill University

"At current levels of CO2, even if emissions stopped now we'd probably have a long interglacial duration determined by whatever long-term processes could kick in and bring [atmospheric] CO2 down," said Luke Skinner from Cambridge University.

Dr Skinner's group - which also included scientists from University College London, the University of Florida and Norway's Bergen University - calculates that the atmospheric concentration of CO2 would have to fall below about 240 parts per million (ppm) before the glaciation could begin.

The current level is around 390ppm, and other research groups have shown that even if emissions were shut off instantly, concentrations would remain elevated for at least 1,000 years, with enough heat stored in the oceans potentially to cause significant melting of polar ice and sea level rise.

Orbital wobbles

The root causes of the transitions from Ice Age to interglacial and back again are the subtle variations in the Earth's orbit known as the Milankovitch cycles, after the Serbian scientist Milutin Milankovic who described the effect nearly 100 years ago.

The variations include the eccentricity of the Earth's orbit around the Sun, the degree to which its axis is inclined, and the slow rotation of its axis.

These all take place on timescales of tens of thousands of years.

The precise way in which they change the climate of the Earth from warm interglacial to cold Ice Age and back every 100,000 years or so is not known.

On their own, they are not enough to cause the global temperature difference of about 10C between Ice Age and interglacial. The initial small changes are amplified by various factors including the release of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere as warming begins, and absorption of the gas by the oceans as the ice re-forms.

It is also clear that each transition is different from previous ones, because the precise combination of orbital factors does not repeat exactly - though very similar conditions come around every 400,000 years.

The differences from one cycle to the next are thought to be the reason why interglacial periods are not all the same length.

Using analysis of orbital data as well as samples from rock cores drilled in the ocean floor, Dr Skinner's team identified an episode called Marine Isotope Stage 19c (or MIS19c), dating from about 780,000 years ago, as the one most closely resembling the present.

The transition to the Ice Age was signalled, they believe, by a period when cooling and warming seesawed between the northern and southern hemispheres, triggered by disruptions to the global circulation of ocean currents.

If the analogy to MIS19c holds up, this transition ought to begin within 1,500 years, the researchers say, if CO2 concentrations were at "natural" levels.

As things stand, they believe, it will not.

Loving CO2

The broad conclusions of the team were endorsed by Lawrence Mysak, emeritus professor of atmospheric and oceanic sciences at McGill University in Montreal, Canada, who has also investigated the transitions between Ice Ages and warm interglacials.
"The key thing is they're looking about 800,000 years back, and that's twice the 400,000-year cycle, so they're looking at the right period in terms of what could happen in the absence of anthropogenic forcing," he told BBC News.

He suggested that the value of 240ppm CO2 needed to trigger the next glaciation might however be too low - other studies suggested the value could be 20 or even 30ppm higher.

"But in any case, the problem is how do we get down to 240, 250, or whatever it is? Absorption by the oceans takes thousands or tens of thousands of years - so I don't think it's realistic to think that we'll see the next glaciation on the [natural] timescale," Prof Mysak explained.

Groups opposed to limiting greenhouse gas emissions are already citing the study as a reason for embracing humankind's CO2 emissions.

The UK lobby group the Global Warming Policy Foundation, for example, has flagged up a 1999 essay by astronomers Sir Fred Hoyle and Chandra Wickramasinghe, who argued that: "The renewal of ice-age conditions would render a large fraction of the world's major food-growing areas inoperable, and so would inevitably lead to the extinction of most of the present human population.

"We must look to a sustained greenhouse effect to maintain the present advantageous world climate. This implies the ability to inject effective greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, the opposite of what environmentalists are erroneously advocating."

Luke Skinner said his group had anticipated this kind of reception.

"It's an interesting philosophical discussion - 'would we better off in a warm [interglacial-type] world rather than a glaciation?' and probably we would," he said.

"But it's missing the point, because where we're going is not maintaining our currently warm climate but heating it much further, and adding CO2 to a warm climate is very different from adding it to a cold climate.

"The rate of change with CO2 is basically unprecedented, and there are huge consequences if we can't cope with that."
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Economic Times (India): Climate change: India a constructive force in Durban
9 January 2012

The Durban conference in December 2011 marked a breakthrough in international efforts to combat climate change. The EU and India played a key role in final negotiations that unlocked the pact on the last morning of the conference. Together, we found the compromise that provided the basis to launch negotiations on a new global legal framework for climate action that the world so badly needs.

It is no secret that the EU wanted the Durban Platform to be about developing either a protocol or another legal instrument. India wanted to add 'a legal outcome' as a third possibility. The EU felt this was too weak. At around 3:00 am on Sunday, December 11, the South African presidency of the conference asked the EU and India, plus other interested parties, to 'huddle' together and sort out our differences.

India's environment minister Jayanthi Natarajan and I agreed on the formula of "an agreed outcome with legal force". While protecting our respective interests, we both gave a bit of ground to get a good result for the global community. That is what UN negotiations are about. This is what a successful outcome for almost 200 different parties looks like.

The EU believes the new global framework must be legally binding because this provides the strongest possible signal that countries will follow through on their commitments. This is vital to give confidence that all will deliver and to enable all of us to increase our commitments to the level of ambition science requires. A voluntary 'pledge and review' system would not provide these assurances.

Of course, developed countries must do more, and earlier. But in today's interdependent world, what all countries promise to do must have equal legal weight. The EU fully recognises that commitments to curb emissions should be differentiated in line with the principle of "common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities" enshrined in the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change.

In stating that the new global climate framework will be placed under the Convention, the Durban Platform ensures that this principle will continue to apply. The EU fully supports that, but it must be applied in a way that takes account of the world as it is today, not as it was 20 years ago.

Today, majority of emissions come from developing countries, and all the projections point to this share continuing to increase. This means that we will simply not succeed if the major emerging economies are not on board too. This would also not be in India's interest given its great vulnerability to the effects of climate change.

The agreement reached on the Durban Platform allowed the EU to agree to a second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol, as India and the rest of the developing world had demanded. We are keeping our side of the bargain. But it should be clear to everyone by now that Kyoto is not going to save the planet. It covers too small a proportion of global emissions to prevent dangerous climate change. The EU accounts for 11% of emissions. With the others that may join, the second period will cover at most 15-16%.

Fortunately, Kyoto is not the only game in town. The result of the Copenhagen conference in 2009 and the Cancun conference in 2010 mobilised significant action across the globe in the form of emission limitation or reduction pledges for 2020 from some 90 countries.

These include important action by India and other developing countries. India's National Action Plan on Climate Change is being implemented, and this could enable India to overachieve its Copenhagen pledge for limiting its emissions intensity. We also understand that sustainable growth will be among the objectives of India's new Five-Year Plan to be adopted in early 2012. This is encouraging.

But we also know that despite the efforts from the EU, India and many others, the sum of emission reductions for 2020 resulting from our collective efforts is insufficient. The Durban Platform explicitly recognised this and launched a work plan to enhance our collective ambition and explore ways to close the 'ambition gap', both before and after 2020.

To have a chance of holding global warming below 2° C compared to the temperature in pre-industrial times, the global community is going to have to pull together. That is why a new framework for truly global action is needed. The EU fully acknowledges that while India is now one of the biggest emitters in absolute terms due to the size of its population, its per-capita emissions are very low compared to those of the developed world and other major emerging economies.

We also respect that India's contribution will reflect the tremendous development challenges it faces, not least the need to eradicate poverty and provide energy access to all. Nobody denies the absolute priority given to meeting these challenges and that this will mean that India's emissions will continue to grow in the near future - even on a low-carbon development pathway. On the contrary, the EU is convinced that the best way forward is through a coherent sustainability strategy that addresses these challenges and the climate challenge together. Our desire is to design a legally-binding multilateral framework that helps India to do this.

While once again confirming India's role as a major player and defending her country's interests, minister Natarajan ensured in Durban that the world can move forward in tackling one of the greatest challenges facing mankind today. For this, minister Natarajan has my sincere appreciation, and she deserves no less from others.
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China Daily (China): Builders follow environmental approach
9 January 2012

Architect Wang Jinpeng had never been as busy as he was last year.

"We have five ongoing projects on hand," said the chief of the environmental building department at Tianjin Huahui Architecture Company. "All of them are relatively large. Inquiries and calls from potential clients about green buildings never end."

Wang's job is to provide designs for "green" buildings and professional advice to clients.

"Inspired by national policy, more stakeholders in the construction industry have now realized the importance of making buildings greener and consuming less energy," he said. "It was rare to see this a few years ago. Also, innovative and environmentally friendly architecture has become a top priority for industry leaders to promote their brand's popularity and attract customers."

Like Wang and his company, many people in the industry have experienced a boom in green building. "Developing green buildings will become a trend in the whole building industry," Wang said. "We predict there will be more demand in coming years."

Under plans for more urbanization, about 70 percent of China's population is expected to live in cities by 2035. The current figure is about 50 percent. More high-rise structures will be needed to satisfy living and working demands.

Driven by this huge demand for space, about two billion square meters of new buildings are being constructed every year, according to data from the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development. It's reported that one new tall building is completed every five days in China.

However, more than 80 percent of these new high-rise structures use high levels of energy. More than 95 percent of the existing 40 billion square meters of buildings also consume high levels of energy.

Officials have emphasized on many occasions that the building sector is central to the country's work on energy-saving and reducing carbon emissions.

Under the current Five-Year Plan (2011-2015), China has explicitly stated that constructing green buildings is one way of meeting the target of reducing energy consumption by 16 percent and carbon emissions by 17 percent for every unit of gross domestic production by 2015.

Because the building sector consumes more than one third of the total energy in China, there is still a long way to go.

A stringent and complete evaluation standard on green buildings is said to be urgently needed.

China launched its Green Building Evaluation Standard in 2006, and the evaluation work was formally carried out in 2008. The Green Building Label, also known as the Three Star System, assesses the building based on several environmental indicators, such as energy and water efficiency, indoor air quality and maintenance requirements.

In 2008, only about 10 building projects registered for the evaluation work. The number increased sharply to more than 200 in 2010.

By the end of October in 2010, a total of 268 building projects were labeled as green buildings. Among them, 86 projects were awarded three stars, the highest level. A total of 106 were given two stars.

About 300 to 500 building projects should meet the requirements of the Green Building Evaluation Standard each year in the coming three years, according to Yang Rong, an official at the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development.

Yang added that China's green building evaluation work needs to be improved step by step. Some detailed standards and regulations are still being researched or are under discussion.

Even with the ambitious target, experts said much work needs to be done to improve the assessment system.

Li Dexiang, a professor at the School of Architecture in Tsinghua University, said using methods that assess the green technology used in construction to evaluate the standard of green buildings is not enough.

"In addition to that, the total energy consumption level of a building project should also be measured," Li said, "Although some building projects technically meet the requirements set by the green building standards, they ignore the final effect on energy saving. They don't bring any improvement in quality and environmental protection. These are not real green buildings."

Dai Xingyi, director of the Urban Environment Research Center at Fudan University, said: "The evaluation standard should be based on a building's life cycle. In this regard, each chain along the life cycle from the construction to use should be taken into account. The carbon footprint during the whole life cycle of the building should be calculated."

The development of green buildings depends on government support and developers' voluntary involvement. Currently, the market is not mature enough and people are lacking awareness of the need to go green, Wang said.

"The subject of green buildings has always been considered by business and industry leaders. For developers, cost control is still a high priority," he added.

Li Baizhan, deputy-director of the China Green Building Council, who is also the dean of the Department of Urban Construction and Environmental Engineering at Chongqing University, said at the International Green Building Conference 2011 in Singapore: "China has indeed made some progress in promoting green buildings but it's still in the initial stages. There is still much to learn from other countries."

Singapore has set a good example for its neighboring countries in promoting green buildings and an ecological city environment.

With limited land and resources, authorities in the island state early on realized the importance of sustainable development and actively promoted green buildings as one of their strategic national policies.

Singapore launched a series of initiatives to promote green buildings and set an ambitious target of greening at least 80 percent of its buildings by 2030.

As early as 2005, Singapore launched its Green Mark Scheme, an incentive campaign worth 100 million Singapore dollars ($77 million) to encourage building owners to upgrade their existing buildings to become more energy efficient and environmentally friendly. It has achieved commendable results.

Talking about Singapore's experience, Dr John Keung, chief executive officer of the country's Building and Construction Authority (BCA), the government agency under the Ministry of National Development, emphasizes the importance of cooperation between the public and private sectors.

"Public and private agencies should work together on the unified goal of supporting green causes, encouraged by appropriate policies and incentives," he said.

Last month, BCA won the inaugural Regional Leadership Award, one of the six World Green Building Council Government Leadership Awards, for its exceptional Green Building Masterplan and efforts in steering the construction industry toward sustainable development in Singapore.

Several city authorities in China have been studying Singapore's efforts to learn from its experiences and develop best practices. In March last year, for example, Beijing Construction Decoration Association signed the Green Building Collaboration Memorandum of Understanding with Singapore's BCA to explore collaboration on various aspects of green building interiors, such as the Green Building Interior Standard for the Beijing interior decoration and construction industry. It has taken part in green building training courses run by the BCA for Beijing interior constructors and consultants, as well as looked at opportunities for business collaboration between the Singapore and Beijing building industries.

China is conducting research and plans to provide subsidies for green buildings based on their star qualifications. Local governments will also offer preferential policies to green developers. Qiu Baoxing, vice-minister of the Housing and Urban-Rural Development, revealed the information at a recent green building and low carbon summit. He said financial support for green building will be increased.
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Telegraph (UK): Farmers must take better care of our countryside
9 January 2012

Farmland birds and species like dormice and hedgehogs have declined in recent years as hedgerows are ploughed up and more land taken over for intensive agriculture.

Now a poll by the Campaign to Protect Rural England fhas found that four out of five adults believe farmers have a duty to look after the landscape for future generations.

Farmers should plant wild flowers on the margins of fields to provide seeds for birds in the winter and protect trees and dig ponds, according to a accompanying CPRE report on future of the countryside.

The report also calls for farmers to have more free range livestock, and grow a more diverse range of fruit and vegetables rather than focus on single crops.

Fewer than a fifth of British adults would accept a more industrialised farming sector and an overwhelming 78 per cent of people want farmers to get more support to carry out environmentally sustainable farming practices like leaving land fallow for birds like skylarks or grey partridges
Ian Woodhurst, Senior Farming Campaigner for CPRE, said the public understand the challenges of producing affordable food for a growing population.

But they also want to preserve the British countryside by changing farming practices through Government policy and consumer demand. For example subsidies for small farms and education on seasonal food.

“There are huge challenges, including growing populations, increasing demand for land and natural resources, and pressures due to climate change. But we must find ways to cope with these challenges if we are to secure a living, thriving rural landscape,” he said.

Peter Kendall, President of the National Farmers Union, said the public had to realistic about the balance that needs to be struck between preserving the countryside and producing food.

He said that while the economy is “on its knees” and consumers are “massively squeezed”, most people will not be willing to pay more for free range or local food.

Therefore farmers have to think of innovative ways to produce more at the same time as protecting the environment, such as using computers on tractors to ensure more efficient use of chemicals and new breeds of crops that use less water.

“If our biodiversity is the same in 30 years time then that is a fair achievement but if our food production is the same that is a problem,” he said.
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Telegraph (UK): Wind power is expensive and ineffective at cutting CO2 say Civitas
9 January 2012

A study in the Netherlands found that turning back-up gas power stations on and off to cover spells when there is little wind actually produces more carbon than a steady supply of energy from an efficient modern gas station.

The research is cited in a new report by the Civitas think tank which warns that Britain is in danger of producing more carbon dioxide (CO2) than necessary if the grid relies too much on wind.

Wind turbines only produce energy around 30 per cent of the time. When the wind is not blowing - or even blowing too fast as in the recent storms - other sources of electricity have to be used, mostly gas and coal.

However it takes a surge of electricity to power up the fossil fuel stations every time they are needed, meaning more carbon emissions are released.

“You keep having to switch these gas fired power stations on and off, whereas if you just have highly efficient modern gas turbines and let it run all the time, it will use less gas,” said Ruth Lea, an economic adviser to Arbuthnot Banking Group and the author of the Civitas report.

 “If you use less gas in a highly efficient gas turbine you use less carbon dioxide than having wind backed up by gas.”

The Dutch report, published at the end of last year by retired physicist Dr C le Pair, also points to the carbon emissions produced in building wind farms, that last a relatively short period of time compared to conventional power stations.

It concludes: “The wind projects do not fulfill 'sustainable' objectives. They cost more fuel than they save and they cause no CO2 saving, in the contrary they increase our environmental 'foot print'.”

The UK Government want to build up to 32,000 wind turbines over the next 20 years, of which at least 6,000 could be onshore.

The report also found that wind is “horrendously expensive”, especially offshore wind, because of the cost of taking the turbines out to sea and installing the structures.

The fact that the power source always has to be backed up by fossil fuel stations also increases the cost.

Civitas cite official Government figures that warn green policies will add up to £400 to electricity bills over the next two decades.

The report concludes: “The most cost-effective technologies are nuclear and gas-fired. Onshore, and especially offshore, wind technologies are inordinately expensive.”

But Dr Gordon Edge, Director of policy at the lobby group RenewableUK, said much of the information was gathered from “anti-wind farm cranks”.

He explained that modern gas plants are not required to provide back-up for wind. Instead, wind is "integrated" into the existing system to act as a fuel saver, enabling the UK harness a free electricity source from the weather when it’s available. Some additional investment is required, but Dr Edge said “credible analysis” makes clear it will cost less for consumers than relying on fossil fuels, that are rising in price all the time.

“It is surprising that a think tank such as Civitas has published a report based on the work of anti-wind cranks, repeating the same discredited assertions. The UK’s energy policy over the next ten years will play a critical part in our economic success – offshore wind in particular has the potential to revitalise our manufacturing sector, with the promise of over 70,000 jobs," he said. "This report, based on outdated and inaccurate information, does nothing to advance the debate.”
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Dawn (Pakistan): Pak-Epa achieves a breakthrough
9 January 2012

The initiative launched by Pakistan Environment Protection Agency (Pak-Epa) for greening the steel industry has made some progress as one of the eight steel mills in the capital installed equipment to control emissions of pollutants.

“The bag-house filter is a proven technology worldwide to control 99 per cent emissions of dangerous pollutants from chimneys,” said Director General Pak-Epa Asif Shuja who had given four months to the owners of steel mills in the capital industrial sectors to install the environment-friendly equipment.

After a lot of pushing by the government, Pak-Epa and the owners of the steel mills signed a resolution supporting the agency to make Islamabad pollution-free in general and the industrial area in particular.

The resolution signed by all the parties in July bound the owners to make all-out efforts, including upgradation of anti-pollution equipment, and further bring down emissions from their units within four months to the levels prescribed in the National Environment Quality Standards (NEQS) established by the government.

“The equipment seems working perfectly. There are no visible dust clouds and black smoke is also under control,” said one of the inspectors from Pak-Epa observing the operation of the new gadget installed at Karachi Steel Mills in I-9 Industrial Area.

However, the system would require monitoring and Pak-Epa still has to check gaseous emissions once the tests were sent to the lab, the official explained.

The new equipment would allow recording emission levels regularly through online monitors already installed at the steel units.

The Pak-Epa chief said his plan of greening the industry-2016 was aimed at reining in all the steel mills in sectors I-9, I-10, Kahuta Triangle and he wanted to bring illegal stone crushers in Sangjani and other areas under the ambit of his plan.

He said the owners of still mills were still reluctant to install the new technology because of the cost that touched Rs7 million to Rs8 million.

“There are no options or short cuts. It is imperative that all the steel mills should install new technology to make the air we breathe safe,” he added.

Shutting down illegal quarrying in the tail end of the Margalla Hills still remains one of the biggest challenges for the government.

“The idea is to introduce crop-slicing and benching practice for rehabilitation of the Margalla Hills that has been exhausted by the illegal quarrying,” said Asif Shuja.

Pak-Epa had also suggested regenerating the quarried and disfigured hills and transforming them into public resorts.

“The idea is to encourage sustainable development. There are plenty of holes that can be converted into ponds and lakes and the greenery can be improved around it for the people to appreciate the environment,” he explained.
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Jerusalem Post (Israel): Peres, Erdan honor top defenders of environment
9 January 2012

Environmental Protection Minister Gilad Erdan, though speaking half in jest, said on Sunday he might propose President Shimon Peres for one of the Environmental Excellence Awards for 2013.

Speaking at the annual awards ceremony at the President’s Residence, Erdan said Peres not only talked about protection of the environment, he did something about it.
Environmental Protection Minister Gilad Erdan, though speaking half in jest, said on Sunday he might propose President Shimon Peres for one of the Environmental Excellence Awards for 2013.

Speaking at the annual awards ceremony at the President’s Residence, Erdan said Peres not only talked about protection of the environment, he did something about it.
Erdan who in December 2009 accompanied Peres to Copenhagen for the UN Conference on Climatic Change, recalled that before the conference there had been arguments among government minister’s as to what Israel’s objective should be. Peres took the initiative and told the conference that he wanted Israel to be a regional laboratory for the environment, said Erdan, adding that this was more or less what has happened.

Prizes of NIS 50,000 each were awarded on Sunday in categories of environmental protection after the screening of a video illustrating the work of each of the winners. They also received certificates and environmental statuettes created by artist David Gerstein.

In the video, Intel Israel CEO Maxine Fassberg declares: “We have to give our children a better world than we received. The footprint we leave here will determine the quality of life of future generations.”

• Intel Israel was awarded the prize in the Industrial and Commercial category in recognition of its leadership in the adoption of environmental technologies, for the integration of environmental principles and technologies in all areas of its activities.

• In the Personalities category, Alon Schuster, head of the Sha’ar Hanegev Regional Council, was honored for his extensive environmental activities.

• In the Young Entrepreneurs category, Nader Alafinish and Aya Rimon, leaders of the young environmental leadership program in Rahat, won recognition for promoting environmental education and awareness among the Beduin.

• In the Volunteers category, Eti Altman, a well-known animal rights activist, was lauded for changing public attitudes toward animals. Erdan said that every time he witnessed the humane work that she did, it brought tears to his eyes.

• In the Associations and Organizations category, the Environmental Fellows Program of the Heschel Center for Environmental Learning and Leadership won high praise for its implementation of the flagship program for environmental training in Israel, established 10 years ago. Also in this category, the Eretz Carmel NGO received accolades for its ever-growing activities on behalf of separation of waste in Israel.

• In the Local Government category, the Misgav Regional Council in the Galilee was chosen for initiating the “Sustainability Master Plan” in local government, a model adopted in other local authorities.

Erdan said he regarded it as a privilege to be serving as environmental protection minister, because it gave him the opportunity to not only meet wonderful, caring people, but also to learn about numerous environmental problems and how to solve them.

When the government discussed budgets and cutbacks, it was easy to overlook the importance of the environment, said Erdan. That’s why it was so essential for people outside of government to take the initiative and to approach environmental issues with a sense of mission.

“Sometimes you need some crazy people to start the revolution to bring about change,” said Erdan, citing as an example a 12-year-old Canadian girl by the name of Severn Suzuki who at the UN Earth Summit Conference in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, addressed delegates on the urgency of sustainable development.

They were so moved by her sincerity and her passion that they really started to move things along, he said.

Peres said that in the Garden of Eden, Man had everything he needed in terms of fresh air, pure water and organic fruits, but was expelled because he didn’t behave appropriately.

Unfortunately, said Peres, even after the expulsion he still didn’t behave appropriately, and didn’t to this very day.

“We are beginning to understand that the battle for the environment is the battle for our existence,” Peres said.

Being friendly to the Earth meant cooperation between people and between nations, “because nature has no political borders,” he said.

In this context he mentioned joint initiatives undertaken by Israel, Jordan and the Palestinian Authority in water management and development.

Environmental needs could not wait for political solutions, he said. On the contrary, with the parties to conflict working together on solutions to environmental problems that affect all of them, they were building a bridge for peace.

Earlier in the day. Peres hosted a delegation of US senators led by Daniel K. Inouye (D Hawaii), chairman of the Senate Committee on Appropriations and president pro tempore of the Senate.

At the start of the working meeting, Peres told Inouye that Israel owed much of its security to Inouye’s contribution, his work and his steadfastness with regard to Israel.

Peres also had warm praise for Senators Thad Cochran (RMississippi) and Barbara Mikulski (D-Maryland).
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ABC (Australia): Strong winds to stoke WA bushfire
9 January 2012

Fire crews are battling to control a blaze near Carnarvon in Western Australia.

Authorities have issued an emergency warning as crews fight flames up to 15 metres high and spot fires start up to two kilometres ahead of the blaze.

The Department of Environment and Conservation's incident controller Drew Griffiths says it is fast-moving and unpredictable.

"This is a very fierce fire, the behaviour is strong from all the high fuel levels in the area," he said.

"Last night we were getting flame heights of 10 to 15 metres."

The fire is heading towards the Mardathuna, Hill Springs, Cooralya and Boologooro homesteads in the Gascoyne region.

Miranda Williamson and her family evacuated from Cooralya this morning and she says she has no idea whether their house has survived the blaze.

A rapid response fire team is stationed at the homestead ready to defend it.

She says her husband Warren remained behind on the property but he planned to leave.

"We didn't prepare a lot other than to get my photos and bit of paperwork sorted in the car," she said.

"We started filling up the swimming pools so he hooked up a pump just to soak any of the grass around the house.

"I left him, I thought I would get the kids out and get us to town before it got too smoky."

Strong winds

There have been reports of flames jumping fire breaks 150 metres across.

The blaze, which has burnt through an estimated 150,000 hectares, is expected to cross the North West Coastal Highway shortly.

The highway is closed between Carnarvon and the Minilya Roadhouse.

Residents to the west of the Kennedy Range National Park are also being urged to leave their homes as a watch and act advice is issued for that area.

The fire, which began on New Year's Day, is believed to have been started from a lightning strike as storms swept through the region.

The Bureau of Meteorology says firefighters can expect a slight reprieve from the strong winds.

Efforts to contain the bushfire have been hampered by strong easterly winds and a lack of rain.

The bureau's Daniel Hayes says conditions will ease slightly in coming days.

"The forecast has winds easing inland later in the afternoon so hopefully conditions will improve somewhat up there, but probably will still be fairly breezy and will push that fire along," he said.

Firefighters are being flown in from Perth and the south-west and a rapid response unit is also assisting.

Local contractors are being brought in to use bulldozers to create further containment lines.

The Carnarvon shire council held an emergency meeting yesterday with police and firefighters as the blaze threatened properties 90 kilometres north-east of the town.
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Vietnam News (Vietnam): Growing threat to biodiversity
9 January 2012

Biodiversity and the natural environment in central Viet Nam are being increasingly degraded due to economic development, according to a recent study by the Viet Nam Environment Administration's Biodiversity Conservation Department.

The study, part of the Greater Mekong Sub-region Biodiversity Conservation Corridors Initiative, reviewed the impacts of macro-economic development on forests and biodiversity in three central provinces of Quang Nam, Quang Tri and Thua Thien Hue.

Serious environmental degradation during the past 50 years has been blamed largely on the development of dams and hydro-power stations, mining and illegal logging and hunting.

There are 86 hydro-power plants with total capacity of nearly 2,000MW in the three provinces, noted the study, adding that each new plant takes up valuable land, not only for space to built dam reservoirs but also to resettle people displaced by the power plants.

This demand for land for power projects has put added pressure on forests in the area, which have already long suffered from illegal logging.

Forest loss due to illegal logging and fires are still at high levels in all three provinces, according to the study, with a total of 3,700 hectares of forest lost during the past decade.

Hunting was identified as the most significant threat to biodiversity at local nature reserves.

Circumstantial evidence indicates that hunting has intensified in recent years, partly due to easier access to the area following the construction of the Ho Chi Minh Highway but also due to a nationwide trend which has seen the expansion of the illegal wildlife trading network.

Deputy Director of the Viet Nam Environment Administration Nguyen The Dong said only a large-scale effort aimed at striking a balance between social, economic and environmental needs across the entire land could secure the area's natural wealth for the future.

James Peters, Chief Technical Advisor at the Greater Mekong Sub-region Environmental Operations Centre of Asian Development Bank, said that to address the drivers and pressures of changes, there was a need to streamline strategic planning processes and facilitate cross-sectoral dialogue as well as identify sustainable and low impact/high benefit development options.

This should begin with establishing green economic accounting systems and harmonising provincial land-use plans and tenure systems, said Peters.
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Gulf News (UAE): Plea to save camel habitat
8 January 2012

An initiative taken by Shaikh Abdullah Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the UAE Foreign Minister, has once again drawn everyone's attention to the conservation of desert ecosystems.

Shaikh Abdullah said through twitter that he would like to participate in the desert clean-up campaign on January 20.

The deaths of camels in the UAE deserts after consuming plastic bags have highlighted the levels of pollution caused by human beings in recent years.

The authorities have been conducting an awareness campaign to prevent pollution due to plastic bags and tourism related activities.
A senior official recently told Gulf News that tourism should produce benefits for the local community and help to preserve the local culture and heritage while contributing to the conservation of the environment.
It is critical that these operators understand that they have an environmental responsibility and that the guidelines which they and their customers are following contribute to the preservation of the very natural heritage that their business is promoting, said Razan Khalifa Al Mubarak, secretary-general of the Environment Agency- Abu Dhabi (EAD).

Around 50 per cent of camel deaths in the UAE each year are attributed to plastic bags they have eaten, assuming it to be food, she said.

To help minimise the amount of litter polluting the environment, the EAD launched in February 2011 a campaign to raise awareness of the harmful effects of plastic bags on the environment and to reduce the amount of packaging used by manufacturers and retailers, an official spokesman of the agency said.

The campaign urges consumers to switch to biodegradable plastic bags, and supports manufacturers and retailers in making this switch.

EAD's ‘Make UAE Plastic Bag Free' campaign was launched in partnership with the UAE Ministry of Environment and Water (MoEW), the Centre of Waste Management — Abu Dhabi (CWM) and local supermarkets and malls. The campaign urges consumers to reduce the use of all types of plastic bags, and demonstrates to them the negative effect of plastic bags on the UAE's wildlife.

Support

In February, EAD will mark National Environment Day by taking this campaign to even more key malls around the emirate.

New partners will come on board for this phase including Abu Dhabi Police, Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and the Family Development Foundation. Continuing to support the campaign will be major retailers such as the Abu Dhabi Cooperative, Carrefour, Lulu Hypermarket, Spinneys and Abela.

According to the Centre for Waste Management — Abu Dhabi, plastic makes up 19 per cent of domestic waste in Abu Dhabi city. Plastic bags are light in weight, therefore they can be easily carried by the wind into forests, deserts, beaches. Floating plastic bags also pose a threat to biodiversity when animals mistakenly swallow them for food. Also, plastic bags choke sewers, contaminate soil and waterways and also enter the food chain.

EAD's campaign was launched to support the government's initiative to phase out the use of plastic bags in the UAE by 2013. In 2009, the MoEW issued a Ministerial Decision to implement a programme to reduce the use of plastic bags.
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Mongabay.com: Critically Endangered Hawaiian monk seals bludgeoned to death
8 January 2012

To date three Hawaiian monk seals (Monachus schauinslandi), and possibly a fourth mortality under investigation, have been found bludgeoned to death by an as yet undiscovered assailant, reports the Associated Press. Authorities believe the seals may have been killed by local fishermen who fear new regulations meant to save the species from extinction. The seal is currently down to 1,100 individuals.

Scientists believe that Hawaiian monk seals are facing stiff competition for food from fisheries and marine predators, in addition to being threatened by entanglement from fishing equipment and their natural predators, sharks. The overall population has been declining by 4 percent annually despite numerous protective measures to save them.

The AP reports that the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has proposed two initiatives to help save the seals: one would transfer individuals from the Northwestern Hawaiian islands to the main islands since they fare better on the main islands. Another would expand the designation of critical habitat for Hawaiian monk seals along the main islands.

One of the world's monk seals, the Caribbean monk seal (Monachus tropicalis) has already gone extinct, disappearing sometime in the 1960s. The other two—the Hawaiian and the Mediterranean monk seal (Monachus monachus)—are listed as Critically Endangered. The Hawaiian monk seal is currently protected under the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA).
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Weau (USA): Local business helps environment by recycling old carpet
8 January 2012

As you say good riddance to your old carpets this new year, you may not realize where they’re ending up or the damage they can do to the environment.

WEAU 13 News spoke with a local business owner on Sunday who’s launching a pioneer effort to recycle the old flooring.

“Obviously when we're doing wood floors we take a lot of old carpet up. Up to this point we've been throwing it in landfills,” said Gordy Pillar of Dreamhouse Interiors.

But Pillar said throwing carpet into landfills creates all sorts of problems.

“Your carpet is essentially plastic and it does not break down. It stays there for years and years. It creates air pockets,” Pillar said.

So the Eau Claire businessman decided to go green.

“Rather than divert it to the landfill, we're trying to get it recycled,” Pillar said.

He said his business is the first to recycle carpet in the Chippewa Valley.

“This truck gets sent down to Milwaukee, they shave the fibers off, and then they make it into new carpet, parking curbs, park benches. There are a lot of things they can use the nylon and melt it down. Carpet is the second most renewable resource that's thrown into the landfill,” Pillar said.

And for a fee, Dreamhouse Interiors can pick up your old carpet right from the curb.

“Whether it's one room or a whole truck load, and it's way cheaper than sending it to the trash hauler and it's still not going to end up in the landfill,” Pillar said.

He’s also reaching out to the business community, hoping they can help cover the cost of transporting the carpet to be recycled.

“If everyone pitches in, it's not going to be a burden to anybody,” Pillar said.
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