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· AFP: US anti-nuclear activists slam reprocessing plan
· Reuters: Our atom plants safe, U.S. and Europe regulators say
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· Guardian (UK): Q&A: UN climate change conference in Bangkok
· BBC News (UK): Arctic ozone levels in never-before-seen plunge
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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News

UN News Centre: UN climate change chief urges countries to advance progress on Cancún accords
4th April 2011

The top United Nations climate change official today urged countries to tackle the key issues of emission reduction targets as well as funding and technology to assist developing nations tackle global warming, as the first UN negotiations for this year got under way in Bangkok. 

“Here in Bangkok, governments have the early opportunity to push ahead to complete the concrete work they agreed in Cancún, and to chart a way forward that will ensure renewed success at the next UN Climate Change Conference in Durban,” said Christiana Figueres. 

“If governments move forward in the continued spirit of flexibility and compromise that inspired them in Mexico, then I’m confident they can make significant new progress in 2011,” she added. 

Dubbed the Cancún Agreements, the decisions reached at the 16th Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in December last year include formalizing mitigation pledges and ensuring increased accountability for them, as well as taking concrete action to tackle deforestation, which account for nearly one-fifth of global carbon emissions. 

Delegates at that meeting also agreed to ensure no gap between the first and second commitment periods of the Kyoto Protocol, an addition to the Convention that contains legally binding measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and whose first commitment period is due to expire in 2012. 

Agreement was also reached on establishing a fund for long-term climate financing to support developing countries, and bolstering technology cooperation and enhancing vulnerable populations’ ability to adapt to the changing climate. 

Ms. Figueres, the Executive Secretary of the UNFCCC, called on governments to rapidly advance work to complete the institutions which were agreed and deliver the funding and technology to help developing countries deal comprehensively with climate change. 

“It is important that the agreed actions and institutions are delivered on time and in accordance with the deadlines agreed in Cancun so that the broader global climate regime is up and running in 2012,” she said. 

The institutions include a Green Climate Fund to house the international management, deployment and accountability of long-term funds for developing country support; a Technology Mechanism to promote clean technologies; and an Adaptation Framework to boost international cooperation to help developing countries protect themselves from climate change impacts. 

The other main task governments have before them, she noted, relates to the emission reduction targets and actions which would allow the world to stay below the maximum temperature rise of two degrees Celsius, which was agreed in Cancún. 

Governments this year need to resolve fundamental issues over the future of the Kyoto Protocol, she stressed. “Governments need to figure out how to address this issue and how to take it forward in a collective and inclusive way,” she said. “Resolving the issue will create a firmer foundation for a greater collective ambition to cut emissions.” 

Some 1,500 participants from 173 countries, including government delegates, representatives from business and industry, environmental organisations and research institutions, are attending the talks in the Thai capital, which are scheduled to conclude on Friday. 
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Africa Review (Kenya): A new kind of building dotting Kenya's skyline

5th April 2011
Inside the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) headquarters, an isolated gold-coloured facility could be the answer to Kenya’s quest to develop green buildings. The building is entirely powered by solar power and has water collection and recycling facilities.


Across the other side of the city, in the Nairobi financial district of Upper Hill, KCB, a regional bank headquartered in the country, is also in a race to finish its high rise and aptly-coloured green building that will pioneer the development of such buildings by the private sector.

Effectively, the two buildings will form a case study not only for Kenya but Africa where the urgency to have green buildings that are powered by renewable energy or are efficient energy users is vital due to problems associated with national electricity grids.


The buildings will also make it easier for organisations like the much-maligned Nairobi City Council to practically learn how office buildings can be used to harvest rain water and about the water recycling systems they can use.

The council has for long been planning to pass a by-law that compels all buildings within its jurisdiction to have water harvesting facilities. The tragedy is that in Nairobi neither the commercial or residential buildings have water harvesting facilities.

Major impact
Such facilities would make a major impact in access to water especially in the capital's residential areas where supply is currently rationed because the water available cannot meet the demand.

"If our growing population is going to survive on this planet, we need smart designs that maximise resources, minimise waste and serve people and communities,” said UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon when he opened the Gigiri-based building recently.

The UN announced that it has started a project with the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) to finance the construction of green buildings in East Africa.
The UNEP facility, which will also house sister agency UN Habitat in Nairobi, was designed by Kenyan architects and constructed by Kenyan engineers meaning that there is adequate human resource to develop such buildings in the country.
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Spero News (US): UN chief lauds Kenya's efforts to generate clean energy

4th April 2011
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today said he was fascinated by how Kenya is tapping the volcanic heat of the Great Rift Valley to generate electricity, saying the East African country may be on the way to becoming sufficient in low-carbon and resource-efficient energy to power a “green economy”.

“It is a remarkable story – not just in terms of renewable energy and climate change – but in partnership for development,” said Mr. Ban when he visited the Olkaria Geothermal Plant near the Kenyan town of Naivasha.

He said the power plant was an example of how the United Nations, the World Bank, aid donors and the private sector are supporting initiatives and public policies that can help to reduce poverty and lay the foundation for a sustainable future.

“In the past few days I have learned about the development of the biggest wind farm in sub-Saharan Africa – a project in Turkana [northern Kenya] that will generate more than 300 megawatts [of electricity].

“Kenya's Vision 2030 [economic development blueprint] also includes waste-into-energy projects, co-generation and feed-in tariffs, and ongoing work with UNEP [UN Environment Programme] and other partners to support the tea industry with small-scale hydro power,” said the Secretary-General.

He said that although Kenya is not rich in oil, natural gas or coal reserves, the country has a wealth of “clean fuels” - from geothermal energy, to wind, solar and biomass. The country, he said, could generate 1,200 megawatts of electricity by 2018 by developing its geothermal capacity.

The challenge is to integrate all the emerging components of a renewable energy economy into an efficient, modern distribution network, Mr. Ban said.
He said UNEP and the Global Environment Facility are working with the Government, regulators and power companies to address power generation and distribution challenges.

“Done efficiently and creatively, this can help to catalyze renewable energy not just in Kenya, but as part of the planned East Africa Power Pool. As Kenya – and many other countries – are showing, there is a growing menu of economically-viable choices for generating energy,” said the Secretary-General.

He said next year's UN Conference on Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, (Rio 2012) will be an opportunity to look further into how economies can be developed to generate decent employment in a “way that keeps humanity's footprint within planetary boundaries.”
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Earth Techling (US): Green Economy A Reality In African Nations

4th April 2011
Nearly twenty years after the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, African countries are creating a model for sustainable development around the world, according to Achim Steiner, Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP).

At a recent meeting with African leaders in Addis Abba, Ethiopia, Steiner highlighted the major strides that have been made by South Africa and Kenya since 1992.

South Africa’s Green Economy Plan focuses on investments that create green jobs, and has poured nearly $1 billion into railways, energy-efficient buildings, and water and waste management. Kenya’s new green energy policy–including a feed-in tariff and 15-year power purchase agreement–has been credited with catalyzing an initial target of 500 megawatts of energy from geothermal, wind and sugar wastes systems.

In looking ahead to UN Conference on Sustainable Development, slated for Rio de Janeiro in June of 2012,  the UNEP has released a report outlining how investing 2 per cent of global gross domestic product in 10 sectors can catalyze the transition to a green economy, using these and other sustainable development success stories from Africa as examples.
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Huffington Post (UK): There's No "Safe" Plastic, Already!

4th April 2011

"All plastic should be labeled as hazardous waste," Captain Charles Moore, discoverer of the "Great Pacific Garbage Patch," said to me the other night at a Surfrider Foundation anti-plastics campaign benefit. At least three new studies about plastic's negative impact on our health and the environment confirm his statement. Moore was here with many others to present research at the UNEP/NOAA Marine Debris Conference in Honolulu last week, during which, incredibly enough, the word "plastic" was kept out of official circulation, replaced by the euphemism "marine debris," as the Plastic Pollution Coalition reports. "Almost all so-called 'marine debris' is plastic," Moore told me. Conference sponsors included Coca Cola and the American Chemistry Council (ACC), which has been pouring money into efforts to block bans on disposable plastic grocery bags nationwide. 

Meanwhile, the latest science shows that plastics are really, really bad news. For years, the conventional wisdom has been that while some bad plastics, such as polycarbonate (PC #7) release toxic chemicals, notably hormone-disrupting Bisphenol-A (BPA), other plastics are safer. Unfortunately, they aren't. Hormone-disrupting, estrogenically active (EA) chemicals were found to be leached from all kinds of plastics, including those labeled BPA-free, in a study published by EHP in March. "In some cases, BPA-free products released chemicals having more EA than BPA-containing products," wrote researchers, who tested 450 baby bottles, water bottles, plastic food containers and wraps bought from retailers including Wal-mart and Whole Foods. Seventy percent of the items released EA into solutions at room temperature, and 95% leached EA after stress tests simulating normal use in dishwashers and microwaves. 

There's more. In a small but compelling study released yesterday in EHP online, BPA levels in urine samples taken from five Bay Area families -- 10 adults and 10 children -- dropped by 66 percent over just three days when they stopped eating packaged food, including food from plastic packages and cans -- most of the latter are lined with BPA-laced epoxy resin. Participants' levels of DEHP phthalate, another hormone-disrupting chemical commonly found in flexible PVC plastic, dropped by 53-56 percent. This is good news! 

There's another way we can get exposed to plastic chemicals -- by eating fish. Algalita's latest findings: Thirty-five percent of plankton-eating lantern fish, the bottom of the marine food chain, had plastic in their bellies. Like dioxins, mercury, PCBs and toxic fire retardants, this toxic plastic plasma will rise in the food chain and find its way into our bellies if we don't stop contributing to it soon.

What to Do?
First, we've got to stop buying single-use plastic. We should also recycle, rather than toss our old plastics in the trash. "Everything eventually makes its way into the ocean," Captain Moore says. His research voyages to the Great Pacific Gyres off Hawaii and Japan, and the waters between, show that the ocean is fast turning into a plastic plasma. Discarded plastic bottles, containers, toys, and fishing line are broken up into microscopic fragments, about plankton size. 

We can reduce our levels of BPA and phthalates like those families by eating mostly fresh, not processed, packaged foods. Check out the SF Chronicle's interviews with the researchers here
What Else You Can Do.
Read about and support ongoing research by Moore's Algalita Foundation.
Help stop the use of single-use grocery bags in your community. Take the Plastics Pledge and learn more about Surfrider Foundation's Rise Above Plastics campaign. 
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Miller- McCune (US): Clean Stoves for the Third World

4th April 2011

Millions of people worldwide die every year because of primitive cooking stoves. Around the globe, helpers ranging from Hillary Clinton to African entrepreneurs are making inroads.


When the United Nations, Hillary Clinton and Glenn Beck are exercised over the same idea, something must be cooking. Bad pun aside, that’s what it is — cook stoves for the Third World that protect life, health and the environment, while answering the age-old question of what’s for dinner.

In September, the U.N. General Assembly kicked off the Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves, a part of the Clinton Global Initiative promoted by the U.N. Foundation. As for Beck, the Fox News Channel talk show host who is neither for nor against the stoves, he sees Clinton’s spending $50 million on promotion and production as part of an elitist plot to redistribute the world’s wealth.

Back to the stoves. According to the U.N. News Centre, this action, backed by U.N. Environment Programme, “holds the promise of saving lives, uplifting health, improving regional environments, reducing deforestation, empowering local entrepreneurs, speeding development, and helping to stem global climate change” by dramatically boosting the efficiency of “some 3 billion cook stoves across Africa, Asia and Latin America.”

The reduction in global deforestation would be a result of felling fewer trees for the wood and other biomass used in the Third World’s primitive cook stoves. The environment would also benefit in other ways. Research conducted by the Atmospheric Brown Cloud Project, also UNEP-supported, indicates that black carbon — a suspected villain in the accelerating melting rates of glaciers in mountain ranges like the Himalayas — could account for 10 to 40 percent of climate change.

The biggest threat from primitive stoves is to humans. In addition to killing almost 2 million people annually, it is estimated that constant exposure, especially that of women and young children, to smoke from poorly ventilated areas causes non-fatal, or at least not as quickly fatal, illnesses such as cancer, tuberculosis, pneumonia, asthma and lung and eye diseases.

In sharp contrast to the life and environment-threatening damages of wood and carbon burning cook stoves, their clean cousins run on the energy from plants and materials derived from plants (biomass),  gas, or solar power. The new-generation stoves, grounded in basic principles, also create room for local small businesses to develop and market the products. Ghana’s Toyola Energy, for example, in its first three years sold 64,000 stoves — and offset more than 44,000 tons of carbon dioxide.

Just as Secretary Clinton’s initiative is not brand new — it builds on existing national projects in India and Peru, to cite two examples, and is directly related to individual efforts like those of 29-year-old Peter Thuo in Kenya — the clean stove concept is itself an old one.

In the 18th century, Swiss physicist Horace de Saussure invented a “hot box” that used the rays of the sun to heat water to 228 degrees F. And in the next century, while on an expedition in South Africa, English astronomer John Herschel used a similarly constructed device to cook his meals. As John Perlin noted in an earlier Miller-McCune article, a cardboard version of this solar stove won the Financial Times Climate Challenge in 2009.

While today’s clean stoves may serve the same function as the hot box of yesteryear, any resemblance ends there. Available in a variety of sizes, shapes and colors, they come in five different types: natural draft rocket stoves; fan stoves; semi-gasifier stoves; natural draft top lighting stoves; and institutional stoves.

Proponents of the new clean stove concept also represent a wide variety of interested parties. In 2010, super chef José Andrés, a firm believer in the principle of teaching people to fish rather than giving them a fish, made several trips to beleaguered Haiti to peach the gospel of solar-powered stoves.

“The kitchens, called parabolic, look like metal beach umbrellas,” Andres explains. “A rack in the middle holds a large pot. I showed the village women how to direct the concave panels toward the sun and harness the energy required for long, continuous heat.”

Given that Haiti, besides recovering from the devastating 2010 earthquake, is almost totally deforested, the attraction of the solar stove is magnified. As the U.N. put it, “Less than 2 percent of the Haiti’s original forest cover still exists. One major reason is Haiti’s dependence on wood and charcoal for cooking. Improved stoves, training and education can help alleviate this domino-effect problem.”

The Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves hopes to put new, clean stoves in 100 million homes. When Clinton announced the Alliance in September, she said, “Today, because of technological breakthroughs, new carbon financing tools and growing private sector engagement, we can finally envision a future in which open fires and dirty stoves are replaced by clean, efficient and affordable stoves and fuels all over the world — stoves that still cost as little as $25.”

“The next time you sit down with your family to eat, take a moment to imagine the smell of the smoke, feel it in your lungs, see the soot building up on the walls. Then come find us at the Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves.”
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IOC News: The Olympic Green Debate comes to Doha

4th April 2011

Later this month, Qatar will host the 9th IOC World Conference on Sport and the Environment. The event, taking place from 30 April to 2 May in Doha, comes at a strategic moment, just ahead of the Rio+20 Earth Summit in 2012 and the Olympic Games in London, which have sustainability at the heart of their preparations. Renowned speakers and experts will shed light on how the mainstreaming of sport can provide inspiring solutions to a greener future. 

Youth on the stage

The Conference will be officially opened by IOC President Jacques Rogge and distinguished personalities such as the UNEP Executive Director, Achim Steiner; the Heir Apparent and IOC member, HH Sheikh Tamin Bin Hamd Al Thani; and the Chairman of the IOC Sport and Environment Commission, HE Dr Pál Schmitt, the President of Hungary. In the following two days, topics such as sport’s contribution to the Rio +20 Earth Summit; the role of Olympic partners in promoting a green agenda; sport and its ecological footprints and how Olympic Organising Committees are integrating environmental sustainability into their planning will be discussed in plenary and breakout sessions. Olympic champions such as Jill Savery, will also have their voices heard. Frank Fredericks will chair the final plenary session, in which participants at the first Youth Olympic Games that took place in Singapore last year will take the floor and share their visions of a sustainable planet. The young speakers come from all different parts of the world, namely from Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Australia, India and Canada. 

Playing for a Greener Future

Under the motto “Playing for a Greener Future”, the Conference is being organised by the IOC in partnership with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the Qatar Olympic Committee. Conference delegates will have the opportunity to actively support the Conference motto there and then: they will be able to contribute during the public comment period on the final draft of the Event Organisers Sector Supplement, add their own public commentary to the new Event Sector Supplement led by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), and make their own environmental pledge to care for our planet on the Green Wall Banner. In line with the event objectives, the organisers have committed to a paperless Conference and it is planned to broadcast all Conference sessions live via digital media. 
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Euroactive: The EU's role in global governance
5th April 2011

A growing plethora of international institutions and agreements are attempting to tackle the world's major challenges: economic, environmental or security. What is the EU's role in this emerging world order?

Policy Summary

At a time of growing interdependence between countries and of a changing balance of power between them, notably with the economic rise of China and other emerging countries, the EU is trying to find its own role to play in global governance.

While 'global governance' is a relatively new term, it refers to a very old issue: cooperation between sovereign states on shared challenges. These, which were initially largely limited to peace and security, have significantly expanded in recent years.

They now include trade negotiations on tariff reductions, agriculture and intellectual property rights, responses to economic and financial crises, environmental issues such as climate change and biodiversity, counter-terrorism, nuclear proliferation, migration, drug and human trafficking, and health risks such as pandemics.

In practice, cooperation on these issues develops through formal institutions – such as the United Nations, the World Trade Organization and even the EU itself – and through more informal summits, such as the G8-G20 and the intergovernmental conferences on climate change and biodiversity.

A joint report by the US National Intelligence Council and the EU Institute for Security Studies defines global governance more broadly as "all the institutions, regimes, processes, partnerships, and networks that contribute to collective action and problem solving at the international level."

Recent years have brought to the fore diverging national interests, difficulties with the practical implementation of agreements and lack of trust among negotiating parties in several areas.  Some leaders have warned of a decline in the will to implement effective multilateral cooperation.

One major problem is the phenomenon of 'free-riding', by which some countries bear the burden of acting on some issues, while the benefits of such initiative are spread out among others. A good example of this is climate change, where the economic costs of reducing CO2 emissions are national, but the potential benefits are shared across the globe.

The institutions and fora to foster international cooperation are still emerging. A key issue has been reforming representation in these settings – many of which were founded following the Second World War – so as to reflect 21st Century realities, and in particular the growing economic power of emerging countries such as China, India and Brazil.

These developments include the expansion of the G8 into the G20, changes at the WTO and IMF, and perpetual calls to reform the United Nations and the UN Security Council.

All this is occurring in a context where, since the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty, the EU has set high ambitions for itself to become a strong and cohesive force in international affairs, notably with the creation of the European External Action Service.

Significant issues here include the ability of European governments to coordinate their positions and the upgrade of the EU's formal representation in various institutions and fora.

It is uncertain whether the EU will be able to meet the challenge of defining the rules for the next century and not find itself marginalised on the world stage by the United States, China and other emerging countries.

Issues

The European External Action Service
The EU's foreign policy ambitions were boosted by the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in December 2009. Among its innovations are the creation of the post of EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs, currently occupied by Baroness Catherine Ashton, the upgrade of the European Commission's foreign representations into fully-fledged EU embassies, and the establishment of the European External Action Service (EEAS).

Since then, however, the results have been somewhat disappointing. Time and again the EU struggles to find a single voice and often seems to find itself marginalised by other countries.

Last September the European Union failed far to secure full representation in the UN General Assembly, and European countries have seen their representation reduced at the IMF and the World Bank to make room for emerging economies.

To some extent this is an inevitable reflection of the relative decline in Europe's demographic and economic weight in the world. At the same time, few would argue that the EU's influence abroad is proportional to its foreign expenditure or the size of its diplomatic corps.

The EEAS and EU member states' diplomatic services together cost an estimated €8,005 million per year, while the US spends €8,359 million. In addition, while the member states' diplomatic services employ some 55,400 national staff and 38,400 local staff, the US has only 21,800 national staff and 6,000 local staff.

The also EU provides €65.7 billion in development aid every year, of which €12.1 billion is European Commission aid with the rest coming from EU member states. This is almost three times the US figure of €22.5 billion.

While it is to be expected that EU member states have some difficulty in coordinating their foreign policies, scholars at the Centre for European Policy Studies have identified what they call "continued inter-institutional disagreements over the details" and "some signs of back-tracking by member states over an effective implementation of the Lisbon Treaty in the external domain".

Ashton's leadership itself has also often been criticised for alleged passivity. Co-President of the Greens/European Free Alliance group in the European Parliament Daniel Cohn-Bendit has voiced harsh criticism, saying "she can't just give us her agenda and tell us about the people she has met: that is not enough". German elder statesmen have also criticised the EU for its divided and timid diplomacy.

These problems recall comments revealed by WikiLeaks that Chris Patten, then EU commissioner for external affairs, made to a US diplomat in 2004. Patten apparently said that the EU could not be a "real power" because there would always be a member state who favours a more cautious, if not passive, approach and so prevent EU action.

In the recent Libyan crisis, in which European nations France and Britain have played leading roles, the EU has not been prominent. France initially overshadowed and even contradicted Ashton. Other member states, notably Germany and Italy, have been far less keen on intervention.

These developments do not augur well for the EU's ability to represent itself abroad, including in international institutions and fora. However, some note that it has been only two years since the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty and just over one year since the launch of EEAS.

Pierre Vimont, the new secretary-general of the EEAS, recently called for patience, noting that European integration is a slow but steady process.

Reshaping Europe's role starts with representation
The problem of European representation has been a recurring one in various international fora. On one hand, EU member states tend to be overrepresented for historic reasons and emerging nations have pushed for more representation for themselves.

World Bank head Robert Zoellick, for example, has said that many emerging nations find it "a little odd that of those 25, 26 [people at the G20], about nine are European".

On the other hand, the EU itself is often not fully represented or finds its voice diluted by the multiplicity of member states present.

EU member states are heavily overrepresented in the United Nations Security Council. France and the United Kingdom, as victors following the Second World War, hold two of its five permanent seats and hold veto powers (along with the US, China and Russia). EU countries are also represented as rotating non-permanent members of the Security Council. Being present in both the 'Eastern Europe' and 'Western Europe and Other' regional blocs, the EU typically has three non-permanent members at any one time.

This means the EU, which is responsible for about a quarter of the global economy and comprises less than 7% of the world's population, often holds a full third of the Security Council's seats, including two with veto powers.

Attempts to reform the UN Security Council have gone nowhere. India, Brazil, Japan and Germany have often been put forward as potential new permanent members.

The EU itself, however, is not a full member of the UN General Assembly. An attempt to get enhanced participation and full speaking rights for the EU in that body failed to pass in September 2010, when a majority of developing countries unexpectedly voted against the move.

EU members are overrepresented at the IMF and the World Bank. The EU currently holds a massive 32% of voting rights at the IMF and eight of 24 seats on the body's executive board.

Last October, the G20 agreed to shift six percentage points of voting weight and two executive board seats from EU members to emerging countries. These reforms will take effect in 2012 and a further review is planned for 2020.

In April 2010, the World Bank similarly reformed its voting system, albeit much less dramatically, with EU members' total voting weight falling from 28.54% to 26.32%.

Here too, the EU as a body is poorly represented. The European Central Bank has observer status at the IMF and there is no EU representation at the World Bank.

Given that monetary affairs are an exclusive EU competency for countries using the euro, numerous observers and actors, including the president of the European Council Herman Van Rompuy, have called for full eurozone representation at the IMF.

Economic governance: Trade liberalisation and crisis management
The importance of international trade, foreign direct investment and relatively stable exchange rates to the global economy have led to significant interdependence between world's economies. International cooperation to manage this interdependence is long-standing.

In terms of institutions, it can be traced to the creation after the Second World War of the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT; the forerunner of the World Trade Organisation).

These institutions have continued to work, often controversially, to eliminate tariffs and trade barriers, liberalise capital flows, expand the application of intellectual property rights, and so on.

Regular summits of the world's major economies date back to 1975, when the G6 summit met following the 1973 oil crisis and the prospect of prolonged economic 'stagflation' (low growth and inflation).

Initially attended only by the world's wealthiest countries, these summits have gradually been expanded to include the G20 of the world's largest economies, including rapidly growing emerging countries such as China, India, Brazil and Russia (the so-called 'BRICs').

The summits attempt to promote trust and economic coordination despite economic difficulties and the selfish, mercantilist tendencies these tend to entail.

International economic interdependence was confirmed during the 2007 financial crisis and ensuing recession which, while starting in the US, proved to have lasting global repercussions.

Global economic governance today has focused on mitigating the effects of this crisis. Governments have been concerned about numerous issues, including:

· Protectionism: At the first G20 summit of heads of state and government in November 2008, a heavy emphasis was placed on preventing protectionist moves.

· Currency wars: Governments are naturally inclined to boost their country's exports by undervaluing their currency, thus making their products more competitive. Both the United States and the European Union have been particularly concerned about the current valuation of the Chinese yuan.

· World reserve currencies: The overwhelming majority of foreign currency reserves are held in US dollars, which has raised questions as to advantages the US derives from this and the world economy's vulnerability to fluctuations in the US economy. The EU, China and other countries have been active in promoting alternative currencies or a basket of currencies to rival the US dollar.

· Stimulus coordination: Many countries, notably the US, have used low interest rates, increased public spending and 'quantitative easing' (the purchase of government bonds) to stimulate demand and thus encourage growth despite the recession. This has led to tensions with trading partners over concerns that this destabilises their economies by encouraging inflationary pressures and artificially undervaluing the currency.

· Financial regulation: The 2007 financial crisis was the immediate cause of the recession in the late 2000s. Among the roots of the crisis itself are easy credit conditions, deregulation, the housing bubble, overleveraging of banks and overly complex, opaque derivatives. The EU and the international community have since been involved in regulating the financial sector to avoid a repeat (see articles in 'Euro & Finance' section). Numerous responses are possible, including new supervisory rules, taxing financial transactions and increasing the transparency of derivatives and credit rating agencies.

· Commodity prices: The economic recovery has been accompanied by rising food and energy prices as well as price volatility. This threatens both continued economic growth and the purchasing power of consumers. It has been a crucial factor in recent unrest in the Arab World and other countries. Some nations, notably France, have cited speculation as a cause and have sought international cooperation to mitigate the problem.

Economic governance has also been at the core of the EU's internal agenda, particularly following Greek and Irish debt crises.

To support the euro, European leaders have responded to economic woes at home by bailing out indebted countries, creating a €440 billion rescue mechanism and establishing a 'competitiveness pact'. At the time of writing, the final outcome of these and other measures is unknown (see EurActiv LinksDossier on financial regulation).

Environmental governance: Growing ambitions but limited implementation?
Global environmental cooperation is much more recent and less developed than that taking place in the economic or security spheres. However, over the past decade, environmental conventions have multiplied and public agencies and departments have mushroomed at all levels, leading to a patchwork of agreements and regulations. Businesses have created their own environmental departments, and many new research and academic institutions have also been established.

The number of 'green' institutions has grown at a rapid rate in recent years to tackle a very broad range of issues including climate change, biodiversity, soil deterioration, water scarcity, desertification and genetically-modified organisms (GMOs), among others.

International efforts were largely developed following the June 1992 'Earth Summit' in Rio de Janeiro, following which major conventions on climate change and biodiversity were adopted. At global level the two main institutions currently involved are the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), established in 1972, and the UN Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD), created in 1992.

In May 2012 a new Rio+20 'Earth Summit' will be held in the same city (see EurActiv's LinksDossier on Rio+20). The summit will try to look at policy instruments to boost the green economy, including removing subsidies and imposing taxes on activities that harm the environment.

Countries will also explore the idea of creating a 'World Environmental Organisation' to consolidate the environmental institutions and agreements created so far.

Perhaps the most prominent effort concerns rising greenhouse gas emissions and climate change. Since 1995 global summits have been held in the context of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), in a bid to create collective agreements to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and mitigate the effects of climate change.

In December 1997, the Kyoto Protocol was adopted in Japan, setting binding targets to reduce the greenhouse gas emissions of industrialised countries. The United States, the world's second biggest carbon emitter, refused to ratify the agreement. The protocol expires in 2012 and it is uncertain whether it will form the basis for future UN agreements on emissions reduction. Countries such as Japan, Russia and Canada have opposed an extension of Kyoto.

The most recent negotiating efforts have been focused on the now yearly UNFCCC summits. The December 2009 Copenhagen conference was widely considered a failure. It was felt the EU had been excluded from negotiations to draw up the final non-binding accord, which was largely negotiated bilaterally by the United States and China.

In 2010, the UNFCCC conference in Cancún led to a relatively modest agreement which formalised the Copenhagen Accord as part of the UN process, created a Green Fund and provided for North-South technology transfers. Policymakers and stakeholders felt trust between the parties involved had improved in Cancún, particularly between developing and developed nations, and saw encouraging prospects for forging a more ambitious agreement at the next summit in Durban, South Africa at the end of the year.

So far the EU has made limited progress in persuading other countries to reduce their carbon emissions. Possible bargaining chips include increasing the EU's 2020 reduction target to 30% and the imposition of carbon tariffs at Europe's borders.

Other somewhat more successful agreements have included the adoption by 190 countries of the Nagoya Protocol on biodiversity, establishing a target to earmark 17% of the world's land area as nature reserves by 2020.

Europe leads by example on continental governance
The EU has been keen to export its model of regional integration to other parts of the world. High Representative for Foreign Affairs Catherine Ashton has called regional organisations the "building blocks for global governance".

Regional integration efforts, sometimes explicitly modelled on the EU, are common across the world but they have never reached the same degree of integration and supranational decision-making as in Europe.

In East and South-East Asia, regional integration efforts are hampered by stronger cultural differences, starkly different political systems and incomplete post-war reconciliation.

Some of the organisations have achieved a limited degree of integration, in particular in the economic sphere. They include the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN), the North American Free Trade Area (NAFTA), Mercosur in South America, the Gulf Cooperation Council and the South African Development Community.

There are also pan-regional bodies who generally have achieved very limited integration, notably the African Union, the Union of South American Nations (Unasur) and the Arab League.

The EU has encouraged regional integration efforts, largely through the specific allocation of development aid.

For the 2007-2013 period EuropeAid, the EU's directorate-general for development and cooperation abroad, has assigned €775 million to Asia for regional assistance. It has similarly supported the African Union fund its peace efforts by providing over €740 million to the African Peace Facility for projects to promote regional dialogue and peacekeeping operations in Somalia, Darfur and the Central African Republic.

Smaller sums totalling approximately €175 million have been allocated for the regional integration efforts in Latin America, notably for Central America, the Andean Community and Mercosur.

Positions

In a speech upon taking office in November 2009, European Council President Herman Van Rompuy called 2009 "the first year of global governance" due to "the establishment of the G20 in the middle of the financial crisis". He added that "[the] climate conference in Copenhagen is another step towards the global management of our planet. Our mission is one of hope, supported by acts and action".

In a speech to the United Nations in February, EU High Representative Catherine Ashton defended regional integration as a step towards global governance, saying "we have a long-standing commitment to effective multilateralism with a strong UN at the core. Regional organisations are building blocks for global governance, with a dual responsibility. First, a responsibility to enhance security, development and human rights in their own region. And second, to support UN efforts to promote these goals around the world".

French President Nicolas Sarkozy called for international organisations to be reformed to better represent the world's economic and political powers in an October 2010 speech to the International Francophony Organisation. After the changes made in the World Bank and the IMF, he asked "what is stopping us from bringing together, before the General Assembly, the indispensable reform of the United Nations to adapt the organisation to the realities of the 21st Century? We have changed century. Can we think about a change of governance?"

He cited numerous countries and regions that should be entitled to better representation in the UN Security Council, including Africa, India, South America, Germany and Japan. "Is it normal that there is no permanent member of the Security Council from Africa? One billion inhabitants, in thirty years two billion inhabitants, with no permanent representation. It's a scandal," he said.

At a recent panel discussion, the director of the World Trade Organisation, Pascal Lamy, stated that "the G20, contrary to many public perceptions, is not a government of the world. It's one important, necessary piece of a very complex system that has many other bits, but that the G20 can energise, can trigger."

Belgian MEP and leader of the European Parliament's liberal ALDE group Guy Verhofstadt has argued that regional organisations need to be better represented internationally.

"If we are to adjust global governance accordingly, these regional powerhouses need to be represented in the UN Security Council and at the IMF, the World Bank and the WTO. Only in this way will we build a global system that is prepared to take decisive action on the political, economic, financial, commercial and environmental challenges facing our planet," he said.

Writer and president of the Foundation on Economic Trends Jeremy Rifkin has argued that "the fact that we're going from G20 to G8 and G2, it's the last promise of the nation state as the primary unit. Nation states won't disappear, cities won't disappear, regions won't disappear, but they're going to be nestled in more lateral network governing, which is the continental model".

"So the EU has an enormous opportunity to be the flagship for a new model of governance. At the same time that it can integrate its own continental space and its partnership regions and create a seamless post-carbon energy and communication network, its political governance can be a model for creating similar kinds of arrangements with other unions," he added.

A joint report by the US National Intelligence Council and the EU Institute for Security Studies defines global governance as "the collective management of common problems at the international level". It argues that global governance has reached "a critical juncture" and although its institutions "have racked up many successes many successes since they were developed after the Second World War, the growing number of issues on the international agenda, and their complexity, is outpacing the ability of international organisations and national governments to cope".

Policy fellow at the European Council on Foreign Relations Richard Gowan argues that "President Sarkozy should open up debate on questions including whether the G20 could develop a role in security issues (a popular topic in Washington) and how it relates to the UN system (which makes many developing countries extremely uneasy)." If this is not done, he predicts, the world will see "more ad hoc cooperation between the US and the rising powers - with the EU a marginalised player, and more often than not a big loser".

Piotr Kaczyński, research fellow at the Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS), has argued that "the G20 in its current form over-stretches its decision-making capacity and runs the risk of being divided into different coalitions. The danger of this is that it could eventually lead to a situation where the most important decisions would be negotiated bilaterally between the USA and China".
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Green Profhet (Middle East): UAE Divers Organisation Says: “Stop Buying Sharks and Shark Fin Soup”

4th April 2011

In 2008, shark finning in the United Arab Emirates was banned. For many environmentalists and conservationists this was a time to rejoice and a moment of hope when it seemed the constant threat to sharks in the region may have eased. Over the years, however, it has become apparent that the change in law has done little to alter the situation on the ground.

Shark fins still fill fish markets in Dubai and the country remains an important market hub for the lucrative delicacy. This got me thinking- if the change in law has done nothing to protect sharks what can be done? I got in touch with two important organisations based in the country who are actively tackling shark finning, to talk about their views and what they think is needed to end shark finning once and for all.

Green Prophet spoke to the Emirate Diving Association, a non-governmental organisation setup in 1995 which works within the diving sector and marine conservation and has been encouraging its members to support the ban on shark finning. We caught up with Ibrahim Al Zu-bi, the driving force behind the organisation which is based in Dubai to find out more.

Aburawa: Can you tell us a little about the work that the Emirate Diving Association organisation does to end shark finning?
Ibrahim Al Zu’bi: EDA is a non-profit voluntary federal organization and is accredited by UNEP as an International Environmental Organization. We oversee all the locally based dive centres with the legal documents to operate within the UAE.

Through our strong membership base, we try to raise awareness about the practice of shark finning and use our members as tools to spread awareness. We also support all shark conservation initiatives and co-organize shark tagging expeditions to help research students know more about them.

Why is the EDA against shark finning and the need to protect sharks?
Sharks like any other fish are being over fished in general, but the fact that sharks are being over fished for their fins only makes it worse. The luxury of shark fins has put a lot of pressure on sharks, which we don’t want to encourage.Shark finning is not common here as people eat sharks here like other fish and deal with it as another whole fish.

Why do you think that the shark finning ban in 2008 the UAE has not worked?
Like any other environmental law, you need to be firm in implementation and monitoring. Also, we need ordinary people to stop buying sharks and shark fin soup- ask restaurant managers to take it off the menu and tell them that you won’t come back if they don’t.
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Actualit News (Fr): ONU : six nouveaux produits chimiques seront inscrit dans la convention de Rotterdam
4th April 2011

Les recommandations de la FAO et du PNUE prévoyant l'ajout des ces nouveaux produits seront transmises à la Conférence des Parties à la Convention de Rotterdam organisée en juin prochain

Vendredi derniers, des experts de l'ONU ont recommandé que plusieurs pesticides et produits chimiques industriels soient inclus à la Convention de Rotterdam sur le commerce international des produits chimiques et pesticides. 

La Convention de Rotterdam est une convention internationale engagée par le Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (PNUE). Cette convention, parfois appelée Convention Pic fut ouverte aux signatures le 10 septembre 1998. Elle offre la possibilité pour un pays de décider quels sont les produits chimiques ou pesticides potentiellement dangereux qu'ils veulent bien recevoir et de refuser ceux qu'ils ne sont pas en mesure de gérer en toute sécurité.

Elle encourage le partage des responsabilités et la coopération entre les pays signataires dans le domaine du commerce international de certains produits chimiques très dangereux dont notamment certains pesticides et certains produits chimiques industriels.

Par une « procédure de consentement préalable en connaissance de cause », tout pays signataire prévoyant d’exporter ces produits doit informer les pays importateurs et d’obtenir leurs permissions.

La convention demande aux états signataires d'interdire en plus des pesticides de la Convention de Stockholm, complétant la dirty dozen les produits suivants:

·         binapacryl, toxaphène, oxyde d'éthylène, dichlorure d'éthylène, parathion éthyl, parathion méthyl et monocrotophos

Les produits chimiques impliqués sont:

·         crocidolite, polybromobiphényles (PBB), polychlorobiphényles (PCB), polychloroterphényles (PCT) et phosphate de tris (dibromo-2,3 propyle)

L'Organisation des Nations Unies pour l’alimentation et l'agriculture (FAO) et le Programme des Nations Unies pour l'environnement (PNUE) indiquent que les pesticides en cause sont l'azinphos méthyl et l'endosulfan, deux puissants insecticides, ainsi qu'un herbicide, le Gramoxone. 

La FAO et le PNUE indiquent par ailleurs avoir recommandé également l'inscription de trois produits chimiques industriels : le sulfonate de perfluorooctane, le pentaBDE et l'octaBDE- sur la liste de surveillance de la Convention de Rotterdam.

« Depuis l'entrée en vigueur de la Convention en 2004, c'est la première fois que des recommandations sont faites pour l'ajout d'une préparation pesticide extrêmement dangereuse sur la liste de surveillance », a indiqué l'expert de la FAO et co-Secrétaire exécutif de la Convention de Rotterdam, Peter Kenmore.

« La recommandation d'inclure ces trois produits chimiques industriels montre une accélération du taux de produits chimiques industriels nuisant à la santé humaine et l';environnement qui sont soumis à la Convention pour examen », a souligné de son côté  l'expert du PNUE et co-Secrétaire exécutif de la Convention de Rotterdam, Donald Cooper. 

Il est à noter qu’actuellement, la liste de surveillance contient 11 produits chimiques, pesticides ou herbicides. Les recommandations de la FAO et du PNUE prévoyant l'ajout des ces nouveaux produits seront transmises à la Conférence des Parties à la Convention de Rotterdam organisée en juin prochain, peut on lire dans un communiqué de presse.
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Actualit News (Fr): ONU : il faut stopper la criminalité qui menace les gorilles d’Afrique
4th April 2011

Dans ses conclusions, la Conférence de Kigali a mis en avant l'importance de la collaboration transfrontalière, de la coordination avec les missions de consolidation de la paix de l'ONU, comme la MONUSCO déployée en République démocratique du Congo (RDC), et du renforcement des capacités des organismes nationaux chargés de l'application des lois, en augmentant leurs ressources et la formation des unités de police et de gardes forestiers

Les 29 et 30 Mars derniers, une réunion internationale, organisée à Kigali, au Rwanda, par le gouvernement rwandais, la Convention sur la conservation des espèces migratrices d'animaux sauvages (CMS) et le Programme des Nations Unies pour l'environnement (PNUE), a appelé à une meilleure application de la loi sur la faune dans les 10 pays d'Afrique abritant des populations de gorilles. 

Ainsi, pour la première fois, des organismes des Nations Unies, des gouvernements nationaux de la région, les autorités localement chargées de la protection de la faune sauvage, des organisations non-gouvernementales et des experts internationaux se sont réunis autour de la même table pour s'attaquer à la criminalité qui menace les gorilles de disparition, peut on lire dans un communiqué de presse. 

La Secrétaire exécutive de la CMS, Elizabeth Mrema Maruma, déclare à cet effet : « Les efforts conjoints pour appliquer les législations protégeant la faune sauvage sont essentiels car les gorilles jouent un rôle clé dans l'écologie des forêts d'Afrique (…) Leur perte aurait un impact direct sur la santé des écosystèmes de la région, et par extension, sur toutes les communautés qui vivent ou bénéficient de ces écosystèmes ».

Parmi les participants aux discussions destinées à contrer la menace majeure du braconnage qui dépasse les frontières des Etats, on peut citer : les représentants des gouvernements, le Partenariat international pour la survie des grands singes (GRASP), INTERPOL, la Convention sur le commerce international des espèces menacées d'extinction (CITES) ainsi que le réseau de surveillance du commerce des espèces (TRAFFIC).

Les gorilles (Gorilla) forment le genre le plus grand des primates anthropoïdes. Avec huit autres genres de Singes, ils font partie de la super-famille des Hominoïdes. Les gorilles vivent dans les forêts tropicales ou subtropicales. Leur présence couvre un faible pourcentage de l'Afrique. On les trouve cependant à des altitudes très variées. Le gorille des montagnes vit dans les forêts de nuages des Montagnes des Virunga, d'une altitude allant de 2200 à 4300 mètres. Les gorilles de plaine vivent eux dans les forêts denses et les marécages des plaines.

Aujourd’hui, plusieurs situations expliquent la menace qui pèse sur les gorilles, à savoir :

·         Destruction de son habitat ;

·         Chasse illégale pour sa viande ;

·         Croyances fétichistes (pouvoir attribué à son crâne, ses os, ses mains) ;

·         Contrebande de bébés gorilles.

À cela, s'ajoute l'apparition de la fièvre hémorragique due au virus Ebola et d'autres pathologies. Depuis novembre 2000 au Congo-Brazzaville et au Gabon, l'apparition du virus Ebola a fait plusieurs centaines de victimes parmi les grands singes. Les dernières estimations font part de la disparition de près de 5 000 gorilles suite à cette épidémie.

Dans ses conclusions, la Conférence de Kigali a mis en avant l'importance de la collaboration transfrontalière, de la coordination avec les missions de consolidation de la paix de l'ONU, comme la MONUSCO déployée en République démocratique du Congo (RDC), et du renforcement des capacités des organismes nationaux chargés de l'application des lois, en augmentant leurs ressources et la formation des unités de police et de gardes forestiers, peut on lire dans un communiqué de presse. 

Par ailleurs, pour aider à lutter contre la criminalité relative aux gorilles et aux autres espèces menacées, INTERPOL a par ailleurs offert de mettre à disposition son réseau mondial de bureaux nationaux. 

Le responsable de la lutte contre la criminalité spécialisée au sein d'Interpol, Bernd Rossbach, explique : « Une réponse globale est indispensable contre la criminalité environnementale. Dans cette entreprise, il est important que tous les pays aient une approche multidisciplinaire et puissent travailler en utilisant le réseau d'Interpol, pour échanger des informations et des renseignements, et renforcer les capacités d'actions et les efforts déployés ».

Autre décision prise, renforcer l'Accord sur la conservation des gorilles et de leurs habitats, élaboré par la CMS, entré en vigueur en 2008 et qui fournit déjà un cadre pour la coopération régionale en matière de protection des gorilles dans le Bassin du Congo, même si jusqu'à présent, il n'a été signé que par six pays de la région : la République centrafricaine, la République du Congo, la République démocratique du Congo (RDC), le Gabon, le Nigeria et le Rwanda. 

Enfin, pour le ministre rwandais de l'Environnement et des Terres, Stanislas Kimanzi, la Conférence de Kigali a déjà « envoyé un message clair à tous ceux impliqués dans le braconnage des gorilles et le commerce illégal: les trafiquants de la faune seront arrêtés dans les 10 pays couverts par l'Accord de la CMS », peut on lire dans un communiqué de presse.
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Actualit News (Fr): Le nouveau siège vert à Nairobi a été inauguré 
4th April 2011

Ce nouveau bâtiment comprend plus de 6.000 mètres carrés de panneaux solaires, des systèmes de ventilation naturelle, des éclairages économes, un système de récupération des eaux de pluie et d'autres innovations, faisant de lui un bâtiment à la pointe des infrastructures durables

Le Secrétaire général de l'ONU, Ban Ki-moon, a inauguré jeudi dans la capitale du Kenya, le nouveau siège de l'ONU-Habitat et du Programme des Nations Unies pour l'environnement (PNUE), à la veille du Conseil des chefs du Secrétariat de l'ONU à Nairobi.

Ce nouveau siège a été conçu dans le respect des plus hauts standards environnementaux, peut on lire dans un communiqué de presse.


Ban Ki-Moon déclare à cet effet : « Si notre population, qui continue de croître, veut survivre sur cette planète, nous avons besoin de mettre sur pied des bâtiments intelligents qui maximisent les ressources, minimisent les déchets et qui soient au service des populations et des communautés (…) Ce bâtiment incarne la nouvelle économie verte pour laquelle je lutte depuis des années. Une économie qui puisse conduire à un futur durable, à la création d'emplois et à inciter la croissance économique. Le Programme des Nations Unies pour l'environnement (PNUE) et l'ONU-Habitat sont à la tête de ces efforts. Vous faites des efforts considérables pour réduire votre empreinte carbone, et aujourd'hui vous ouvrez un bâtiment qui est l'un des plus efficients au monde en utilisation d'énergie ».

Ce nouveau bâtiment comprend plus de 6.000 mètres carrés de panneaux solaires, des systèmes de ventilation naturelle, des éclairages économes, un système de récupération des eaux de pluie et d'autres innovations, faisant de lui un bâtiment à la pointe des infrastructures durables.

« Ce modèle d'architecture verte en Afrique et au delà constitue une véritable étape sur la voie de la Conférence sur le développement durable qui se tiendra à Rio en 2012. Le Sommet de Rio n'est pas seulement un rassemblement de gouvernements qui examineront les progrès internationaux sur le développement durable. C'est de notre futur et de celui de la vie sur notre planète dont il sera question », a ajouté Mr Ban Ki-moon, qui a félicité le personnel des Nations Unies et les architectes qui ont été impliqués dans ce projet.
Back to Menu
_________________________________________________________________

Casafree (Morocco): ONU : M. Ban Ki-moon loue les efforts du Kenya pour produire de l'énergie proper

4th April 2011

Le Secrétaire général de l'ONU, Ban Ki-moon, a loué les efforts du Kenya pour produire de l'énergie propre afin de répondre aux besoins d'une "économie verte" respectueuse de l'environnement. 


"C'est une histoire remarquable, non seulement en termes d'énergies renouvelables et de changement climatique, mais aussi en termes de partenariat pour le développement", a déclaré M. Ban lors d'une visite à l'usine géothermique Olkaria près de la ville kenyane de Naivasha. 

Il a indiqué que la centrale constitue un exemple de la façon dont l'Organisation des Nations Unies, la Banque mondiale, les donateurs et le secteur privé soutiennent les initiatives et les politiques publiques qui peuvent aider à réduire la pauvreté et jeter les bases d'un avenir durable.

Le Secrétaire général de l'ONU a de même souligné s'être informé du projet d'énergie éolienne du lac Turkana d'une puissance de 300 mégawatts, considéré comme le plus grand en Afrique.

Le projet, qui sera lancé en décembre prochain, consiste à construire un parc éolien dans Loiyangalani, une région isolée dans le nord-ouest du Kenya près du lac Turkana. Il sera composé de 365 éoliennes d'une capacité de 850 kilowatts chacune.

"Le Plan de développement du Kenya baptisé "Vision 2030" inclut aussi des projets de gestion des déchets d'énergie, la cogénération et les travaux en cours avec le Programme des Nations Unies pour le Développement (PNUE) et d'autres partenaires pour soutenir l'industrie du thé avec des petites centrales hydroélectriques", a déclaré M. Ban Ki-moon. 

Bien que le Kenya ne soit pas riche en pétrole, en gaz naturel ou en réserves de charbon, a-t-il fait constater, le pays a une richesse de "carburants propres" produits à partir de l'énergie géothermique, éolienne, solaire et biomasse. Le pays, dit-il, pourrait générer 1.200 mégawatts d'électricité d'ici 2018 en développant sa capacité géothermique.

"Le défi est d'intégrer tous les éléments nouveaux d'une économie d'énergies renouvelables en un efficace réseau de distribution moderne", a déclaré le Secrétaire général.

Il a, à ce propos, souligné que la Conférence sur le développement durable qui se tiendra l'année prochaine à Rio de Janeiro, au Brésil (Rio 2012), sera l'occasion d'examiner plus en détail comment les économies peuvent être développées pour créer des emplois décents dans un "chemin qui garde l'empreinte de l'humanité dans les limites de la planète".

Le Secrétaire général de l'ONU était arrivé mercredi soir à Nairobi pour présider la réunion semestrielle du Conseil des chefs de Secrétariat de l'ONU (CEB).
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Actualit News (Fr): L’ONU travaille à réduire son empreinte carbone
4th April 2011

Pour la seule année 2009, les émissions de gaz à effet de serre s'élèvent à 1,7 million de tonnes de CO2 soit 8,3 tonnes par personne

Vendredi dernier, l’Organisation des Nations Unies (ONU), a publié son rapport annuel sur l'empreinte carbone des 52 institutions du système des Nations Unies où travaillent plus de 200.000 employés dans le monde. 

D’après le document, pour la seule année 2009, les émissions de gaz à  effet de serre s'élèvent à 1,7 million de tonnes de CO2 soit 8,3 tonnes par personne, peut on lire dans un communiqué de presse.


Pour Mr Ban Ki-Moon : « Les Nations Unies ont joué un rôle clé en inscrivant le changement climatique à l'agenda international, et continuent de soutenir les Etats membres dans leurs efforts pour réduire les émissions, en renforçant l'adaptation et en répondant à ces défis globaux (…) Un tel travail doit être naturellement complété par une réduction de l'empreinte carbone de l'ONU. Ce que nous demandons aux autres, nous devons le faire nous-mêmes ». 

Le changement climatique est à la fois l’un des plus grands défis de l’Humanité, et l’un des signes les plus importants de notre surconsommation écologique. En effet, l’empreinte carbone représentant la moitié de l’empreinte écologique de l’ensemble de l’humanité, il parait essentiel de la réduire afin de lutter contre cette surconsommation.

Aujourd’hui, les projecteurs sont sur les émissions de carbone, mais les changements climatiques concernent également les autres limites critiques: pêcheries, forêts, cultures et ressources en eau. Si nous ne nous attachons pas à lutter contre le changement climatique avec une vision systémique du problème, certaines solutions au changement climatique pourront avoir de graves impacts inattendus.

Aujourd’hui, le terme «Empreinte Carbone» est utilisé comme diminutif pour la quantité de carbone (généralement en tonnes) émise par une activité ou une organisation. La composante carbone de l’empreinte écologique va au-delà de cette définition en traduisant cette quantité de dioxyde de carbone en surface de forêt nécessaire pour séquestrer ces émissions de dioxyde de carbone. Cela permet de représenter la demande que les combustions de ressources fossiles exercent sur la planète.

L’Empreinte Ecologique permet d’identifier les meilleures solutions de long terme de façon à ce que ces dernières se cumulent réellement. Que l’on cherche à identifier les moyens de réduction d’émissions de carbone les plus efficaces ou les sources d’énergie constituant une voie pour l’avenir, l’Empreinte Ecologique nous permet d’identifier les solutions qui nous permettront de sortir de la surconsommation écologique, et ce dans un objectif de vie avec une seule planète.

Selon le rapport de l’ONU, plus de 50% des émissions de carbone produites par les Nations Unies proviennent des voyages en avions, 37% proviennent des émissions produites par les bâtiments et 13% des véhicules. 

Ce document, intitulé « Vers la neutralité climatique de l'ONU » et cordonné par le Programme de l'ONU pour l'environnement (PNUE), le rapport détaille l'empreinte carbone de chaque agence et programme qui dépend des Nations Unies, peut on lire dans un communiqué de presse.
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Zegreenweb (Fr): 50 ans du WWF : Innover pour une conservation plus efficace

5th April 2011

Au cours des cinq décennies passées à guider, stimuler, persuader et lutter pour la protection de la biodiversité et le développement durable de l’environnement, le WWF a dû aller au-delà du statu quo et établir des priorités, quantifier les dégâts et les pertes au niveau global, pour développer une véritable volonté politique qui s’articulerait autour, entre autres, du développement de nouveaux modèles économiques centrés sur l’environnement et du financement de projets environnementaux.

Le développement de la Stratégie mondiale pour la Conservation (WCS) par le WWF, l’UICN et le PNUE, en 1980, a permis d’établir pour la première fois des priorités mondiales en matière de protection de l’environnement, et notamment des principes de développement durable qui seront repris dans le Rapport Brundtland.

Les trois organisations ont à nouveau coopéré pour développer Caring for the Earth qui faisait suite à la WCS en 1992.

Rapport Planète Vivante
Cette étude phare du WWF identifie deux tendances que l’organisation doit inverser : la disparition progressive de la biodiversité et l’augmentation de l’impact des activités humaines. Publié à partir de 1998, Rapport Planète Vivante permet de quantifier la vitesse à laquelle nous perdons nos ressources naturelles, grâce à l’Index Planète Vivante qui surveille les changements dans les populations d’espèces sauvages dans les écosystèmes forestiers, marins, et d’eau douce. Sa sortie tous les deux ans est devenue un appel à rendre des comptes envoyé au monde, à ses gouvernements, ses économies, ses sociétés et ses modes de vie, qui détruisent chaque jour un peu plus l’environnement et souligne davantage encore l’urgence de la situation.

Financement durable
Le WWF est le leader mondial en termes de mécanismes destinés au financement à long terme des projets de protection et de gestion de l’environnement. Au début des années 1980, l’organisation a lancé l’accord d’échange « dette-nature » qui a bénéficié notamment à Madagascar, à l’Équateur, à la Bolivie, aux Philippines et à la Zambie, qui ont ainsi pu réinvestir une partie de leur dette dans la sauvegarde de

l’environnement. Au total, le WWF a ainsi participé à la création de plus de 55 fonds de dépôts destinés à protéger la nature, totalisant plus d’un milliard de dollars.

Global 200
En raison des fonds limités et des besoins écologiques croissants, il est devenu nécessaire de destiner les ressources en priorités aux zones de biodiversités les plus importantes et les plus remarquables. Le WWF a ainsi identifié 200 écorégions, choisies et hiérarchisées en fonction de l’importance de leur biodiversité, des menaces et des possibilités, afin que les organisations concentrent leurs ressources plus efficacement sur la protection de ces zones.

Mécanismes de marché
La création des labels FSC et MSC est le premier exemple d’une collaboration réussie avec les parties prenantes des industries clés pour l’environnement. Cela a abouti à l’élaboration de normes et de pratiques de gestion de l’environnement qui permettent une exploitation durable et responsable des ressources, tout en préservant la biodiversité. Récemment, le WWF a engagé des discussions avec les acteurs principaux des secteurs de l’huile de palme, du soja, des biocarburants et de l’aquaculture, qui sont responsables de nombreux désastres écologiques.

Financement d’un partenariat pour la pêche en Afrique
Partout en Afrique, les pêcheries sont en déclin en raison de leur surexploitation et de l’emploi de mauvaises méthodes, ce qui se répercute sur la subsistance des populations et sur la biodiversité. Avec l’aide de la FAO, du GEF et de la Banque mondiale, le WWF a créé un superfonds pour soutenir les programmes nationaux de restauration des pêcheries, qui bénéficient notamment au Sénégal, au Cap Vert, à la Sierra Leone et au Kenya.

Réhabilitation des prairies
Les prairies font partie des biomes les moins protégés et les plus menacés, et abritaient autrefois parmi les plus grands rassemblements d’animaux. Les grandes plaines septentrionales d’Amérique du Nord font partie des quatre régions du monde où une réhabilitation des prairies à grande échelle est encore possible. Le WWF a mis en place une fondation pour créer de nouvelles réserves de prairies sur plusieurs millions d’hectares et restaurer la vie sauvage.
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Boletin Agrario: El MARM explica los trabajos de la Presidencia española del PNUMA de cara a Río 2012

4th April 2011

La ministra de Medio Ambiente, y Medio Rural y Marino, Rosa Aguilar, ha presidido hoy la reunión extraordinaria del Consejo Asesor de Medio Ambiente, donde ha informado sobre los resultados del pasado Consejo de Administración del Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA) en el cual España fue elegida para ocupar la Presidencia del Consejo.

En este contexto, Rosa Aguilar ha explicado el proceso preparatorio de la Conferencia de las Naciones Unidas sobre el Desarrollo Sostenible (Río +20), y la contribución del PNUMA a la 19 Sesión de la Comisión sobre Desarrollo Sostenible que tendrá lugar del 2 al 13 de mayo en Nueva York, donde se espera como resultado un Marco decenal de programas que contribuya de manera significativa a lograr pautas sostenibles de producción y consumo en todos los países.

Los miembros del CAMA y los representantes del MARM han acordado un proceso interno de trabajo con reuniones periódicas y un calendario ad hoc de cara a la aportación española en la preparación de los trabajos de Río +20 así como la Cumbre de Desarrollo Sostenible.

En esta reunión del CAMA, del que forman parte organizaciones ecologistas, sindicales, empresariales y agrarias así como cofradías de pescadores y asociaciones de consumidores, la Ministra también ha informado de la Jornada sobre "Economía Verde y Trabajo Decente" donde se brindará un espacio de intercambio de puntos de vista entre representantes de la Unión Internacional de Sindicatos y el Panel de Alto Nivel de Naciones Unidas, así como otros actores relevantes. Esta jornada prevista para el próximo 12 de abril girará en torno a tres temas de debate: fiscalidad ambiental, protección social y empleos verdes decentes.
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ECOticias: Haití, basura y chatarra para exporter

4th April 2011

Según el Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA),  Haití es la nación con más degradación ambiental del continente americano, situación que lejos de mejorarse, con el paso de estos últimos años, la misma se ha agravado. Esta realidad se manifiesta, en lo que ha significado el continuo éxodo de más de un millón de personas de las  zonas rurales hacia sus ciudades principales, haciendo que la presión sobre los recursos sanitarios en esas urbes haya aumentado dramáticamente, hasta colapsarlos.

Puerto Príncipe su capital, evidencia con creces este drama. Sobre sus calles transitan las aguas servidas y los olores nauseabundos. Su sistema de alcantarillado no funciona y hay muy pocas plantas de tratamiento de aguas servidas. La deficiente evacuación de excretas contaminó casi todas las fuentes de abastecimiento de la capital. La ciudad no posee suficientes camiones  vacuum o succionadores para movilizar los excrementos. Haciendo casi mensual, las rutas recolectoras. En general los peatones surfean las “olas” de basura que se aglomeran en las calles.

A este dantesco escenario, se le suma, la chatarra vehicular desechada por los Estados Unidos que ingresan sin arancel al país, mas con criterio de depósito que de uso y los pocos que funcionan se desplazan en cualquier sentido por las aceras o  sin control de tránsito. O simplemente sus restos son abandonados en cualquier callejón semilibre de la basura. Haití se descubre a sí misma, como el gran basurero de chatarra del norte.

El agua que llega a través de la insuficiente red de conexión domiciliaria o por grifos públicos,  y se permite usarla para bañarse o lavar y a este privilegio solo tienen acceso el 50 por ciento de la población. Igual cuando llueve todo se inunda y se contamina, haciendo inaprovechable ese recurso.

Esta realidad sanitaria, aunada al 80 por ciento de los haitianos en la pobreza, asegura una  mortalidad infantil en el orden de 69 por mil.  Todos ellos, víctimas de enfermedades diarreicas, infecciones respiratorias agudas y malnutrición, la cual afectan al 47 por ciento de la población infantil. La expectativa de vida en general de la población está en el orden de los 50 años.

La desnutrición se vincula a causas ambientales. Se usufructuó la naturaleza a tal punto, que sólo queda el dos por ciento de la forestación original, trayendo como consecuencia la eliminación de las barreras naturales contra la erosión pluvial, que ahora arrastra unas 20.000 toneladas de tierra cultivable hacia el mar. Situación esta que compromete, ante las empobrecidas tierras cultivables, la producción de alimentos necesaria para cubrir la demanda de la población. Apenas alcanza para cubrir la mitad.

Un duro camino aun por transitar, los primeros hijos del África en el continente.
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Correio do Brazil: Sedes da ONU terão plano para redução de carbono

4th April 2011

As Nações Unidas apresentaram, em Nairóbi, no Quênia, detalhes das emissões de gases de efeito estufa produzidos pelas 52 instituições que fazem parte da ONU pelo mundo.

O relatório “Em Direção a uma ONU com Clima Neutro” foi coordenado pelo Programa das Nações Unidas para o Meio Ambiente, Pnuma. Segundo o estudo, apresentado na semana passada, no país africano, a organização produziu em 2009, 1,7 milhão de toneladas de dióxido de carbono.

Aviões e Prédios

Mais de 50% das emissões, ou 4,1 toneladas per capita, foram causadas por viagens de avião; 37% emitidas pelos prédios e 13% por veículos. Durante o lançamento dos dados, o Secretário-Geral ressaltou que melhorar a sustentabilidade da ONU vai tornar a organização mais eficiente, efetiva e menos exposta a riscos.

Ban Ki-moon: Nações Unidas têm um papel chave ao incluir a mudança climática na agenda internacional

” e reduzir as próprias emissões de dióxido de carbono faz parte desse trabalho. O Secretário-Geral afirmou: o que a ONU demanda para os outros, deve ser feito por ela também.

Estratégia

O estudo lançado pelo Pnuma apresenta um progresso desde a implementação da Estratégia da ONU para um Clima Neutro, criada em 2007. Pelo programa, todos os organismos da ONU devem estipular o total de gases que lançam na atmosfera, além de se esforçarem para diminuir tais emissões.

Ainda na semana passada, também em Nairóbi, Ban inaugurou os novos escritórios “verdes” do Pnuma e da ONU-Habitat, localizados em um prédio com paineis de energia solar, que atendem medidas ambientais.
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Eco Agencia (Brazil): Pesticidas e substâncias químicas entram em lista de vigilância
4th April 2011

Especialistas da ONU recomendaram seis pesticidas e substâncias químicas para a lista de vigilância devido ao risco que representam para o meio ambiente e seres humanos. Fazem parte da relação, os pesticidas Endosulfan e Azinphos Methyl, bem como uma formulação altamente tóxica, Gramaxone Super. Os três estão agora na lista de Procedimento de Consentimento Prévio da Convenção de Roterdã. Integram ainda o anúncio, feito na semana passada, três substâncias químicas industriais, perfluorooctane sulfonate (Pfos), seus sais e precursores, e as misturas comerciais de pentaBDE e onctaBDE. Os especialistas do Comitê de Revisão Química da Convenção tomaram sua decisão baseada em ações regulatórias nacionais em vários países incluindo o Canadá e a Noruega além da União Européia. O secretário co-executivo para a Convenção de Roterdã na FAO, Peter Kenmore, disse que o trabalho do Comitê pretende garantir o direito dos países de conhecer e comercializar substâncias químicas de forma segura. As recomendações do Comitê serão avaliadas em junho, na quinta reunião da Conferência das Partes para a Convenção de Roterdã.

A convenção, uma iniciativa conjunta da FAO e do Programa das Nações Unidas para o Meio Ambiente, Pnuma, tem como objetivo tornar o comércio de químicos tóxicos mais transparente e menos vulnerável a abusos. Ela também promove o conhecimento e a informação para ajudar governos a tomar decisões de forma mais consciente.
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Other Environment News
Reuters: Japan's nuclear plant operator pays "condolence money"

5th April 2011

The operator of Japan's crippled nuclear power plant started paying "condolence money" on Tuesday to victims of the worst nuclear crisis since Chernobyl while it kept pouring radioactive water into the sea.

In desperation, engineers at the Fukushima Daiichi plant have turned to what are little more than home remedies to stem the flow of contaminated water. On Tuesday, they used "liquid glass" in the hope of plugging cracks in a leaking concrete pit.

"We tried pouring sawdust, newspaper and concrete mixtures into the side of the pit (leading to tunnels outside reactor No.2), but the mixture does not seem to be entering the cracks," said Hidehiko Nishiyama, deputy director-general of Japan's Nuclear and Industrial Safety Agency (NISA).

"We also still do not know how the highly contaminated water is seeping out of Reactor No.2," said Nishiyama.

Workers are struggling to restart cooling pumps -- which recycle the water -- in four reactors damaged by last month's 9.0 magnitude earthquake and tsunami.

Their problem is that until those are fixed, they must pump in water from outside to prevent overheating and meltdowns. In the process that creates more contaminated water that has to be pumped out and stored somewhere else or released into the sea.

There is a total of 60,000 tonnes of highly contaminated water in the plant after workers frantically poured in seawater when fuel rods experienced partial meltdown after the tsunami hit northeast Japan on March 11.

Tokyo Electric Power Co (TEPCO) was forced on Monday to start releasing 11,500 tonnes of low-level radioactive seawater after it ran out of storage capacity for more highly contaminated water. The release will continue until Friday.

Radioactive iodine of up to 4,800 times the legal limit has been recorded in the sea near the plant. Caesium was found at levels above safety limits in tiny "kounago" fish in waters off Ibaraki Prefecture, south of Fukushima, local media reported.

Iodine-131 in the water by the sluice gate of reactor No. 2 hit a high on April 2 of 7.5 million times the legal limit. It fell to 5 million times the legal limit on Monday.

TEPCO said on Tuesday it had started paying "condolence money" to local governments to aid people evacuated from around its stricken plant or affected by the radiation crisis.

TEPCO faces a huge bill for the damage caused by its crippled reactors, but said it must first assess the extent of damage before paying actual compensation.

"We are still in discussion as to what extent we will pay on our own and to what extent we will have assistance from the government," TEPCO executive vice-president Takashi Fujimotohe told a news conference.

He said TEPCO offered 20 million yen ($238,000) in condolence money to towns near the reactors whose residents were forced to evacuate. A second TEPCO official said they offered that sum to 10 towns but one refused to take the money.

Shares of TEPCO plunged to a record low of 363 yen on Tuesday on uncertainty over the nuclear crisis. The shares have lost more than 80 percent of their value since the quake struck.

The quake and tsunami have left nearly 28,000 people dead or missing, thousands homeless and Japan's northeast coast a wreck.

The world's costliest natural disaster has caused power blackouts and cuts to supply chains, threatening Japan's economic growth and the operations of global firms from semiconductor makers to shipbuilders.

Fujimoto said TEPCO wants to avoid having to impose rolling power blackouts in summer, when demand surges due to heavy use of air-conditioning. Analysts say blackouts could cause the biggest economic damage to Japan. 

The world's biggest auto maker Toyota Motor Corp will idle some U.S. factories due to supplies in Japan drying up. The company, which built nearly 1.5 million cars and trucks in North America last year, said it did not know how many of its 13 plants would be affected. 

The nuclear crisis alone is likely to lead to one of the country's largest and most complex ever set of claims for civil damages, handing a huge bill to the fiscally strained government and debt-laden plant operator TEPCO. 

MAY SEEK RUSSIAN HELP 

After seeking help from France and the United States, Japanese officials say they are considering asking Russia to lend it a floating radiation treatment plant used to decommission Russian submarines. 

The "Suzuran," one of the world's largest liquid radioactive waste treatment plants, treats radioactive liquid with chemicals and stores it in a cement form. 

TEPCO said it would also build tanks to hold contaminated seawater, was towing a floating tank which will arrive next week, and was negotiating the purchase of three more. 

Engineers also plan to build two giant "silt curtains" made of polyester fabric in the sea to block the spread of more contamination from the plant. 
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AP: Shares of Japan nuke operator hit record low

5th April 2011

Shares in the operator of Japan's tsunami-wrecked nuclear power plant plunged to their lowest ever Tuesday amid growing doubts about its ability to contain the radiation leak disaster.

Tokyo Electric Power Co. Inc., known as TEPCO, dropped 80 yen — the maximum daily limit, or 18 percent, to just 362 yen ($4.3), falling below its previous all-time closing low of 393 yen from December 1951.

TEPCO's coastal Fukushima plant has been leaking radiation since a March 11 quake and tsunami knocked out crucial cooling systems for its nuclear reactors, leading to explosions and fires. The company is now struggling to contain radioactive water leaks.

Since the quake, TEPCO's share price has nose-dived a staggering 80 percent. The Tokyo Stock Exchange said investors have dumped TEPCO shares worth 1.06 trillion yen since March 11.

"Investors are continuing to sell TEPCO shares due to uncertainty over the nuclear crisis. Especially, yesterday's move to dump radioactive water into the ocean unnerved investors," said Kazuhiro Takahashi, equity analyst at Daiwa SMBC Securities Co. Ltd.

TEPCO said Monday it would release low-level radioactive water from its crippled nuclear power complex to make room for the storage of more highly radioactive water that has been hampering efforts to stabilize the reactors.

TEPCO is likely be saddled with massive compensation claims that some analysts estimate at several trillion yen.

The company said Tuesday it would postpone the release of its annual earnings report, scheduled on April 28, due to the ongoing radiation crisis. It declined to give further details.

TEPCO Vice President Takashi Fujimoto said the company takes seriously the plunge in TEPCO stocks. Fujimoto said he does not know what will happen to the board.

"Questions are being raised about managerial responsibility, but I don't know what will happen to the board membership," Fujimoto said.
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BBC News (UK): Japan earthquake: Radiation tests in Fukushima schools
5th April 2011

Officials in the Fukushima region of Japan have started an emergency programme to measure radiation levels in school playgrounds. 

More than 1,400 schools and nurseries will be tested over two days amid anxiety among parents over leaks at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant.

The plant was crippled by last month's earthquake and tsunami. 

Officials say there should be no risk to children if they keep outside a 30km (19mile) exclusion zone.

"A lot of parents are very concerned and at the local authority offices we've been flooded by queries, so we are collecting data that is objective and easy to understand, in the hope that this will allay some of those concerns," said Hiroyuki Aratake of the Fukushima Disaster Emergency Centre. 

Meanwhile, workers at the nuclear plant are continuing to discharge water with low levels of contamination into the sea to free up room to store more highly radioactive water leaking at the site.

They have been pumping water into reactors to cool fuel rods after the quake knocked out cooling systems, but must now deal with waste water pooling in and below damaged reactor buildings. 

'Another burden' 

Discharge work began late on Monday, with about 11,500 tonnes of water to be released in all. 

Fukushima update (5 April)

· Reactor 1: Damage to the core from cooling problems. Building holed by gas explosion. Radioactive water detected in reactor and basement, and groundwater

· Reactor 2: Damage to the core from cooling problems. Building holed by gas blast. Highly radioactive water detected in reactor and adjoining tunnel. Crack identified in containment pit

· Reactor 3: Damage to the core from cooling problems. Building holed by gas blast; containment damage possible. Spent fuel pond partly refilled with water after running low. Radioactive water detected in reactor and basement

· Reactor 4: Reactor shut down prior to quake. Fires and explosion in spent fuel pond; water level partly restored

· Reactors 5 & 6: Reactors shut down. Temperature of spent fuel pools now lowered after rising high

"Even though it was an inevitable step to prevent contaminated water with higher levels [of radiation] from flowing into the sea, the fact that we had to intentionally release water contaminated with radioactive substances is very regrettable and we are very sorry," said top government spokesman Yukio Edano. 

Officials have said that the water being released does not pose a significant threat to human health. 

But at a news conference, an official from the plant operator Tepco (Tokyo Electric Power Company) appeared close to tears as he apologised for imposing "another burden" on local residents. 

Once the water is discharged, highly radioactive water leaking from the No 2 reactor can be contained in waste storage buildings. 

Efforts to stem the leak in a concrete pit at the No 2 reactor with a polymer mix are continuing.

"We tried pouring sawdust, newspaper and concrete mixtures into the side of the pit, but the mixture does not seem to be entering the cracks," said Hidehiko Nishiyama of Japan's Nuclear and Industrial Safety Agency (Nisa). 

Tepco said seawater samples taken on 2 April close to the sluice gate of the No 2 reactor contained 7.5 million times the legal limit for radioactive iodine. 

It said that the figure had dropped to 5 million by 4 April and that measurements several hundred metres further offshore had fallen to about 1,000 times the legal limit, the Associated Press news agency reported. 

Russia says Japan has asked it to send a radiation treatment ship used to dispose of liquid nuclear waste from decommissioned submarines. 

The ship, called Suzuran, treats radioactive liquid and stores it. Russia was considering the request, a spokesman for its nuclear agency said. 

Compensation 

Farm Minister Michihiko Kano says he will increase inspections of marine products because of the leaks, focusing on areas to the south of the nuclear plant. 

Elevated levels of radioactive iodine had been found in young launce (a small fish) caught off the coast of Ibaraki prefecture south of Fukushima, Kyodo news agency reported, citing the health ministry. 

Levels of 4,080 becquerels per kg - a measurement of radioactivity - had been detected, the ministry said. The limit for vegetables is 2,000 becquerels per kg - officials said there was no fixed limit for fish but they would seek to apply the same limit. 

Tepco, meanwhile, says it will begin paying money to residents and farmers who live and work around the plant by the end of this month. 

Some 80,000 residents have had to evacuate, while restrictions on sales have hit farmers. 

Tepco has already begun paying money to local governments to help evacuees from the plant exclusion zone. 

On Tuesday, shares in the power giant hit a record low of 362 yen (£2.65) amid concern over the Fukushima plant. 

Across Japan, more than 161,000 people from quake-ravaged areas are living in evacuation centres, officials say.

The official death toll from the 9.0-magnitude earthquake and tsunami which struck on 11 March stands at 12,344, with more than 15,000 people still unaccounted for.

More than 80% of the victims have been identified and their bodies returned to their families. 
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AFP: US anti-nuclear activists slam reprocessing plan

4th April 2011

US anti-nuclear groups Monday condemned a project to build a plant where plutonium from weapons would be reprocessed into fuel for nuclear power plants, saying the plan was costly, dangerous and would benefit mainly the French group, Areva.

A mixed-oxide, or MOX, plutonium reprocessing plant that is being built in South Carolina has become "an expensive effort that enriches contractors, led by the French government-owned company Areva," Tom Clements of Friends of the Earth said at the launch of a report by an anti-nuclear alliance.

"In my opinion, it is primarily because of Areva's influence inside the Department of Energy that the US is pursuing a plutonium fuel program and it's because of Areva's influence that there's a push for the US to also reprocess commercial spent fuel to remove plutonium, like France does," he said.

According to Areva's website, the reprocessing plant will help the United States to fulfill an agreement struck in 2000 with former Cold War foe Russia, under which each country committed to eliminating 34 metric tons of surplus military plutonium by recycling it as fuel for civil nuclear applications.

After some delays, construction of the reprocessing plant in South Carolina began in August 2007, the report by the Alliance for Nuclear Accountability (ANA) says.

Once finished, the 600,000-square-foot facility will be able to turn 3.5 metric tons of weapons-grade plutonium into MOX fuel assemblies each year, and the facility will be licensed for 20 years and operate into the 2030s, Areva says.

The plant, on the Department of Energy's Savannah River site, is roughly one-third finished and three times over budget, with a price tag so far of $4.9 billion dollars, Clements maintained.

But even as the nuclear disaster in Japan highlights the dangers of MOX fuel -- which the ANA report says was used in one of the reactors at Japan's crippled Fukushima power plant -- the US government is failing to rethink construction of the South Carolina facility, Clements told reporters.

"As plutonium leaks from the damaged reactors in Japan, the US Department of Energy (DoE) continues planning for the use of dangerous mixed-oxide fuel in US nuclear reactors of the same design as the Fukushima reactors in Japan," Clements said.

MOX fuel pellets "make reactors harder to control and, in the case of a severe accident, the radiation plutonium releases will be worse than uranium fuel," said Clements.

But Areva spokesman Jarret Adams told AFP there was "not a significant difference" between weapons-derived MOX fuel and MOX made from recycled nuclear fuel.

The latter is currently being used "in about 40 reactors in five different countries, and the performance of MOX fuel has been widely tested," Adams said.

He defended the US MOX fuel facility being built by Areva and Shaw as an "important project to help convert former weapons material into useable material for American power plants. "It removes former weapons material from possible future use," Adams said.

Anti-nuclear activists would prefer encasing the plutonium left over from dismantled US nuclear weapons in glass, and then storing it as high-level waste.

That method, called vitrification, is "cheaper, quicker and safer" than converting plutonium into MOX fuel, says the report released Monday by ANA, a network of three dozen organizations.
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Reuters: Our atom plants safe, U.S. and Europe regulators say

4th April 2011

Nuclear power plants in the United States and Europe are safe, regulators said on Monday, promising to look at ways to strengthen safety further in the wake of Japan's atomic disaster.

Japan is battling to stabilize a nuclear power plant after a huge earthquake and tsunami devastated it three weeks ago. Radioactivity from the stricken site has contaminated land, air and sea and forced a review of atomic power plants worldwide.

"Back in the United States, because of similarities in the design and because of the possibility for natural disasters of this type in the United States, we ask questions about our own facilities and our own approach to regulation," U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission Chairman Gregory Jaczko said.

"Let me say firmly that we believe right now plants in the United States are safe. We believe we have a very strong program in place to ensure that safety," he told reporters.

He was making his remarks after the opening of a two-week conference of nuclear regulators from 72 countries in Vienna hosted by the International Atomic Energy Agency.

Although scheduled before the earthquake, the conference to review the 1996 Convention on Nuclear Safety is focusing on the need to strengthen measures in light of Japan's emergency.

European leaders want to subject reactors to "stress tests" to guard against crises like the one at the Fukushima plant. Some countries have raised the possibility of closing any of Europe's 143 reactors that fail them.

Andrej Stritar, head of the European Nuclear Safety Regulators Group (ENSREG) which is helping to prepare the tests, said the tests would not ask whether Europe's nuclear power plants were safe.

"That is maybe how these stress tests are misunderstood ... The proper question is, how do we make them even safer? So they are safe today, because otherwise they wouldn't be licensed, they wouldn't be allowed to operate."
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The Independent (UK): BP back in business in Gulf of Mexico – a year after 'Deepwater Horizon'
4th April 2011

BP has been given permission to restart deep drilling in the Gulf of Mexico, one year after the Deepwater Horizon explosion killed 11 workers and caused the worst oil spill in history. The group plants to drill 10 existing wells from this summer, following a deal with US regulators to continue work halted by a moratorium imposed after 200 million gallons of oil were leaked into the Gulf.

The plans, which have angered environmentalists, are a coup for Bob Dudley, BP's new American chief executive, who replaced Tony Hayward after he was criticised for his handling of the crisis.

Meanwhile Transocean, the world's largest offshore rig company – which leased the Deepwater Horizon rig to BP – has awarded "safety" bonuses to senior executives for achieving "the best year in safety performance in our company's history", in spite of the disaster. Nine of the workers killed were Transocean employees.

"Notwithstanding the tragic loss of life in the Gulf of Mexico, we achieved an exemplary statistical safety record as measured by our total recordable incident rate and total potential severity rate," Transocean said.

"As measured by these standards, we recorded the best year in safety performance in our company's history, which is a reflection on our commitment to achieving an incident-free environment, all the time, everywhere."

BP is spending £25.4bn cleaning up the spill and paying damages. US prosecutors were last week reportedly considering pursuing manslaughter charges against its managers. BP confirmed it had pledged to meet strict safety standards as part of negotiations to resume drilling. It has also agreed to allow 24-hour access to the US government. The permission only allows BP to maintain or increase production on existing wells. But the British company may seek approval to start exploratory drilling later in the year. A presidential commission concluded the explosion had been caused by cost-cutting and directly blamed Transocean, BP and Halliburton.
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AP: US official decries exec bonus in Gulf oil spill

4th April 2011

The company that gave executive bonuses for safety after its Gulf of Mexico rig exploded a year ago, killing 11 and causing the largest offshore spill in U.S. history, "just doesn't get it," the head of a U.S. presidential commission investigating the spill said Monday.

Transocean Ltd's executive bonuses underscore the commission's finding that lax standards caused the accident that dumped more than 200 million gallons of oil into the gulf, William Reilly said.

Reilly and his co-chair, former U.S. Sen. Bob Graham, joined U.S. Secretary of Interior Ken Salazar on Monday for talks with Mexican officials on uniform regulations for drilling in the gulf.

Transocean gave bonuses for the "best year in safety performance in our company's history," according to a regulatory filing last week.

"What I've seen from various investigative reports is that they were at least at some fault," Salazar said in a news conference, adding that 2010 "was probably the greatest year of pain in terms of development of deep-water gas and oil in the world, especially in the Gulf of Mexico."

The commission appointed by President Barack Obama has said the explosion was caused by a series of time- and money-saving decisions by Transocean, BP and oil services company Halliburton Inc.

Ihab Toma, Transocean's executive vice president, said some of the wording in the 2010 proxy statement "may have been insensitive in light of the incident that claimed the lives of 11 exceptional men."

"We deeply regret any pain that it may have caused," Toma said in a statement.

Salazar said the U.S. team is in Mexico to share its findings from the spill as part of discussions with Mexican government officials and oil industry leaders to develop common standards and protocols for exploring and drilling in the Gulf.

"The Gulf of Mexico in terms of its natural state is one body of water," Graham said. "What happens in one country will have an effect on others."

Responding to a reporter's question, Graham said he hopes Cuba, which also plans to explore for oil in its territorial waters of the Gulf, would adhere to whatever standards are developed. The U.S. team noted that Cuba is working with Spanish oil company Repsol and Russia's Gazprom Neft.

"In Florida there is great concern about the prospect of drilling so close to our coast by a country that hasn't engaged in this previously," said Graham, who represented Florida in the Senate. "That's part of what we're talking about with Mexico, that a Gulf of Mexico agreement would be adhered to by any country. We're optimistic that it will occur."
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Reuters: U.S. says no deal with BP as it seeks to drill again

4th April 2011

The U.S. government lashed out at companies at the heart of last year's Gulf oil spill on Monday, denying reports it had negotiated a deal with BP to resume drilling.

The tough talk by Interior Secretary Ken Salazar highlights the Obama administration's sensitivity toward letting BP -- the biggest holder of deepwater acreage in the Gulf of Mexico -- drill there again a year after an explosion on the Deepwater Horizon rig led to the worst offshore oil spill in U.S. history.

The blast killed 11 workers, ruptured the company's underwater Macondo well and unleashed millions of barrels of oil into the Gulf of Mexico.

Since the government lifted a ban on drilling in the region in October established after the spill, BP has submitted one permit application to drill one well, said a source who spoke on the condition of anonymity because the request was under review.

British media reported on the weekend that BP is in talks with Washington to restart drilling at existing fields.

"There is absolutely no such agreement nor would there be such an agreement" with BP to resume drilling, Salazar said at a briefing while visiting the Mexican capital.

Salazar said that BP would need to go through the same review process to resume drilling as other companies.

"If they follow all the rules and they actually submit a development plan that is deemed safe and best practice, they're going to get issued a permit," said Ken Medlock, an energy fellow at the Baker Institute at Rice University in Houston.

"It's obviously not going to be without scrutiny," he said.

Salazar also condemned rig operator Transocean Ltd for granting bonuses based on what it said last week was an "exemplary" safety record in 2010, notwithstanding the deaths from rig blast. One of the leading members of a presidential panel on deepwater drilling said the firm "just doesn't get it".

GULF KEY TO BP

U.S. legal probes into the accident are ongoing, but a presidential commission earlier this year released a report blaming the disaster on systemic safety lapses and a series of mistakes made by BP and its contractors.

Months after lifting a temporary ban on deepwater drilling, the bureau has begun approving permits for such activity, clearing less than a dozen wells in the past few weeks.

BP is a partner in a well operated by Noble Energy, which received the first permit since the end of the ban.

BP has several drilling permit applications pending, according to a presentation at a conference last week by BHP Billiton, one of its partners in the projects.

Last week, BP America CEO Lamar McKay said the company was "working constructively" with regulators to meet new rules.

"We are encouraged by both verbal and written messages we have gotten from regulators," McKay had said.

The region is key to the company's future growth. "The Gulf of Mexico is by value about 15 percent of the company at the moment so it's important that they drill there to replace reserves," Investec analyst Stuart Joyner said. 

"If you look at the company's reputational issues, it's important that they're seen resuming business in the Gulf of Mexico alongside other participants. It's very much a psychological issue," Joyner said. 

TRANSOCEAN "JUST DOESN'T GET IT" 

Salazar was in Mexico with officials from the White House commission that investigated the BP oil spill to discuss offshore drilling in the Gulf. 

They condemned safety bonuses provided by Transocean, which said in a filing last week that 2010 was its best year for safety on record. 

"In my own view, 2010 was probably the greatest year of pain in terms of oil and gas development in the deep water all across the world," Salazar said, telling reporters Transocean was "at some fault" for the spill. 

William Reilly, co-chairman of the oil spill commission, called Transocean's comments "embarrassing". 

"It's been said with respect to the disaster that some companies just don't get it -- I think Transocean just doesn't get it," Reilly said. 

A Transocean official said in a statement the wording in its proxy statement "may have been insensitive" but was not intended to minimize the deaths of its employees. 

The U.S. offshore drilling regulator is holding a hearing this week on the spill, but it was unclear whether Transocean employees would participate. 

Two top Democratic lawmakers on Monday urged the government to examine what role worker fatigue at Transocean may have played in the spill. 

Representatives Henry Waxman and Diana DeGette, leading Democrats on the House Energy and Commerce Committee, asked for an investigation of whether moving from 14-day to 21-day shifts on the rig may have helped to cause the massive spill. 
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Guardian (UK): Q&A: UN climate change conference in Bangkok

4th April 2011

What are the talks, who is taking part and what can be expected

What is the UN climate change conference in Bangkok?
From 3-8 April 2011, government delegates, representatives from business and industry, environmental organisations and research institutions will meet in Bangkok, Thailand, to build on an international deal on cutting carbon emissions. The first of three UN climate change conferences this year, the Bangkok talks will aim to improve an agreement reached at Cancún last year in order to secure a successor to the Kyoto protocol, which expires at the end of 2012.

Who is taking part in the talks?
The conference will have 1,500 participants from 173 countries.

What were the outcomes of the Cancún climate conference?
The conference began on a low note after delegates failed to reach an agreement at Copenhagen. A modest deal was reached in the final hours of the talks, in which countries pledged to meet emissions targets, although none of these commitments were legally binding. Countries also reiterated their intention to limit average global temperature rises to 2C above pre-industrial levels. In addition, a forest deal (Redd) will provide finance for countries who avoid emissions from deforestation. A green fund, which will provide poorer countries with funding to decarbonise their economies and adapt to climate change, will initially provide $30bn to developing countries, potentially rising to $100bn in 2020.

The only resistance came from Bolivia, who said that decisions had been made without consensus and that the agreement did not go far enough to prevent climate change.

What are the hopes for Bangkok?
The conference will provide an update on progress of the Cancún agreements and settle a plan for this year's negotiations, at the COP17 summit in Durban, South Africa in November. It is hoped that delegates will lay the groundwork for a new deal on emission targets, so that an internationally binding commitment to reduce emissions can be reached before Kyoto expires next year.

What are the key sticking points?
The targets for emissions agreed at Cancún would set the world on course for 3.2C warming (according to researchers from the Climate Action Tracker), which could have devastating environmental consequences. This will need to be revisited, and any agreement should be legally binding.

It is thought that Japan's nuclear crisis may also have an impact on talks because it has prompted nations to reconsider energy policies. Senior environment ministry officials in Japan have indicated that the country may have to revisit its own goals for cutting greenhouse gases as it attempts to grasp the impact of the crisis and the realities of post-quake reconstruction.

What will happen after Bangkok?
There will be further talks at the conference in Bonn in Germany this June. A final agreement is hoped for at the COP17 talks in Durban.
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BBC News (UK): Arctic ozone levels in never-before-seen plunge
5th April 2011

The ozone layer has seen unprecedented damage in the Arctic this winter due to cold weather in the upper atmosphere.

By the end of March, 40% of the ozone in the stratosphere had been destroyed, against a previous record of 30%.

The ozone layer protects against skin cancer, but the gas is destroyed by reactions with industrial chemicals.

These chemicals are restricted by the UN's Montreal Protocol, but they last so long in the atmosphere that damage is expected to continue for decades.

The destructive reactions are promoted by cold conditions in the stratosphere.

While this is an annual occurrence in the Antarctic, where it has garnered the term "ozone hole", the Arctic picture is less clear as stratospheric weather is less predictable.

This winter, while the Arctic region was unusually warm at ground level, temperatures 15-20km above the Earth's surface plummeted.

"The degree of ozone loss experienced in any particular winter depends on the meteorological conditions," said Michel Jarraud, secretary-general of the World Meteorological Organization.

"The 2011 ozone loss shows that we have to remain vigilant and keep a close eye on the situation in the Arctic in the coming years."

Loss of ozone allows more of the Sun's harmful ultraviolet-B rays to penetrate through the atmosphere. This has been linked to increased rates of skin cancer, cataracts and immune system damage.

In late March, winds blew the ozone-depleted region over Greenland and Scandinavia.

The WMO is warning people there to heed national alerts and forecasts of ozone levels.

The Montreal Protocol, agreed in 1987, has phased out many ozone-depleting chemicals such as the chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) that were once in widespread use as refrigerants.

Use of some of these continues at a much lower level, with poorer developing countries allowed more time in which to switch away from substances essential to some of their industries.

But even though concentrations of these chemicals in the atmosphere are falling, they can endure for decades, and the Antarctic ozone hole is not expected to recover fully until 2045-60.

The WMO unveiled its Arctic data at the European Geosciences Union (EGU) annual meeting in Vienna. 
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Independent (UK): Glaciers melting at fastest rate in 350 years, study finds
4th April 2011

Some mountain glaciers are melting up to 100 times faster than at any time in the past 350 years.

The findings, based on a new ice loss calculation technique developed by studying the glaciers of Patagonia in South America, have worrying implications for crop irrigation and water supplies around the world. The quantity of ice lost from Patagonia is equivalent to a fifth more than the contents of Lake Erie, one of the Great Lakes of North America.

Scientists behind the discovery claim their findings show that the rate of melting at the start of the 20th century was much slower than previously calculated, but that over the past 30 years it has been significantly faster than suspected.

Using the spread of moraines – the debris left by glaciers and the trimlines on mountainsides where the vegetation starts (effectively the high-tide mark of glaciers), a team led by Professor Neil Glasser of Aberystwyth University was able to compile a complicated series of calculations to work out the volume of ice that has disappeared. Since the Little Ice Age ended in Patagonia 350 years ago – they concluded – the 270 glaciers that now cover an area of at least one square kilometre have lost 606 cubic kilometres of ice and perhaps another 123 cubic kilometres. It is the first time the historic volume of water lost from melting glaciers has been calculated accurately so far back in time. It relies on three-dimensional calculations of each glacier at its peak. The figures show the contribution to sea level rise is increasing, though still at a low level, but what alarmed the team most was that the rate of loss has sped up rapidly since 1980.

"The glaciers have lost a lot less ice up until 30 years ago than had been thought. The real killer is that the rate of loss has gone up 100 times above the long-term average. It's scary," said Professor Glasser, who carried out the study with the University of Exeter and Stockholm University. He pointed out the glaciers are at the same latitude in the southern hemisphere as the Alps are in the northern hemisphere. These are also known to be retreating and he suggested it is quite likely they are losing ice more rapidly than was thought: "If we looked at them, I'm pretty sure we would find they are also speeding up their loss rate." 

Mountain glaciers are relied on around the world, but research suggests that, globally, they are losing mass and speeding up. In a few places some are increasing in mass due to higher precipitation. The calculations in Patagonia allowed the team to estimate sea level rises over more than three centuries. Professor Glasser said: "Previous estimates of sea-level contribution from mountain glaciers are based on very short timescales. We used a new method that allows us to look at longer timescales."
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Guardian (UK): Loophole in energy bill could see UK taxpayers funding nuclear bailouts

4th April 2011

Obscure clause would make government liable for unexpected costs, despite assurances that the industry will not receive public subsidies

The coalition government is opening a legal loophole that could allow taxpayer-funded guarantees to nuclear power stations, while publicly insisting that the industry will stand on its own.

An obscure clause in the forthcoming energy bill, seen by the Guardian, means that nuclear power companies could in future be eligible for bailouts, despite ministers' repeated denials that no public subsidies would be made available. The move also threatens to open cracks in the coalition over nuclear energy, with Liberal Democrat members and grassroots opposed to the technology.

The apparent back-tracking by the government came as a key debate in parliament on Monday night over the government's record on green issues had to be cancelled, to the fury of Labour MPs.

Clause 102 of the energy bill currently going through parliament provides for the secretary of state to make public agreements with nuclear power companies on how much they will spend on certain items, such as decommissioning. But the government cannot change these public agreements in future if new situations arise – for instance, if a new safety feature is developed that ought to be installed. If the nuclear company stuck to the original agreement, the cost of these unforeseen circumstances would then have to be met by the taxpayer instead.

Meg Hillier, the shadow spokeswoman for energy and climate change, said: "This clause is so confusing and loosely worded that it really does leave open a potential loophole that could leave taxpayers facing liabilities in future. The government is saying one thing on nuclear and doing another."

The Department of Energy and Climate Change (Decc) said the clause would not allow for taxpayer money to flow to nuclear power, but green campaigners and Labour MPs are concerned that the loose wording of the provision means that future governments and nuclear companies could take advantage of it to allow bailouts. The clause also represents a major problem for Liberal Democrat MPs, who back coalition moves to reform the energy industry, despite the party's opposition to nuclear power.

The Lib Dems had said in their election manifesto that they would reject new nuclear power stations and the climate and energy secretary, Chris Huhne, had previously branded nuclear a "failed technology". The coalition compromise was that new nuclear power stations would only be built if they received no public subsidy.

Under current rules, the secretary of state is allowed to approve a "funded decommissioning programme", by which a company explains how its nuclear sites are to be cleaned up and how the waste will be dealt with. Companies are required to put aside sufficient money for clean-ups.

However, under clause 102 (previously clause 99 when the bill was debated in the House of Lords), these obligations will be subtly changed, because the secretary of state can give a guarantee at the outset that any arrangement with the nuclear company cannot be amended in the future, except by mutual consent. This will mean that if anything unexpected happens – for instance, if there is an accident at a plant, or issues with stored waste, or if new safety features are developed that should be installed – then the government would become liable for the extra cost, rather than the nuclear plant owner.

Nuclear power developers are likely to insist that the secretary of state exercises this power, in order to minimise their future risk and reassure investors. The transfer of that risk to taxpayers represents a hidden subsidy to the nuclear industry, according to green campaigners.

Decc said the clause would not pave the way for taxpayer funding. An official told the Guardian: "It's not a weakening of the rules on what the nuclear industry will have to pay for. The Energy Act 2008 ensures that prospective operators of new nuclear power stations must accumulate funds to cover the costs of decommissioning their facilities and of managing and disposing of their waste. To ensure this, operators must submit a Funded Decommissioning Programme (FDP) for approval by the secretary of state. When approving an FDP the secretary of state must be satisfied that it makes prudent provision for all the costs. The amendment does not alter any of these requirements. [It] allows the secretary of state to enter into an agreement with a prospective operator setting out how he will, or will not, exercise this power to modify an FDP. The aim of such an agreement is provide to greater clarity and certainty to investors to enable them to make the very large investments necessary. However, when entering into such an agreement, again, the secretary of state must do so with the aim of ensuring prudent provision."

But green campaigners said that allowing ministers to enter into agreements that could not be adapted to changing circumstances was a mistake. Martyn Williams, an energy expert at Friends of the Earth, said: "It's incredible that ministers can keep a straight face when promising not to subsidise new reactors – they're already drafting new laws to bail out the nuclear industry with taxpayers' money if radioactive waste costs are higher than expected."

He added: "The Alice-in-Wonderland economics of nuclear power are notorious and cost overruns are frequent. These proposals to shift financial risks on to taxpayers are yet another hidden subsidy."

The coalition has repeatedly stressed that nuclear power plants would not receive public subsidies under their reforms. However, the planned "floor price" for carbon dioxide emissions, which will prop up the price of carbon that fossil fuel industries have to pay, and other measures that benefit "low-carbon power generation" – which includes nuclear power as well as renewables such as wind and solar – will bring financial advantages to the nuclear industry. Up to eight new nuclear power stations are planned for the UK.

The government's former chief scientist, Sir David King, has sought to allay fears arising from the nuclear incident in Japan by saying nuclear power is "the safest form of electricity generation", and has pointed out that passengers on transatlantic jets are exposed to more radiation than people in the Fukushima district around the stricken power plant.

The scheduled debate on the coalition's green record was cancelled following an unusual move by the government, which tabled four public statements that meant there would not be enough time for the 7pm debate.

Hillier added: "Chris Huhne seems to have a habit of disappearing. He is leading a green ghetto, and is not being listened to by the rest of government." She said the debate cancellation was the result of "high-handed" behaviour by the government. "I don't sense that being green is a coalition-wide priority."

But a government source said that instead of cancelling the debate, Labour could have agreed to shorten it or cancel a debate on policing instead. The source also pointed out that the Labour front-bench tabled an urgent question, which also contributed to the loss of time available for the debate.

Labour has pledged to amend the clause during the committee stage of the bill.
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Guardian (UK): Sales of organic products in UK fall by 5.9%

4th April 2011

Sales of organic food, drink and textiles fall as producers battle against the downturn in demand, say Soil Association

Sales of organic products have fallen by 5.9% in the UK over the past year as producers continued to battle against the downturn in consumer demand and challenging trading conditions, figures reveal.

Publishing its annual guide to organic trade in the UK, the Soil Association said the outlook for the next 12 months was "cautiously optimistic", but pointed to some strong areas of growth likely to lead to the sector's recovery. The Organic Market Report 2011 shows that shoppers spend more than £33m a week on organic products – with 86% of households regularly buying organic.

Overall, organic sales fell last year from £1.84bn in 2009 (down from a record high of £2.1bn in 2008) to £1.73bn. But despite the fall there was strong year-on-year growth in sales of organic beef (up 18%), organic baby food (up 10.3%) and organic textiles (up 7.8%).

The report provides the most up-to-date analysis of the organic market, examining the performance of different sectors and polling consumers as well as producers.

Although high street sales for organic products through multiple retailers fell by 7.7%, to £1.25bn, Waitrose and Marks & Spencer expect modest growth for 2011, while Tesco, Sainsbury's, Morrisons and the Co-operative predict level sales year-on-year. Home delivery box scheme and mail-order sales edged up by 1% in 2010 to £156m – which the Soil Association said was "an encouraging result" in tough trading conditions. Consumption of organic food remains low in schools, hospitals and throughout the public sector.

Production of organic vegetables and organic milk both fell in 2010 but cereal production is on the increase, buoyed up by high grain prices and strong demand for milling wheat. The Soil Association said poultry and egg production were set to fall in 2011 because of a combination of faltering consumer demand, high feed prices and the cost implications of looming changes to the EU organic regulations.

Organically managed land decreased by 0.6% to 738,709 hectares and now represents 4.2% of UK farmland, equivalent to more than the combined area of Somerset and Wiltshire. The number of UK organic producers fell by 4.2% to 7,567 in 2010, from a record high of 7,896 the previous year.

Roger Mortlock, Soil Association deputy director, said: "There is powerful evidence that consumers who care about the diverse benefits of organic will stay loyal, even during these tough economic times.Given the current uncertainties in the UK and global economy, it would be rash to make any predictions for the future organic market. But the instability caused by climate change, population growth and resource depletion mean that business as usual in food and farming is not an option. As Caroline Spelman, secretary of state at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, remarked: 'Organic farmers are the pioneers of sustainable farming and have valuable lessons to pass on to the rest of the sector'."
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The Independent (UK): Study reveals how bees reject 'toxic' pesticides
5th April 2011

Bees can detect pesticide residues in the pollen they bring back to the hive and try to isolate it from the rest of the colony, the American government's leading bee scientist revealed in London yesterday.

They "entomb" the contaminated pollen in cells which are sealed over, so they cannot be used for food, said Dr Jeffrey Pettis, head of the Bee Research Laboratory of the US Department of Agriculture.

Yet pesticides are not the only major factor involved in the declining health of bees, Dr Pettis told MPs. He also highlighted poor nutrition and disease, and how these interact. Great interest has been shown in Dr Pettis's work on how a new generation of pesticides, the neonicotinoids, which are increasingly used over enormous acreages of crops in Britain and the US, and may be contributing to the worldwide decline in honey bees by making them more susceptible to disease.

Dr Pettis has discovered that bees infected with microscopic doses of imidacloprid, the best-selling neonicotinoid made by the German agribusiness giant Bayer, are far more susceptible to infection by the harmful nosema parasite. 

Yet his study, which featured on the front page of The Independent two months ago, remains unpublished two years after it was completed.

In London yesterday, Dr Pettis, who addressed the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Science & Technology in Agriculture at Westminster, denied that there had been any pressure on him to keep his results unpublished. He said his study was going through the process of peer-review with a scientific journal, and he hoped it would be published shortly, perhaps in less than a month. "In fact, the US Department of Agriculture has given me freedom to talk about it," he said.

And he went on to stress how he felt that, although pesticides were an important issue in bee health – for instance, the recently-discovered case of bees "entombing" pesticide-contaminated pollen – they were not "the dominant factor".

The context of his remarks is that a growing number of beekeepers and environmentalists take the opposite view, and feel that pesticides in general, and neonicotinoids in particular, may well be the key reason for the alarming declines in pollinating insects being seen around the world, with the worst examples being cases of the so-called "colony collapse disorder" first recorded in the US.

The principal concern about neonicotinoids is that they are "systemic" pesticides, which means that they are taken up into every part of the plant treated with them, including the pollen and nectar, so bees and other pollinating insects can absorb them and carry them back to their hives or nests – even if they are not the insecticide's target species.

But Dr Pettis said: "We can't just point to any one single factor as being the dominant thing in the decline in honey bee health. Of late, it seems that this has been the dominant issue, that pesticides are driving everything in bee health.

"I think there's more of what I call the 3-P principle – poor nutrition, pesticides and pathogens. Those three things are interacting greatly. Nutrition is the foundation of good bee health, and certainly there's some pesticide exposure going on, but it varies widely over time and space. And the pathogens in my opinion are often acting secondarily. But it's the interaction of these three [that matters]. You get three of them lined up and surely you'll have bees in poor health. Even the combination of any two could be problematic." 

Asked if he thought a precautionary approach – meaning perhaps a ban – should be taken with some of the new pesticides, he said: "I'm not a regulatory person so I hate to speak to 'what should be done'. My own view is that pesticides are one of the issues confronting pollinators, but not the driving issue." 

Dr Pettis discovered the ability of bees to sense the presence of pesticide in pollen, and to isolate it in the colony, in a study with another leading US bee researcher, Dennis van Engelsdorp, of Penn State University. They found that the bees had detected fungicide, and two insecticides used to kill parasitic mites in the hive, and sealed it off in cells using a sticky resin called propolis.
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Guardian (UK): Honeybees 'entomb' hives to protect against pesticides, say scientists

4th April 2011

By sealing up cells full of contaminated pollen, bees appear to be attempting to protect the rest of the hive

Honeybees are taking emergency measures to protect their hives from pesticides, in an extraordinary example of the natural world adapting swiftly to our depredations, according to a prominent bee expert.

Scientists have found numerous examples of a new phenomenon – bees "entombing" or sealing up hive cells full of pollen to put them out of use, and protect the rest of the hive from their contents. The pollen stored in the sealed-up cells has been found to contain dramatically higher levels of pesticides and other potentially harmful chemicals than the pollen stored in neighbouring cells, which is used to feed growing young bees.

"This is a novel finding, and very striking. The implication is that the bees are sensing [pesticides] and actually sealing it off. They are recognising that something is wrong with the pollen and encapsulating it," said Jeff Pettis, an entomologist with the US Department of Agriculture. "Bees would not normally seal off pollen."

But the bees' last-ditch efforts to save themselves appear to be unsuccessful – the entombing behaviour is found in many hives that subsequently die off, according to Pettis. "The presence of entombing is the biggest single predictor of colony loss. It's a defence mechanism that has failed." These colonies were likely to already be in trouble, and their death could be attributed to a mix of factors in addition to pesticides, he added.

Bees are also sealing off pollen that contains substances used by beekeepers to control pests such as the varroa mite, another factor in the widespread decline of bee populations. These substances may also be harmful to bees, Pettis said. "Beekeepers - and I am one – need to look at ourselves in the mirror and ask what we are doing," he said. "Certainly [the products] have effects on bees. It's a balancing act – if you do not control the parasite, bees die. If you control the parasite, bees will live but there are side-effects. This has to be managed."

The decline of bee populations has become an increasing concern in recent years. "Colony collapse disorder", the name given to the unexplained death of bee colonies, is affecting hives around the world. Scientists say there are likely to be numerous reasons for the die-off, ranging from agricultural pesticides to bee pests and diseases, pollution, and intensive farming, which reduces bee habitat and replaces multiple food sources with single, less nutritious, sources. Globalisation may also be a factor, as it spreads bee diseases around the world, and some measures taken to halt the deaths – such as massing bees in huge super-hives – can actually contribute to the problem, according to a recent study by the United Nations.

The loss of pollinators could have severe effects on agriculture, scientists have warned.

Pesticides were not likely to be the biggest single cause of bee deaths, Pettis said: "Pesticide is an issue but it is not the driving issue." Some pesticides could be improving life for bees, he noted: for many years, bees were not to be found near cotton plantations because of the many chemicals used, but in the past five years bees have begun to return because the multiple pesticides of old have been replaced with newer so-called systemic pesticides.

Studies he conducted found that bees in areas of intensive agriculture were suffering from poor nutrition compared with bees with a diverse diet, and this then compounded other problems, such as infection with the gut parasite nosema. "It is about the interaction of different factors, and we need to study these interactions more closely," he said.

The entombing phenomenon was first noted in an obscure scientific paper from 2009, but since then scientists have been finding the behaviour more frequently, with the same results. Bees naturally collect from plants a substance known as propolis, a sort of sticky resin with natural anti-bacterial and anti-fungal qualities. It is used by bees to line the walls of their hives, and to seal off unwanted or dangerous substances – for instance, mice that find their way into hives and die are often found covered in propolis. This is the substance bees are using to entomb the cells.

The bees that entomb cells of pollen are the hives' housekeepers, different from the bees that go out to collect pollen from plants. Pettis said that it seemed pollen-collecting bees could not detect high levels of pesticides, but that the pollen underwent subtle changes when stored. These changes – a lack of microbial activity compared with pollen that has fewer pesticide residues – seemed to be involved in triggering the entombing effect, he explained. Pettis was speaking in London, where he was visiting British MPs to talk about the decline of bee populations, and meeting European bee scientists.
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	General Environment News
· Rwanda: Conservation Efforts Should Be Upheld (Editorial)

· Nigeria: In Preservation of Wetlands

· Zimbabwe: Illegal Settlers Blamed for Poaching At Conservancies




Rwanda: Conservation Efforts Should Be Upheld (Editorial)

New Times (Kigali) – Less than a year ago some residents of Nyabihu and Rubavu districts were evicted from Gishwati forest, to help conserve and protect it from encroachment through illegal practices. Due to human activity in the forest, part of which is located in a wetland, Gishwati is prone to landslides. This has further compelled the authorities to relocate the people who were encroaching on the forest. But within a year, people are already carrying out activities that continue to serve to degrade the soil and undermine the efforts to protect wetlands.

Already, the negative effects of encroaching on the forest have been registered in the form of declining water levels in the nearby Lake Karago. Sustainable development cannot be realized if environmental protection is not given priority by all. The Gishwati and Water Management project is one of the many initiatives taken by government to ensure sustainable use of the forest. It is critical for residents neighbouring protected areas, to understand the imperative of such measures. They are in any case the ultimate beneficiaries of sustainable practices. http://allafrica.com/stories/201104040407.html
Nigeria: In Preservation of Wetlands

Daily Independent (Lagos) – Every day, wetlands are being sand-filled, and indeed people are encroaching on flood-plain areas. Nigeria, no doubt, is endowed with coastal and inland wetlands, which is said to cover about 3 per cent of the country's land surface. The fact that these wetlands are of ecological, economic, socio-cultural, scientific and recreational insignificance cannot be over-emphasized. Yet, all may not be well in this area as Nigeria's wetland resources are being threatened by climate change and global warming. The Convention on Wetlands of International Importance, called the Ramsar Convention, is an intergovernmental treaty that provides the framework for national action and international cooperation for the conservation and wise use of wetlands and their resources. In the spirit of convention 1971 in Iranian City of Ramsar, the Lagos State Government joined the rest of the world to celebrate World Wetland Day.

The event was to draw attention to the urgent need to protect and preserve wetlands in the state. Professor Toyin Ogundipe of the University of Lagos who delivered a lecture on the theme "Wetlands and Forests: Forests For Water and Wetlands" hinted that there was the need to start preserving wetland in the state to avoid abuse as a result of fast growing pressure on land for development. Professor Ogundipe highlighted the economic benefits of wetlands to include natural water quality improvement, flood protection, shoreline erosion control, opportunities for recreation and aesthetic appreciation and natural products. "Wetlands also serve as habitat for animals", he said. The World Wetland Day was celebrated by the ministry to create awareness on the need for the preservation of the world's biodiversity to keep the ecosystem on its balance environment. http://allafrica.com/stories/201104040602.html
Zimbabwe: Illegal Settlers Blamed for Poaching At Conservancies

The Herald (Harare) - Illegal settlers on conservancies and plantations have contributed to an increase in poaching and degradation of the environment, officials from the National Parks and Wildlife Management Authority and the Forestry Commission said yesterday. The officials said this in oral evidence to the House of Assembly Portfolio Committee on Natural Resources, Environment and Tourism, chaired by Tsholotsho South legislator Mr. Maxwell Dube (MDC). Parks director-general Mr. Vitalis Chadenga said several conservancies had deteriorated due to the illegal settlers' activities.

Mr. Chadenga said between January 2010 and March this year, 16 poachers had been killed in stand-offs with authorities, while 2 572 people had been arrested. He said 52 rhinos had been killed on both Parks Authority and private conservancies. Forestry Commission general manager Mr. Darlington Duwa also raised concern over conversion of forestry and plantations into crop land. He too said illegal settlers were causing untold damage through uncontrolled fires. He said there was 120 000 hectares of commercial plantations with exotic trees in Manicaland and these were under threat. Mr. Duwa said because of the long gestation periods for tree plantations (between 10 and 25 years), many people were opting for cropping as it offered quicker returns. http://allafrica.com/stories/201104050025.html
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UNEP or UN in the News
Green goal: End capitalism, destroy our quality of life
Las Vegas Review-Journal, 3 April 2011, Thomas Mitchell 
http://www.lvrj.com/opinion/green-goal-end-capitalism-destroy-our-quality-of-life-119140259.html?ref=259
Those who claim to be trying to save the planet from the scourge of greenhouse gases and catastrophic global warming have a few other goals: social engineering, assaulting capitalism and assailing the American lifestyle.

Reports from the United Nations Environment Programme say everyone needs to change how and where we live, how we shop, how we get around and how we produce things -- all in the name of green, no matter the cost to the economy or our liberties.

UNEP defines a green economy as one that results "in improved human well-being and social equity, while significantly reducing environmental risks and ecological scarcities. In its simplest expression, a green economy can be thought of as one which is low carbon, resource efficient and socially inclusive."

By socially inclusive they appear to mean a leveling of the capitalist system under a global government, with less wealth spread equally among a population of green-collar workers without social or employment mobility.

In a 2008 report titled "Green Jobs: Towards decent work in a sustainable, low-carbon world," UNEP's writers bemoan that the "employment trend in food and agriculture is actually moving away from sustainability and decent work. At the base of the supply chain, low-input and relatively sustainable forms of smallholder agriculture are being squeezed on all sides."

Instead, UNEP envisions a feudal utopia of labor-intensive small (read "poor") farmers producing biofuel, saying this is superior to "plantation-style, capital-intensive monocultures." More jobs, no matter how back-breaking and menial the work, is preferred to productivity and efficiency.

This is the opposite of what brought the world to a sustainably growing economy in which each sector specializes in what it does best, then exchanges products and services at satisfactory purchase prices in a free market.

In her book "The Relentless Revolution: A History of Capitalism," Joyce Appleby, professor emerita at UCLA, describes how in 1520 almost 80 percent of England's population worked the land. About 100 families could feed 125 families. "From 1600 onward, fewer and fewer hands were needed in English farming. In 1800 only 36 percent of adult male laborers were working in agriculture, and those farm families grew the food for their own and 60 other families."

Prices fell, and civilization blossomed.

But the greens will have none of that. Their goal: fast-forward to the past.

The 2008 UNEP report says "new agriculture" -- cost-effective production of fruits, vegetables and wine for export -- is creating extremely poor working conditions that disproportionately affect women. It complains small farmers are also being displaced by plantation crops, "which creates fewer jobs per hectare of cultivated land."

More jobs, but decreased production?

The UNEP plan also is to avert the "onslaught of ever-growing motorized transportation" by crowding people into rabbit warrens of dense high-rise buildings.

"A more sustainable system will have to be based on shorter distances," are the turgid words from UNEP's "Green Jobs" treatise. "Reduced distances and greater density of human settlements enables a rebalancing of transportation modes -- giving greater weight to public transit systems, as well as walking and biking. A modal shift away from private vehicles and toward rail and other public transport can generate considerable net employment gains, while reducing emissions and improving air quality."

A UNEP report that came out this year, "Towards a Green economy: Pathways to Sustainable Development and Poverty Eradication" champions eco-cities with "higher density of population, housing, employment, commerce, and entertainment facilities, subject to thresholds to avoid congestion. Well connected and designed neighbourhoods of 100 to 1,000 persons per hectare (up to 3,000, depending on culture and geography) allow for effective provision of public transport and are seen as a starting point for green cities."

Green, but no lawns.

UNEPers even want to change how we buy "stuff." They foresee a brave new world without evil, cheap discount retailers like Wal-Mart that sell stuff people want at a price they are willing to pay. No, "The challenge is to generate service jobs that facilitate a shift away from our current resource-intensive forms of production and consumption, rather than to reinforce these patterns. A sustainable economy implies an emphasis on 'quality retail,' in which the salesperson knows how to sell intelligent use rather than simple ownership."

Ownership is bad? Does that sound familiar?

Maybe you've heard of the term "watermelons"? Green on the outside, red on the inside.

Thomas Mitchell is the senior opinion editor of the Las Vegas Review-Journal. 

A Fatal Addiction to Plastic
IPS, 1 April, Stephen Leahy
http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=55099

"Be fantastic, don't use plastic!" chanted a troop of 10-year- olds from President Thomas Jefferson Elementary School in Honolulu at the conclusion of an international conference on the millions of tonnes of trash that enter the oceans every year, with serious consequences for marine life and habitats as well as to human health and the global economy.

Most participants were in a celebratory mood at the Fifth International Marine Debris Conference, which concluded Mar. 25 with the Honolulu Commitment to address the growing problem of marine debris. 

But Captain Charles Moore, the man who brought the world's attention to the scope and scale of the problem, was not celebrating. 

"I've been doing this for 30 years and every year it has only become worse," Moore told IPS. 

Moore is famous for revealing the immense amount of plastic in the north Pacific gyre, formed by ocean currents in a massive slow-moving whirlpool thousands of square kilometres in size. 

Moore's Algalita Marine Research Foundation documented that this vast expanse of oceans has about six kilogrammes of plastic for every kilogramme of plankton. He is careful to point out that there is no plastic island as reported in some media, it's much more dispersed. 

"I'm through with these big meetings. It is a sad commentary that the Honolulu Strategy is considered as a beginning to address this," he said. 

With 440 participants from 35 countries, including experts from governments, research institutes, corporations like the Coca-Cola Company, and plastics industry associations such as Plastics Europe and the American Chemistry Institute, the conference was the first major international effort to tackle the issue in 11 years. 

The end result was the Honolulu Commitment, which invited everyone to work on "a global platform for the prevention, reduction and management of marine debris" called the Honolulu Strategy. 

Too little, too late? 

The contents of the one-page Honolulu Commitment were bitterly fought over by representatives from industry, environmental groups, and governments. In the end, they could only agree to share information, improve awareness of the problem and to advocate for the improvement of waste management worldwide. 

This might not look like a breakthrough, but a professional meeting planner said they'd never encountered a group with such diverse and strongly held opinions. 

Will there be less plastic and other debris in the oceans a year from now as a result of this conference and the resulting commitment? 

No one seemed to think so. Not even the marine debris experts from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) that helped to organise the Honolulu conference would say there will be less trash next year. 

"We are all in personal agreement to reduce the amount of marine debris," conference co-organiser David Osborn of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in Nairobi said at the conclusion of the conference Mar. 25. 

Everyone was prepared to meet the targets and goals in the Honolulu Commitment, Osborn said. 

However, there are no specific targets or goals. Among other things, the document invites stakeholders to "commit to" sharing information and to setting targets for reducing marine debris. 

The next international meeting to presumably set the detailed targets of the Honolulu Strategy is at least four years in the future, say conference organisers. 

Impacts on humans and marine animals 

At least 267 marine species worldwide are affected by entanglement in or ingestion of marine debris, including 86 percent of all sea turtles species, 44 percent of all seabird species and 43 percent of all marine mammal species. 

Now there is growing concern over the potential impact on human health of toxic substances released by plastic waste in the ocean. Small particles (known as 'microplastics'), made up of disintegrating plastic items or lost plastic pellets used by industry, may accumulate contaminants linked to cancer, reproductive problems and other health risks. 

Scientists are studying whether these contaminants can enter the food chain when microplastics are ingested by marine animals. 

"The impact of marine debris today on flora and fauna in the oceans is one that we must now address with greater speed," said Achim Steiner, executive director of UNEP, in a statement. 

"We need to address marine debris collectively across national boundaries and with the private sector, which has a critical role to play both in reducing the kinds of wastes that can end up in the world’s oceans," said Steiner. 

Captain Moore disagrees. "We have to withdraw from the corporate materialistic economy. You can't work within, it doesn't work. We have to leave it behind and create local, sustainable communities that have no need for plastics or packaging," he said. 

Moore's foundation has created market gardens that provide local jobs and builds hyper-local communities, he says. 

To help the oceans, what is really needed is to "shut down the spigot of stuff we're making," he said, adding: "You don't bail out an overflowing bathtub without turning off the tap first."
U.N. Suggests Pesticides, Chemicals For Watch List 
Reuters, 4 April 2011, Svetlana Kovalyova
http://www.planetark.com/enviro-news/item/61667
The United Nations has suggested three pesticides and three industrial chemicals be put on a trade "watch list" because they can threaten human health and the environment, the U.N.'s Food and Agriculture Organization said on Friday.

U.N. chemical experts have proposed that pesticides endosulfan and azinphos methyl and the hazardous pesticide formulation Gramoxone Super be added to the Rotterdam Convention's Prior Informed Consent procedure, the FAO said.

The UN-backed Convention prevents unwanted trade in chemicals included in the legally binding procedure. It does not introduce bans, but helps its members make informed decisions on trade in hazardous chemicals.

The FAO said chemical experts had recommended that three industrial chemicals also be added to the list -- perfluorooctane sulfonate, its salts and precursors; pentaBDE commercial mixtures; and octaBDE commercial mixtures.

It said they based their recommendation on regulatory actions taken by the European Union, Japan, Canada and other countries to ban or restrict the use of chemicals that pose an unacceptable risk to human health and the environment.

For example, Burkina Faso has proposed putting Gramoxone Super, a herbicide widely used to control weeds in cotton, rice and maize, on the list after its use in the country had caused problems, the FAO said.

The Rotterdam Convention is due to meet in June.

IAEA: Japan crisis is a major challenge with enormous implications for nuclear power
Associated Press, 4 April 2011
http://www.washingtonpost.com/business/iaea-japan-crisis-is-a-major-challenge-with-enormous-implications-for-nuclear-power/2011/04/04/AFTT6QZC_story.html
Japan’s reactor crisis poses a major challenge with enormous implications for nuclear power, the head of the U.N.’s atomic watchdog said Monday, appearing to criticize the operator of the crippled complex.

Yukiya Amano, head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, also stressed that the global nuclear community cannot take a “business-as-usual approach.” Lessons must be learned from the fact that the Fukushima Dai-ichi plant has been leaking radiation into the environment ever since it was hit March 11 by a massive tsunami, he said.

Amano spoke at a meeting for experts from about 70 countries on scrutinizing the safety of nuclear power plants.

“I know you will agree with me that the crisis at Fukushima Dai-ichi has enormous implications for nuclear power and confronts all of us with a major challenge,” Amano told delegates.

The worries of millions of people around the world about the safety of nuclear energy “must be taken seriously,” Amano said, calling for transparency and “rigorous adherence to the most robust international safety standards.”

“It is clear that more needs to be done to strengthen the safety of nuclear power plants so that the risk of a future accident is significantly reduced,” he said.

Speaking to reporters later, Amano appeared to criticize Fukushima’s utility, the Tokyo Electric Power Co., for not learning from earthquake-related incidents in 2007 at its Kashiwazaki Kariwa nuclear power plant. Until now, that was one of Japan’s worst nuclear accidents, killing eight people, sparking fires and leaking radioactive water.

“The measures taken by the operators as a safety measure (were) not sufficient to prevent this accident,” Amano said when asked if the Fukushima catastrophe could have been avoided.

Last month, Japan’s nuclear safety agency criticized TEPCO for failing to inspect critical equipment such as 33 pieces of machinery parts crucial to the cooling systems needed to keep Fukushima’s six nuclear reactors from overheating.

Previously, TEPCO had skipped 117 inspections at Kashiwazaki.

Amano said the IAEA would like to send an international expert mission to Japan as soon as possible to assess the accident. He also said nuclear experts should be in touch with each other faster in the future after problems like these.

“I am confident that valuable lessons will be learned from the Fukushima Dai-ichi accident, which will result in substantial improvements in nuclear operating safety, regulation and the overall safety culture,” Amano said.

Amano’s comments were seconded by Li Ganjie of China’s National Nuclear Safety Administration, who is presiding over the meeting, which runs through April 14.

The conference began with a moment of silence for victims of the Japanese disaster.

“Needless to say, the Fukushima accident has left an impact on global nuclear power development and has become a major event in nuclear history,” Li said.

The meeting, hosted by the Vienna-based IAEA, centers on the Convention on Nuclear Safety that came into being after the 1979 Three Mile Island and the 1985 Chernobyl nuclear accidents.

Adopted in 1994, it commits states to submit reports on the safety of their civil nuclear facilities for review by their counterparts at gatherings every three years. The idea is that questioning and peer pressure will keep countries on their toes. All countries with operating nuclear power plants are parties to the treaty.

The peer review process should be strengthened, Amano told reporters.

“In hind-thought, it was not sufficient,” he said.

A separate side meeting focused specifically on the Fukushima Dai-ichi plant was scheduled for Monday evening.

Activists at UN climate change conference call for renewable, not nuclear, energy
Associated Press, 3 April 2011
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/activists-at-un-climate-change-conference-call-for-renewable-not-nuclear-energy/2011/04/03/AFxRekTC_story.html
 Citing the nuclear disaster in Fukushima, environmental activists at a U.N. meeting Sunday urged bolder steps to tap renewable energy so the world doesn’t have to choose between the dangers of nuclear power and the ravages of climate change.

The call came at the opening of the six-day meeting aimed at implementing resolutions tabled at the U.N. Climate Change Conference in Cancun, Mexico, in December.

Senior officials from governments and international organizations will already be playing some catch-up as deadlines — including one for the formation of a multibillion fund to help developing nations obtain clean-energy technology — have been missed along a roadmap leading to another climate summit at the end of the year in Durban, South Africa.

Before the Bangkok meeting, the U.N.’s top climate change official warned that a very significant global effort would be required to keep temperatures from rising more than 2 degrees Celsius (3.8 F) above preindustrial levels — an agreement reached in Cancun between 193 countries, most of which are represented here.

Pledges to reduce emissions made by countries so far equal only 60 percent of what scientists say is required by 2020 to stay below the two-degrees threshold, Christiana Figueres said.

“We did the easy thing at Cancun and left the difficult ones for Durban. And the politics are getting more difficult this year than last,” said Artur Runge-Metzger, a European Union climate change official, pointing to efforts by Republicans to block some of President Barack Obama’s efforts to reduce emissions.

“We need to see big strides forward before we get to Durban. We have to speed up the pace of work,” Runge-Metzger said.

One of the issues taken up in Bangkok will be the formation of the Green Climate Fund, which is to aid developing nations obtain clean-energy technology. Governments have agreed to mobilize $100 billion a year, starting in 2020, but a “transition committee” to design the fund, which was to have been formed last month, is still being discussed along with exactly how the money will be raised.

Technology committees and other institutions to implement resolutions are still on negotiating tables, and it was unclear how much the delegates could accomplish in Bangkok.

The World Wide Fund for Nature said the Bangkok talks needed to build on the “fragile compromise” at Cancun and “boost the overall ambition levels of the talks if we are to avert the worst consequences of climate change.”

Greenpeace, another non-governmental organization, said that in light of the Japan disaster, governments represented in Bangkok were obliged to speed up changes in their energy sectors and promote green technologies.

“The world does not have to choose between climate disasters and disasters caused by dangerous energy like nuclear. We can choose a safe future where our societies are powered by renewable energy,” it said.

As the conference began, activists from Asian and African countries began a weeklong protest outside the United Nations building, carrying an effigy of Uncle Sam to symbolize the role of the industrialized world in climate change. They said rich nations owed a huge climate debt to be repaid to developing ones by funding and technology transfer.

The global effort to avert climate change began with a 1992 U.N. treaty, when the world’s nations promised to do their best to rein in carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gases emitted by industry, transportation and agriculture.

Progress, however, has been slow and many scientists warn that dramatic reductions in emissions will be needed to substantially slow the melting of the polar ice caps and glaciers, the rise of sea levels and other consequences of global warming.

Diplomats ponder the approaching end of the Kyoto Protocol 
Climatewire, 4 April 2011, Lisa Friedman
http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2011/04/04/3/
Climate analysts are searching for ways around an international impasse looming this year over the future of the Kyoto Protocol.

With negotiators from 192 countries arriving in Bangkok today for the year's first round of U.N. treaty talks, countries face a host of process-oriented but critical tasks. Charged with bringing to life the promises consummated in Cancun, Mexico, last year, negotiators must establish a multibillion-dollar climate fund and also develop guidelines to review mitigation efforts of countries like China and India.

But many experts say they fear a long-unresolved fight over Kyoto's fate -- which the Cancun Agreements postponed -- will suck the energy out of the talks and possibly upend the annual climate summit slated for Durban, South Africa.

"You can push the Kyoto discussion back one more year only so many times, and I think there is some sense you may have to have a culmination of that discussion in Durban," said Jake Schmidt, international climate change policy director for the Natural Resources Defense Council.

"I don't think the issue of legal form will go away," agreed Jennifer Morgan, director of the climate and energy program at the World Resources Institute, a Washington, D.C.-based think tank.

"In some ways, it's a rulemaking year. If you look at the Cancun Agreements, there was progress made on a number of issues, but there's a lot of details to be worked out," Morgan said. Still, she acknowledged, "I don't think you can just be focusing on implementation of the Cancun Agreements without looking at the future of the Kyoto Protocol."

The 1997 Kyoto treaty required industrialized nations to slash greenhouse gas emissions over a five-year period that ends in 2012. That means there isn't much time left for countries to decide whether they will submit targets for a second commitment period -- as the treaty demands -- or abandon it in favor of a new and still undefined system.

Developing nations want Kyoto pact to continue

Developing countries insist that the Kyoto Protocol must live -- and they want it to continue in its current form, obligating only industrialized nations and making emission cuts voluntary for all others. Indian Environment Minister Jairam Ramesh, after a meeting in his country of leading emerging economies, told the Press Trust of India that ensuring a second commitment period will be one of the "most critical issues" for Durban.

But some wealthy countries, led last year by Japan, aren't willing to dive into Kyoto part two unless emerging economic powerhouses like China and India are held to the same legal standards. Europe has expressed "willingness" to enter into a second commitment period under certain conditions.

"Of central importance to building any meaningful agreement will be whether the European Union finally commits to a second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol despite its concerns," wrote Alex Rafalowicz, an Australian political analyst.

"Within the EU there are several countries that do support its continuation, realizing it is the only international agreement that has binding targets. Whether these countries will prevail, or will have the opportunity to show leadership later this year will depend on how the future of Kyoto is reconciled in Bangkok, and whether any time is given to discussing the binding nature of countries' pledges," Rafalowicz said in a post-Cancun analysis.

Yet others -- particularly U.S. analysts -- see the Kyoto question as a legal stumbling block in the way of real progress cutting emissions and delivering dollars to poor nations. With countries at a potentially ugly impasse, some U.S. experts say a another rhetorical finesse may be the only way to keep the U.N. process on track.

A need to acknowledge common goals

Elliot Diringer, vice president for international strategies at the Pew Center on Global Climate Change, has advocated general language in whatever document Durban produces that at least unequivocally acknowledges the common ultimate goal is a legally binding agreement. While right now countries might have vastly different viewpoints about how that agreement should look, Diringer argued, language setting out the goal might be the only option.

"That's the only path that I can see as possible," Diringer said recently at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. Arguing that international regimes grow incrementally over time, Diringer said developed and developing countries alike need some space to mobilize resources and deliver on the mitigation promises more than 80 countries have already made.

"It will help build confidence among parties, confidence in themselves, confidence in one another and confidence in the regime itself," he said.

Ned Helme, president of the Center for Clean Air Policy, agreed. Just back from Costa Rica, where he helped lead Latin American countries in developing U.N.-mandated strategies for mitigating emissions, Helme said he's seeing major projects in the works, from an integrated bus rapid transit system in Bogota, Colombia, to an auction in Brazil for renewable energy. The partnership will be focusing next on Asia and hopes in the next three years to develop broad low-carbon strategies for developing nations.

"I think what the negotiations need are some real concrete ideas," Helme said. "As long as we don't get diverted into this issue of what happens to the Kyoto Protocol, we can make some headway. Everybody knows that the U.S. is not going to do anything, so you really can't force that issue much. Given that, you need some kind of strategy that finesses the issue a little bit. It comes back to: Can we make concrete progress?"

A "Sin Tax" on Meat Would Improve Our Health and Environment
Huffington Post, 3 April 2011, Bruce Friedrich
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/bruce-friedrich/a-sin-tax-on-meat-would-i_b_844179.html
Tax Day is around the corner. While there is ample controversy over various elements of the tax code (and over taxes in general), one new tax that would make tremendous sense is an excise tax on meat, eggs, and dairy products. 

Americans have to pay an excise, or "sin," tax on cigarettes, alcohol, gasoline, and luxury vehicles in order to help offset the health and environmental costs of these items. Why shouldn't we also have to pay more to purchase foods that cause animal suffering, pollute the planet, and send our health care costs skyrocketing? 

Health
Meat, eggs, and dairy products are the only dietary sources of cholesterol, and they also contain excessive amounts of saturated fat and calories -- and no fiber or complex carbohydrates. According to The New York Times, Americans eat twice as much meat as the average person worldwide -- and the U.S. spends more money on health care than any other nation. 

The American Dietetic Association reports that vegans are less likely to suffer from many common conditions, including cancer, ischemic heart disease, hypertension, obesity, and type 2 diabetes. 

Yet, vegans must help pick up the tab when meat-eaters get sick, through higher health insurance premiums and through emergency care for those without health insurance. And just like the tobacco tax, a tax on meat and other animal-derived products will ultimately benefit meat-eaters the most, since it will give people yet another incentive to choose wholesome vegan foods. 

The Environment
Funneling crops through animals, rather than using that land to grow human food, is both vastly wasteful and one of the world's top sources of pollution. The Food and Agricultural Organization at the U.N. tells us that more than 756 million metric tons of corn and wheat were fed to farmed animals in 2007, and that number is growing; that's in addition to the fact that almost all of the more than 200 million metric tons of soy grown in the same year was also fed to farmed animals. For comparison, in the same year, one-tenth the resources were diverted to biofuels. 

The inefficiency and pollution of the meat industry almost defies comprehension. But in 2006, the United Nations broke it down for us, in a fascinating 408-page report, titled "Livestock's Long Shadow." The report found that raising animals for food is "one of the top two or three most significant contributors to the most serious environmental problems, at every scale from local to global." Specifically, the report tied the meat industry to "problems of land degradation, climate change and air pollution, water shortage and water pollution, and loss of biodiversity."

Last year, the United Nations released another report that corroborates its 2006 report. It found that a global shift toward a vegan diet is necessary if we are to curb climate change, reduce pollution, stop forest destruction, alleviate world hunger, and conserve resources. Summing up the situation, the report states that "animal products, both meat and dairy, in general require more resources and cause higher emissions than plant-based alternatives." 

Conclusion:
If Congress levied a 15-cent tax on every pound of chicken, turkey, pig, fish, and cow flesh sold in grocery stores and restaurants, as well as a modest tax on each dairy item and carton of eggs, a typical American family of four would pay a few dollars more a month -- and much less if the family members opted to eat more vegan foods. This is a purely optional tax that would have the triple-benefit of helping the environment, animals, and human health.

General Environment News
Nuclear power is safest way to make electricity, according to study
Washington Post, 2 April 2011, David Brown
http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/nuclear_power_is_safest_way_to_make_electricity_according_to_2007_study/2011/03/22/AFQUbyQC_story.html?wprss=rss_homepage
Radioactive water is leaking into the sea, there’s a little plutonium in the soil, and traces of nuclear fallout have been detected in places as far apart as Kuwait and Maryland. In a few parts of Japan, you’re also not supposed to eat the broccoli or the beef.

The effects of the accident at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant grow by the week, creating a lengthening catalogue of worries and proving once again that nuclear power frightens people as few other technologies do.

But when the dead and sickened are added up, how dangerous is it really?

The partial meltdown in Japan has injured 23 people and exposed as many as 21 to levels of radiation higher than is considered safe to receive in one year. Two workers are still missing but are assumed to have been killed by the earthquake or tsunami, not the nuclear accident. No people in the “plume zone” outside the plant have been contaminated to a degree that is expected to affect their health, based on radiation readings so far.

In the months after the world’s worst nuclear disaster, in Chernobyl in 1986, about 50 people died. In the next-biggest accident, at Three Mile Island in 1979, no one did.

History suggests that nuclear power rarely kills and causes little illness. That’s also the conclusion engineers reach when they model scenarios for thousands of potential accidents.

Making electricity from nuclear power turns out to be far less damaging to human health than making it from coal, oil or even clean-burning natural gas, according to numerous analyses. That’s even more true if the predicted effects of climate change are thrown in.

Compared with nuclear power, coal is responsible for five times as many worker deaths from accidents, 470 times as many deaths due to air pollution among members of the public, and more than 1,000 times as many cases of serious illness, according to a study of the health effects of electricity generation in Europe.

“The costs of fossil fuels come out quite high, while the costs for nuclear generally come out low,” said Anil Markandya, an economist at the University of Bath in England and scientific director of the Basque Centre for Climate Change in Spain, who co-authored the study published in the Lancet in 2007.

Even in the wake of the Fuku
shima Daiichi disaster, Markandya and many others who have done similar work can’t imagine a situation — a realistic one, that is — in which the health cost of nuclear power would equal that of coal.

Or even come close.

The hidden costs
About half of the electricity in the United States is made with coal-fired plants and about one-fifth with nuclear power. Many experts think there is an urgent need to determine what role nuclear power should play in feeding America’s energy-hungry future.

To inform that discussion, economists, engineers and epidemiologists have teamed up to determine the full economic, health, social and environmental consequences of generating electricity with various fuels. Most of this work has been done in Europe, where the acceptability of nuclear power, and the fraction of electricity generated with it, differs greatly among nations of the European Union.

The goal is to capture not only the costs reflected on a person’s monthly utility bill but the many hidden ones borne by individuals, communities and governments. In this way, analysts seek out the “impact pathway” of each fuel — every effect it has, direct and indirect.

For power plants (and also hydroelectric dams and wind farms), this includes the land to site them; construction, operation and decommissioning costs; and the humans who are killed or injured along the way. That means accidents and black lung disease in coal miners; radiation exposure in uranium miners and millers; and deaths and burns in oil-rig fires.

The impact pathway also includes what happens to the public — collisions with coal trains; asthma, respiratory disease and heart attacks caused by smokestack soot and gases; and emissions’ effects on agricultural production.

Health consequences are measured two ways.

Occupational deaths in mines, oil rigs or power plants are counted directly. Death and illness in the public is determined by epidemiological studies, such as ones estimating the fraction of hospital admissions for emphysema that can be attributed to air pollution. Those impacts are then given a monetary cost that is added to the price tag of a kilowatt hour of electricity. (The cost is the value of a life lost by premature death, or diminished by illness, that economists use in other analyses.)

The calculations can be very fine.

In “Full cost accounting for the life cycle of coal,” published this year by a team of 12 researchers led by Paul R. Epstein of Harvard Medical School’s Center for Health and the Global Environment, the ledger included .02 cents per kilowatt hour for mental retardation caused by mercury in coal-plant emissions.

Using similar methods, Markandya and his co-author in the Lancet study, Paul Wilkinson of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, found that in Europe coal is responsible for .12 deaths from accidents, 25 deaths from pollution and 225 cases of serious illness per terawatt (1,000 billion kilowatt) hour of electricity generated. In comparison, nuclear causes .02 accidental deaths, .05 pollution deaths and .22 cases of illness.

This human health cost is much higher in some parts of the world than others.

It’s especially high in China, where three-quarters of the electricity is made by burning coal, mining accidents kill about 6,000 people a year, and hundreds of millions of people are affected by air pollution. In some inland cities, the economic cost to human health of making electricity from coal is as much as seven times higher than the cost of generating the electricity, according to a calculation by Stefan Hirschberg at the Paul Scherrer Institutin Switzerland, which has done energy system analysis for the European Commission.

Nuclear power’s advantage over fossil fuels is even more dramatic when carbon dioxide emissions are considered.

Many experts think greenhouse gases are a future threat to health. Some say the threat is already here, and point to 30,000 heat-related deaths in Europe in August 2003 as evidence. Coal produces 1,290 grams of CO 2 per kilowatt hour in direct (smokestack) and indirect (mining, transport) emissions, while nuclear produces 30, according to the Lancet study.

Built into the calculations are the consequences of what are called “beyond-design” nuclear accidents — events similar to what is underway in Japan. However, there aren’t enough big nuclear plant accidents to provide a statistically meaningful estimate of their frequency, effects and costs. According to a database compiled by the Paul Scherrer Institut, from 1970 to 2008 there were 1,686 accidents in the coal industry, 531 in the oil industry and 186 involving natural gas in which five or more people died. There was just one such nuclear accident — at Chernobyl 25 years ago this month.

To better estimate the potential impact of nuclear catastrophes, analysts break down plant operations into thousands of different actions and then estimate the probabilities of hypothetical accident sequences. Hirschberg and his colleagues used a Swiss nuclear plant to come up with such an estimate. They calculated that nuclear accidents in Europe can be expected to cost .007 lives per gigawatt year (1 million kilowatt years), compared with .12 lives for coal, .02 lives for oil and .06 for natural gas.

Radiation’s toll 
There is also much uncertainty about how many people might be harmed by a big nuclear accident.

At Chernobyl, two people died during the accident and 28 others died of radiation illness in the first four months afterward. (Some estimates of the early deaths put the number as high as 57 ).

Since then, there have been 6,800 cases of thyroid cancer in people who were children at the time of the accident, according to a recent report by the U.N. Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation, with the number still rising. As of 2005, only 15 were fatal.

To date, there is no clear increase in leukemia or other cancers, or deaths from non-cancer diseases. However, various expert groups estimate that 4,000 to 33,000 premature deaths might occur as a consequence of the accident.

In general, the hazards of radiation are less than most people think.
Since 1950, Japanese and American researchers have followed 120,000 residents of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the cities on which the United States dropped atomic bombs in 1945 to end World War II. Three-quarters of the people in the 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.rerf.jp/programs/index_e.html" Life Span Study were exposed to the blasts; one-quarter were away at the time. The number of deaths attributable to the bombs is estimated by comparing survival in the two groups.

Through 2000, 42,304 of the people in the study had died. Of those deaths, 822 were “excess” — probably a result of the radiation.

Nuclear’s ‘dread factor’ 
Many critics of nuclear power say none of this truly accounts for the technology’s hazards.

“To replace carbon pollution with radioactive pollution is not a healthy solution,” said Epstein, the Harvard physician. “Even if the events are rare, what’s happening now in Japan demonstrates how profound and long-lasting these impacts can be.”

At a recent briefing by Physicians for Social Responsibility, David Richardson, an epidemiologist from the University of North Carolina, said that “the unsolved problems of long-term storage and its contribution to nuclear proliferation” are two reasons besides accidents that make nuclear power unacceptable.

Future accidents at storage sites are considered by energy analysts. But because modeling suggests they’re improbable, they don’t affect the calculations much. Mental-health effects of nuclear accidents are part of the calculations, too, but the doomsday fear of them and threat from nuclear proliferation are not.

“There is a kind of dread factor for nuclear which is very hard to quantify,” Markandya said. He added after a pause, “In the end . . . if people feel really uncomfortable with nuclear power, then they ought to go against it.”

Another record low for Arctic sea ice
Washington Post, 4 April 2011, Andrew Freedman
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/capital-weather-gang/post/another-record-low-for-arctic-sea-ice/2011/04/03/AFCOzdbC_blog.html
Each month seems to bring new evidence of the transformation underway in the rapidly warming Arctic. Late last month, the National Snow and Ice Data Center (NSIDC) announced that the maximum Arctic sea ice extent for 2011, which occurred on March 7, tied for the lowest such value since satellites began making observations in 1979. The maximum extent for the year was 5.65 million square miles, which was 471,000 square miles - or approximately the area of the nation of Tibet - below the 1979 to 2000 average and within 0.1 percent of the record low set in 2006, NSIDC reported. 

NASA recently released the captivating animation below (video and caption info) showing the ebb and flow of sea ice throughout the fall and winter months. It does a great job of communicating the vastness of the Arctic region, as well as the fact that sea ice extent is not fixed, but varies throughout the season.

Much of the Arctic experienced an unusually mild winter, particularly in northeastern Canada and Greenland, where warm weather prevented sea ice from forming on time.

According to NSIDC data, air temperatures over much of the Arctic Ocean were between four to seven degrees above average during February, with parts of the Arctic experiencing temperatures of nine to 13 degrees above average. Much of this warmth had to do with a so-called “positive phase” of the Arctic Oscillation, a natural climate cycle that plays a major role in influencing average winter weather conditions in the Northern Hemisphere. 

When the Arctic Oscillation is positive, warmer-than-average conditions tend to prevail in parts of the Arctic, with colder-than-average conditions in eastern North America and western Europe.

The fact that the Arctic climate is warming at a rapid rate is hardly breaking news. Scientists are hard at work studying the global ramifications of the region transforming from an impenetrable ice scape into potentially a seasonally open ocean. Projections about when to expect a seasonally ice-free Arctic differ, with general agreement that this may occur by the middle of this century, as warming air and sea temperatures prevent a dwindling, thinning sea ice cover from surviving the summer melt season.

A recent National Academy of Sciences report prepared for the U.S. Navy, for example, projects that by 2030 ordinary ships will be able to traverse the Arctic Ocean during late summer. Currently, such feats are only possible using icebreakers or submarines.

Scientists are examining potential links between declining Arctic sea ice and changing weather patterns in the northern mid-latitudes, particularly during wintertime. I recently came across the video below from the State University of New York (SUNY) College of Environmental Science and Forestry, in which meteorologist Dave Eichorn succinctly explains how Arctic warming might actually be contributing to severe winter weather in parts of the U.S. (H/T Nick Sundt).

An ecological calculator to help make your home-buying decision
Washington Post, 1 April 2011, Katherine Salant
http://www.washingtonpost.com/realestate/buying-a-home-considering-environmental-as-well-as-emotional-aspect-easy-activist-says/2011/03/28/AFU31eHC_story.html
If you can apply a hard-headed business perspective to a home purchase, you don’t need a deep understanding of environmental issues to make a decision that is more environmentally benign, said Mathis Wackernagel, the man who devised the Ecological Footprint, a widely used metric for assessing the impact of human activities on the earth’s resources.

Home purchases tend to be very emotional transactions, but when you assume a mind-set of dispassionate, rational self-interest and expand your criteria for decision-making, you’ll create a win-win for yourself as well as the environment, he said in a recent interview.

Beyond the usual “location, location and location” and the size and condition of the house, Wackernagel would add resource constraint. Does the value of the house depend on cheap energy? Will the value crumble if energy prices go up, which they almost certainly will?

The big house with the big yard in a bucolic setting, far from the noise and dirt of the city, is central to the American dream. But, Wackernagel pointed out, if the owner of the big house with the big yard has to spend big bucks on gas to get anywhere, the house will be worth less. If this same owner has to spend a bundle to heat and cool this big house, its value will fall even more.

Climate change will also affect housing value, Wackernagel said. This phenomenon is already bringing more severe weather with colder and stormier winters and hotter summers to much of the country, meaning more heating and air-conditioning energy to stay comfortable and higher household utility bills.

In short, Wackernagel said, “If the value of an asset depends on cheap resources — in this case, cheap energy — it will lose value when those resources become more costly.”

This has already happened in the East Bay area of Northern California, where Wackernagel lives. As recently as three years ago, larger houses with superb views perched in the hills above Berkeley and Oakland commanded premium prices over the smaller houses on the flat. Today, houses on the flat have gained in value while those in the hills have lost it. “People found their car-dependent lifestyle was costing them,” Wackernagel said. Gasoline prices in California are among the highest in the nation.

The cost of living is lower still for a one-car household, as Wackernagel’s is. And this can lead to some unexpected pleasures. He bikes to work every day on a tandem bicycle with his son, who hops off at school. “Without a doubt,” Wackernagel said, “it’s the best part of my day.”

The Ecological Footprint that Wackernagel devised uses an accounting system that converts all the world’s resources — including cropland, grazing pasture, forests, fisheries and the atmosphere — into hectares of land. (One hectare equals 2.47 acres). The Footprint calculation also factors in the size of the ecosystems needed to absorb the waste products produced by human activities.

With all the available resources today and the world’s current population of almost 7 billion, this works out to be 1.8 hectares, or 4.5 acres, per person. People in different countries, however, are consuming resources at vastly different rates. The average size of an American’s Ecological Footprint is 8 hectares, or 20 acres. If everyone lived as Americans do, we would need five planets worth of resources.

In the United States, the biggest and most worrisome part of our collective Ecological Footprint is the carbon emitted as we consume energy, Wackernagel said. The two most obvious ways individuals can make a difference are in housing and transportation. How you get to and from your house to everywhere else in your life is just as important as the house itself.

If you live in a place with good public transportation so that a car is not essential and services like grocery stores are within walking distance, your footprint is already shrinking. If you live in a modestly sized, 2,000-square-foot rowhouse with shared walls, fewer resources are needed to build it, and less energy is required to heat and cool it.

You can reduce the size of your Ecological Footprint further still if you’re willing to live in an apartment building, Wackernagel said. The model he proposed would be based on the Second Empire style and Beaux-Arts apartment buildings that were built along the wide boulevards of Paris more than 100 years ago. These have six floors, which turns out to be the optimal height for an apartment house in terms of cost and energy. Above this height, pumping equipment is required to maintain adequate water pressure to the upper floors. With six stories or less, a hydraulic elevator, which costs far less and consumes far less energy than alternatives, would be adequate. “The single elevator in the old Parisian buildings moves so slowly that most people walk up, and it gives them three more years of life expectancy,” Wackernagel said.

Most Americans would find walking up six flights of stairs unacceptable, regardless of the health benefits. But if this condition were in a building that did in some way conjure the wonder of Paris, and the city where it was built had compelling cultural and social attractions, I would say that real estate developers could still expect a lot of takers.

For more information on the Ecological Footprint, including a tool that lets you calculate your own, go to footprintnetwork.org.

A better path on energy 
Washington Post, 1 April 2011, Editorial
http://www.wpost.com/todays_paper/A%20Section/2011-04-02/A/12/18.0.2167732279_epaper.html
IN A SPEECH at Georgetown University this week, President Obama promised to slash America’s dependence on foreign oil. Mr. Obama wants to produce more crude oil domestically, invest in biofuels, encourage the use of natural gas in vehicle fleets, and require cars and trucks to be more efficient.

President Obama talks about energy security at Georgetown University on Wednesday.

This sort of talk is politically appealing, especially when gasoline prices are up. But it’s not the principle on which America’s energy policy should turn.

Oil prices reflect a world market, and, as the president explained Wednesday, their long-term trajectory is up, regardless of American action. The country, though, doesn’t have sufficient domestic oil supplies to displace the volumes it imports, and it will probably take decades to wean the economy off crude, no matter what policies prevail. A 2009 Harvard study calculated that, even with gas prices above $8 a gallon, imports would drop only about 20 percent by 2030. The president’s goal is more ambitious: To reduce oil imports by a third in a decade. Even if he succeeds, America will still import 7.4 million barrels of oil a day in 2025.

Less dependence is certainly better. But reducing carbon emissions is far more important.

There is often overlap between these two goals, and Mr. Obama’s proposals that address both deserve consideration — auto efficiency standards, for example. Cellulosic ethanol and certain advanced biofuels also have some potential to reduce greenhouse emissions and should be explored. Corn ethanol, on the other hand, isn’t a big carbon dioxide saver. Even Tom Vilsack, the president’s agriculture secretary and a staunch ethanol supporter, told us that he favors gradually shifting subsidies away from corn. Burning more natural gas, meanwhile, could slash emissions, but the big carbon savings come from fuel switching at coal-fired power plants, which doesn’t comport with a focus on the transportation sector.

Some of Mr. Obama’s most appealing proposals were the afterthoughts in his speech. A clean electricity standard would require utilities to derive a certain amount of their electricity from greener sources, without politicians choosing exactly who wins and who loses. And more funding for energy technology research and development could produce the best bang for the taxpayer’s buck of any of these ideas, even though House Republicans may kill it in their budget-cutting efforts.

These measures, rather than a fantasy of energy independence, should headline America’s energy initiatives.

Crop the subsidies 
Washington Post, 1 April 2011, Editorial
http://www.wpost.com/todays_paper/A%20Section/2011-04-02/A/12/18.0.2164739915_epaper.html
THE FLIP SIDE of the high food prices that continue to nag at family budgets is a boom down on the farm, as the people who grow commodities enjoy record prices for both land and crops. The Agriculture Department projects net farm income of $94.7 billion in 2011, up almost 20 percent over the previous year and the second-best year for farm income since 1976. Indeed, the department notes that the top five earnings years out of the past 30 have occurred since 2004. 

Corn and wheat farmers are living large, but most fortunate of all are cotton farmers. Cotton receipts, the USDA says, are expected to rise by more than one-third this year, boosted by a 31 percent rise in exports. Cotton is so lucrative, in fact, that many grain farmers are shifting acreage into the fluffy white crop, notwithstanding the high prices for corn, wheat and soybeans. 

The farm boom reflects a host of factors, from strong demand in emerging markets such as India and China to a long drought in Australia’s wheat-growing regions. But U.S. government policies, including support for corn-based ethanol and the Federal Reserve’s money-cheapening “quantitative easing,” also have helped. 

In other words, the case for direct federal subsidies of agriculture has never been weaker. But try telling that to the House Agriculture Committee, whose Republican chairman and senior Democrat recently wrote to House Budget Committee Chairman Paul Ryan (R-Wis.), pleading with him to spare farmers in his forthcoming fiscal 2012 budget plan: “Some may argue that the current agriculture economy and farm prices are strong and therefore now would be a good time to cut our agriculture policies even further,” wrote Frank D. Lucas (R-
Okla.) and Collin C. Peterson (D-Minn.), “but this conclusion ignores lessons from history. The agriculture economy is cyclical.” The letter implied that the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, which helps low-income Americans buy groceries, might be trimmed instead.

You heard that right: Low-income people who are struggling in the here and now should be considered for less aid so that middle- and upper-income people (which is what most farmers are) can be protected against hard times that might come, someday. 

The farm-state legislators have a point. Spending on the farm “safety net” has been in decline; it averaged $12.9 billion per year over the past half-decade, about $5 billion per year less than the 2002-06 average. And agriculture is, indeed, cyclical. USDA forecasts a further drop in government payments to $10.6 billion in 2011 in part because certain programs don’t pay in the fat years. 

But direct payments — a $5 billion-a-year handout to grain and cotton farmers regardless of economic conditions — remain, as does the question of why farmers should get subsidies at all. After all, the whole economy is cyclical. And when it’s going through a bad time, as it is now, it seems doubly unfair to expect taxpayers to prop up what are often wealthy producers, much less to expect the poor to sacrifice nutrition benefits.

In fact, the “safety net” discourages farmers from prudently putting profits from record years such as this one into a reserve for the inevitable downturns. Instead, they can spend the windfall on expanded production, safe in the knowledge that Uncle Sam will protect them if gluts develop. To his credit, President Obama put a $2.5 billion cut in direct payments over 10 years into his 2012 budget proposal. Mr. Ryan has expressed similar views. The budget chairman needs to stick to his guns and make this the year that budget sanity finally prevails down on the farm. 

Panorama of Species Tweaks Life for Climate
New York Times, 4 April 2011, Carl Zimmer
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/05/science/earth/05climate.html?ref=earth
Over the past 540 million years, life on Earth has passed through five great mass extinctions. In each of those catastrophes, an estimated 75 percent or more of all species disappeared in a few million years or less. 

For decades, scientists have warned that humans may be ushering in a sixth mass extinction, and recently a group of scientists at the University of California, Berkeley, tested the hypothesis. They applied new statistical methods to a new generation of fossil databases. As they reported last month in the journal Nature, the current rate of extinctions is far above normal. If endangered species continue to disappear, we will indeed experience a sixth extinction, over just the next few centuries or millennia. 

The Berkeley scientists warn that their new study may actually grossly underestimate how many species could disappear. So far, humans have pushed species toward extinctions through means like hunting, overfishing and deforestation. Global warming, on the other hand, is only starting to make itself felt in the natural world. Many scientists expect that as the planet’s temperature rises, global warming could add even more devastation. “The current rate and magnitude of climate change are faster and more severe than many species have experienced in their evolutionary history,” said Anthony Barnosky, the lead author of the Nature study. 

But equally as strong as the conclusion that global warming can push extinctions is the difficulty in linking the fate of any single species to climate. Policy makers would like to get a better idea of exactly what to expect — how many species will risk extinction, and which ones are most likely to wink out of existence. But scientists who study the impact of global warming on biodiversity are pushing back against the pressure for detailed forecasts. While it’s clear that global warming’s impact could potentially be huge, scientists are warning that it’s still impossible to provide fine-grained predictions. 

“We need to stand firm about the real complexity of biological systems and not let policy makers push us into simplistic answers,” said Camille Parmesan, a biologist at the University of Texas. She and others studying climate’s effects on biodiversity are calling for conservation measures that don’t rely on impossible precision. 

Dr. Parmesan herself has gathered some of the most compelling evidence that global warming is already leaving its mark on nature. In 2003, she and Gary Yohe, an economist at Wesleyan University, analyzed records of the geographical ranges of more than 1,700 species of plants and animals. They found that their ranges were moving, on average, 3.8 miles per decade toward the poles. Animals and plants were also moving up mountain slopes. 

These were the sorts of changes you’d expect from global warming. The warmer edges of a range might become too hot for a species to survive, while the cooler edge becomes more suitable. What’s more, only worldwide climate change could explain the entire pattern. “Because it’s happening consistently on a global scale, we can link it to greenhouse gases changes,” Dr. Parmesan said. 

Dr. Parmesan and her colleagues have continued to expand their database since then. But other researchers have been moving in the opposite direction, seeking to attribute changes in individual species to climate change. Last year, for example, Michael Kearney of the University of Melbourne and his colleagues published a study on the common brown butterfly of Australia. From 1941 to 2005, adult butterflies had been emerging from their pupae 1.5 days earlier per decade around Melbourne. 

To see if the brown butterfly is actually responding to climate change, Dr. Kearney and his colleagues first analyzed historical temperature records in Melbourne. Temperatures have gradually risen over the past 60 years. Computer models indicate that natural climate cycles can explain only a small part of the change. 

The scientists then observed how temperature affects how brown butterflies develop. The warmer the temperature, the faster the butterflies emerged from their pupae. Dr. Kearney and his colleagues used those results to build a mathematical model to predict how long the butterflies would develop at any given temperature. They determined that Melbourne’s local warming should have led to the butterflies emerging 1.5 days earlier per decade — exactly what the butterflies are, in fact, doing. 

In the journal Nature Climate Change, Dr. Parmesan and her colleagues argue that trying to attribute specific biological changes to global warming is the wrong way to go. While the global fingerprint of climate change may be clear, the picture can get blurry in individual species. “When you go to the local level, the outcome of climate change on one particular species is not dependent just on what climate change is doing,” said Dr. Parmesan. 

In Europe, for example, the map butterfly has expanded its range at both its northern and its southern edge. Global warming probably has something to do with its northern expansion. But the butterflies are also benefiting from the mowing of roadsides, which allows more nettle plants to grow. Since map butterflies feed on nettles, they’re able to survive across a broader range of Europe. 

A number of experts applaud the commentary from Dr. Parmesan and her colleagues. “I think they really hit the nail on the head,” said Richard Pearson, the director of biodiversity informatics research at the American Museum of Natural History. “Biologists shouldn’t get drawn heavily into the attribution debate.” 

But some researchers counter that such studies can be worthwhile cases where global warming’s impact on an individual species is clear. “The fact that the task may simply be too challenging in most cases does not mean that it will be impossible or a waste of effort in some particular cases,” said Dáithí Stone, a climate scientist at the University of Cape Town in South Africa. 

Tracking the effects of climate change on species today can help show how nature may respond to it in decades to come. And many scientists think that the future looks grim. As temperatures rise, many species may not be able to shift their ranges to stay in a comfortable environment. Instead, their ranges may shrink, pushing them toward extinction. 

Over the past decade, Dr. Pearson and other researchers have developed models to predict these future range shifts. They typically calculate the “climate envelope” in which species live today, and then use global warming projections to find where their climate envelopes will be in the future. These models first came to prominence in 2004, when an international team of scientists published a study of more than a thousand species. They estimated that 15 percent to 37 percent of all species could become “committed to extinction” by 2050, thanks to climate change. 

“It was a big splash for the field,” recalled Dr. Pearson. But in his new book, “Driven to Extinction,” Dr. Pearson recounts how he cringed to see the research boiled down to simple, stark headlines that said a million species were doomed. 

“Biodiversity is under severe threat from climate change, but we need to be careful that we don’t give a false impression of what our confidence is,” said Dr. Pearson. “We have to give a nuanced sense of what we do know and what we can say with confidence.” 

Seven years after the million-species headlines, Dr. Pearson says that extinction models still have a long way to go. “We’ve made some incremental improvements, but I don’t think they’re hugely better,” he said. 

“It’s been a very powerful tool, but my concern is that it’s very weak on biology,” said Georgina Mace of Imperial College London. In the latest issue of Science, she and her colleagues use the fossil record to demonstrate how seemingly similar species can respond in different ways to climate change. 

When the planet warmed at the end of the ice age 11,000 years ago, for example, the change was too much for Irish elk, which became extinct. Moose, on the other hand, have survived. Some moose populations stayed put; other populations shifted to more suitable places. 

Dr. Mace and her colleagues call for new models that can assess the sensitivity of species to climate, as well as their ability to adapt. In some cases, that adaptation may be evolution. Species may become better able to tolerate warmer temperatures or a change in rainfall. In other cases, animals may adapt by changing their behavior. 

Polar bears, for example, are having a harder time hunting seals because of melting sea ice. “They don’t say, we can’t eat seals anymore, so we’re just going to starve,” Dr. Pearson said. Instead, some bears are getting more food on land, raiding goose nests for their eggs. 

While this switch may slow the decline of polar bears, it’s not great news for the geese. Dr. Pearson notes that all the influences that species have on one another will also determine how climate change affects them. “Predicting how communities will respond is really tricky,” he said. 

Dr. Mace argues that a fuller accounting of how species cope with climate could let scientists revise their estimate for how many species could become extinct. “I think it could be a lot worse for some groups of species, and not as bad for others,” she said. 

Humans add even more complexity to the forecast. Cities and farms now block the path for many species that might otherwise be able to spread to more suitable habitats, for example. Dr. Parmesan thinks much more research should go into the interactions of global warming and other human impacts. Scientists in Australia have found that coral reefs are more resilient against global warming, for example, if they’re protected from overfishing. The warming oceans stimulate the growth of deadly algae on the reefs. But grazing fish can keep the algae in check. 

Such research will become the basis for decisions about which species to help, and how. Dr. Mace believes that some especially vulnerable species may need to be moved to new habitats in order to survive. Dr. Parmesan thinks that reducing other pressures, like overfishing, will make species more resilient to climate change. “We know that climate change wouldn’t be such a big problem if systems weren’t already stressed,” Dr. Parmesan said. “We really need to focus on reducing these other stressors.” 

Dr. Pearson, on the other hand, argues for setting aside more land in parks and reserves. More space will help keep species ranges large even if those ranges shift. “We need to give nature the opportunity to respond,” he said. 

BP Seeks to Resume Drilling in Gulf of Mexico
New York Times, 3 April 2011, Julia Werdigier and John M. Broder
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/04/business/energy-environment/04bp.html?adxnnl=1&ref=earth&adxnnlx=1301941349-abHUNHzVCv/5HMjVHZOWvg
BP has asked United States regulators for permission to resume drilling in the Gulf of Mexico, two company officials said on Sunday, creating a delicate situation for the Obama administration as it seeks to balance safety concerns with a desire to increase domestic oil production. 

The petition comes less than 12 months after a rig BP had leased there exploded, causing a huge oil spill and killing 11 workers. The accident tarnished BP’s image and raised questions about its safety procedures. 

Just last week, the Justice Department confirmed that it was considering a range of civil and criminal penalties against BP, including potential manslaughter charges for the deaths of the rig workers, as part of its ongoing investigation into the accident. 

At the same time, President Obama, in a major statement on energy policy last week, said the administrations was seeking to reduce dependence on imported oil in part by increasing domestic production, both onshore and off. BP was one of the major producers in the gulf before the accident. 

BP is seeking permission to continue drilling at 10 existing deepwater production and development wells in the region in July in exchange for adhering to stricter safety and supervisory rules, said one of the officials. An agreement could be reached within the next month but would not include new drilling, the official said. 

The other official said, “We’re making progress but it’s not a yes yet.” Both people spoke on the condition of anonymity because talks on a possible agreement were continuing. 

Drilling in the Gulf of Mexico was halted last summer as a result of the accident involving BP’s Macondo well, which spilled 4.9 million barrels of oil into the ocean. The ban was lifted in October. 

Melissa Schwartz, a spokeswoman for the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement, the federal agency that overseas the development of resources in the gulf, said on Sunday that there was no deal with BP. Toby Odone, a spokesman for BP, declined to comment. 

The regulator had recently started to permit some deepwater drilling in the Gulf of Mexico. Royal Dutch Shell won approval on Wednesday to drill off the coast of Louisiana on the condition that rigorous new safety standards were met. Other companies that have been allowed to continue drilling in the region include Exxon Mobil, Chevron and BHP Billiton. 

Federal officials have said any company that wants to resume drilling in the gulf would have to meet the new safety requirements. 

But granting permission to BP would be more controversial because the British oil company is still paying for costs related to the oil spill, the cleanup and the continuing civil and criminal investigations into the accident. BP so far has set aside more than $40 billion to cover those costs. 

The administration has pressed BP to ensure that victims of the spill are compensated, but the company has said publicly it needs to resume drilling in the gulf in order to have the financial resources to pay the claims submitted by federal and state officials, and individuals and businesses. 

The Obama administration has spent 11 months dealing with the aftermath of the Macondo well blowout and writing new rules to try to prevent similar accidents. 

Allowing BP to resume operations in the gulf would send a mixed message — that even as the administration was trying to increase the safety of offshore drilling and punish bad actors, it was responding to critics in Congress and the oil industry who say the administration is choking off production and driving up energy prices. 

What seems clear is that the gulf will not return to full production until all the major players are allowed to resume drilling. 

BP is eager for that to happen, and its chief executive, Robert Dudley, has repeatedly said the company remains committed to its operations in the United States. Mr. Dudley has pledged to make improving BP’s safety record his priority. He set up a new division last year to monitor safety and suspended some operations in Alaska and the North Sea after the projects failed to meet the new standards. 

Gaining permission to resume drilling in the gulf would help Mr. Dudley to move BP beyond its painful and expensive recent history in the region, which has eroded shareholder trust. It would also give BP a boost of confidence. 

The British oil company suffered a setback in its expansion strategy last month when a Swedish court blocked a $10 billion cooperation agreement with Rosneft of Russia, which was supposed to give the company access to the Arctic. 

The drilling ban had cost oil companies tens of millions of dollars as they were required to keep rigs warm and ready to drill. The Obama administration lifted the drilling ban early but said that companies must meet the new safety standards before they could resume drilling. 

They include new standards for well design, casing and cementing. Companies would also require verification from a third party that safety devices like blowout preventers, which failed during the BP spill, were properly designed and tested. 

Some environmental groups had criticized the decision, saying it was too early to grant drilling permits again while details of the accident were still being investigated. 

Mr. Obama’s Energy Vision
New York Times, 31 March, Editorial
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/01/opinion/01fri1.html?partner=rss&emc=rss
It was instructive and depressing this week to watch President Obama and Congressional Republicans marching in completely different directions on energy policy. Mr. Obama reminded us that charting a clean energy future is not a pipe dream and that America can reduce its dependence on foreign oil. The Republicans reminded us how hard it will be to get there. 

The outcome depends in no small measure on how hard Mr. Obama is willing to battle for his policies. As he showed again in a speech on Wednesday, he has no trouble articulating energy-related issues. What remains in doubt has been his willingness to see the fight through. This time must be different. 

Beset by rising gas prices and Middle Eastern turmoil, Mr. Obama, like other presidents, decried the nation’s dependence on foreign oil. He also said there were no quick fixes and that a nation with only 2 percent of the world’s reserves cannot drill its way to self-sufficiency. 

He then offered a strategy aimed at, among other things, reducing oil imports by one-third by 2025, partly by increasing domestic production but largely by producing more efficient vehicles and by moving advanced biofuels from the laboratory to commercial production. 

These are achievable goals. Reducing oil imports by one-third means using 3.7 million fewer barrels a day. The fuel economy standards set last year by the Environmental Protection Agency and the Department of Transportation will yield 1.7 million of those barrels; the next round of standards, now on the drawing boards at the E.P.A., will yield another 1.7 million barrels. Advanced biofuels and improved mass transit could get us the rest of the way. 

None of these goals will be reached if the Republicans who dominate their party have their way. One particularly destructive amendment to the House’s irresponsible budget bill would strip the E.P.A. of its authority to regulate greenhouse gases from vehicles and stationary sources. This authority, conferred by the Supreme Court, made possible the current fuel economy rules — which would be cast into doubt if the bill became law. It is obviously essential to any new round of rule-making. The bill also gave short shrift to most other clean energy programs. 

Then there are three bills offered by Doc Hastings, the Washington Republican who leads the House Natural Resources Committee. The bills would effectively rewrite the rules governing offshore drilling imposed after the gulf oil spill, opening vast areas of the Atlantic, Pacific and Arctic to exploration and greatly accelerating the measured pace at which the administration has been issuing drilling permits in the Gulf of Mexico. 

The chances for responsible progress seem greater in the Senate, despite mischievous efforts to undermine the E.P.A. by Republicans and some coal-country Democrats. Mitch McConnell, the Republican leader, is demanding a vote on a bill that would mimic the House budget measure by stripping the agency of its authority to regulate greenhouse gases. John D. Rockefeller IV, a West Virginia Democrat, has reintroduced a bill that would delay any such regulation for two years, which is almost as bad because such delays have a way of becoming permanent. 

A more positive note was sounded Thursday by a bipartisan group of senators assembled by Kent Conrad, the North Dakota Democrat, and Saxby Chambliss, a Republican of Georgia. The group is the remnants of the so-called Gang of 10 that tried to work out a sensible energy strategy during the “drill, baby, drill” hysteria of the 2008 presidential campaign. The group failed then, but Mr. Obama’s speech appears to have inspired a reunion — a tender shoot Mr. Obama should move quickly to encourage. 

Senate chief: Budget deal won't stop EPA's climate rules
USA Today, 1 April 2011, Wendy Koch
http://content.usatoday.com/communities/greenhouse/post/2011/04/budget-deal-no-ban-epa-climate-rules/1
The Senate's Democratic leader said Friday that a U.S. budget deal, which President Obama said is "close," won't contain a GOP measure to bar the Environmental Protection Agency from regulating greenhouse gas emissions.

On Capitol Hill, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., vowed that any compromise won't include GOP proposals to block EPA plans to reduce heat-trapping emissions, clean up the Chesapeake Bay or shut down mountaintop mines, according to the Associated Press. Such provisions are attached to a House-passed funding bill negotiated to avoid a government shutdown next weekend.

This week, Reid signaled flexibility on such amendments, and the AP reported that the White House was likewise open to some GOP proposals. Those comments sparked an outcry among environmental groups, including the Natural Resources Defense Council and Environment America.

House Speaker John Boehner of Ohio, the leading GOP negotiator, has insisted that a budget compromise will have to include some GOP policy measures, according to AP.

FOLLOW Green House on Twitter
Obama said Friday that Democrats and Republicans in Congress are nearing agreement on spending cuts in the range of $33 billion for next year. "They're going to have to compromise," Obama said during a visit to a shipping facility in nearby Maryland. "Both sides are close though, and we know that a compromise is within reach."

Pragmatism Influencing Energy Debates
Reuters, 3 April 2011, Gerard Wynn and Alister Doyle 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/04/business/energy-environment/04green.html
Political support may be holding for nuclear power and offshore oil, despite the Fukushima and Gulf of Mexico disasters, as decision makers confront the challenges of climate change and dwindling energy reserves. 

A theory of “peak everything” suggests the world is running short of vital assets like clean water, carbon-free air, some minerals, fish stocks and the cheap fossil fuels that have powered the world economy and helped rein in the price of food. 

If countries want to secure domestic supplies and curb carbon emissions, too, then energy options are limited. And that fact has clearly dawned on governments. 

Take, for example, the deadly blowout last year at BP’s Macondo well in the Gulf of Mexico, which all but stalled deep-water drilling in the United States. 

Licensing there has now resumed, while other countries had dismissed a deepwater freeze from the start, including Britain, whose output is dwindling in the shallower North Sea. 

The world’s response to the nuclear crisis caused by the devastating earthquake and tsunami in Japan on March 11 is still evolving, but a bump in the road looks more plausible than a full stop. 

President Barack Obama, for instance, laid out a plan last week to cut oil imports by a third by diversifying toward renewable energies and relying on nuclear power. 

Italy and China plan one-year moratoriums in new construction for nuclear power, and Japan intends to carry out a policy review. In Germany, Chancellor Angela Merkel’s conservatives lost power in a regional stronghold last week, partly because of her party’s pro-nuclear stance. 

Over all, the anti-nuclear sentiment is likely to be less strong than after the more serious Chernobyl reactor explosion in the former Soviet Union in 1986. And the Three Mile Island accident in 1979 in the United States caused a severe backlash there. 

“In the United States, this is having much less of an impact,” said Robert N. Stavins, director of the environmental economics program at Harvard University. “It’s not just because it’s overseas. It’s because of climate change. That just changed the legitimacy of nuclear power in the U.S., the perception of it.” 

Similarly, there is broad support for offshore drilling even after the gulf oil spill, Mr. Stavins said, because of Republicans’ concerns about energy security and Democrats’ desire to gather support for climate legislation. 

Other observers said the driving force for offshore drilling, nuclear power and other resources was the simple need to provide for a global population set to reach nine billion by 2050. 

“We could see some continuing support for nuclear, despite what is happening in Japan, but it won’t be fueled by climate change concerns,” said Emmanuel Fages, head of analysis of European energy at Société Générale in Paris. 

“It will be because of economic and energy pragmatism,” he said. By that argument, nuclear power may be hit most by rising safety and insurance costs after Fukushima. 

The International Energy Agency, the energy watchdog for industrialized countries, said global crude oil output had peaked in 2006, and the world is now forced to get oil from sources like oil sands and natural gas liquids. 

Those alternatives, as well as renewable energy and nuclear power, are more expensive and would force the world into a more frugal future, according to Richard Heinberg, who coined the notion of “Peak Everything” in his 2007 book of the same title. 

Fukushima could stall nuclear power, he added. 

“The real upshot is — the strong likelihood is — we’ll have less energy in the future, and it will be more expensive energy. We’re really looking at a different kind of society,” at least for the next 20 or 30 years before new breakthroughs emerge, he said. 

“This was the great benefit of fossil fuels in the early days: We had to invest trivial amounts, and we got this enormous return,” he added 

Of course, theories of impending shortages have often turned out wrong, like the 1798 prediction by Thomas Malthus, the British scholar, that population growth would outstrip food production. At the time, the world population was just one billion. 

The right strategic response could deal with the risks of resource scarcity, oil depletion and climate change, said Nick Mabey at the London-based environment group E3G. “No one actually is gripping the strategic consequences of these risks,” he said. 

To manage risk, government spending priorities should be energy efficiency, interconnected grids to link up different power sources across wide regions, smart grids to smooth demand and absorb volatile wind and solar power, and electric cars. 

“Energy policy is about balancing risks,” said James M. Acton of the nuclear policy program at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, who added, “all forms of energy carry risks.” 

And the tsunami was beyond the design of the Fukushima plant. “The real challenge is to improve our ability to predict natural and man-made disasters,” he said. 

Some green groups said that there was no trade-off and that renewable energy coupled with energy efficiency could solve the problems. 

Sven Teske, director of renewable energy at the environmental group Greenpeace International, said big shifts were under way with developed nations closing more coal-fired plants than they opened. 

“There is a phase-out of coal already. The reality is that everybody is moving towards renewables and gas. But some of the government rhetoric will remain in favor of nuclear,” he said. 

GE's Immelt defends nuclear industry safety record
Reuters, 4 April 2011, Taiga Uranaka
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/04/04/us-ge-japan-idUSTRE7331WP20110404
General Electric Co (GE.N: Quote, Profile, Research, Stock Buzz) Chief Executive Jeffrey Immelt defended the nuclear industry's safety record on Monday during a trip to Tokyo to show support to the operator of a stricken nuclear plant using reactors designed by the U.S. conglomerate.

Immelt met with executives at Tokyo Electric Power Co (TEPCO) (9501.T: Quote, Profile, Research, Stock Buzz), operator of the Fukushima power plant that was crippled by the March 11 earthquake and tsunami and is leaking radiation in the worst nuclear accident since Chernobyl in 1986.

GE and its nuclear business partner Hitachi Ltd (6501.T: Quote, Profile, Research, Stock Buzz) have sent over 1,000 workers to help with the so far unsuccessful efforts to get the plant under control.

"We have more than 1,000 engineers who have worked around the clock since the incident began and we will continue short-term, medium-term and long-term work with TEPCO due to this horrific national disaster," Immelt told reporters after a meeting with Japan's trade minister.

"But this is an industry that operated effectively for 40 years. And that's my expectation," he said.

A GE Japan spokeswoman later told Reuters that Immelt excluded the Chernobyl incident when referring to the industry's safety record over the past four decades because it did not involve facilities designed by Western or Japanese firms.

General Electric is preparing to ship more than 20 gas turbines to Japan to help ease an electricity shortage triggered by the March 11 disaster, which knocked out about one-fifth of TEPCO's generating capacity, the spokeswoman said.

Immelt said GE would donate up to $10 million to Japan for humanitarian support. The earthquake left nearly 28,000 people dead or missing.

GE wholly built one of the six reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi power plant. It constructed two others jointly with Toshiba Corp (6502.T: Quote, Profile, Research, Stock Buzz). Toshiba built two on its own and Hitachi made one.

Anne Lauvergeon, the head of French nuclear reactor maker Areva (CEPFi.PA: Quote, Profile, Research, Stock Buzz) was in Tokyo last week. She promised the company would send about 20 experts and provide technical and material assistance to help deal with the crisis.

Lawmakers Probe Plan To Shelve Yucca Nuclear Dump 
Reuters, 4 April 2011, Roberta Rampton and Ayesha Rascoe
http://www.planetark.com/enviro-news/item/61660
Republican lawmakers on Thursday pressed the Obama administration on its decision to stop work on a permanent nuclear waste storage site inside Yucca Mountain, Nevada, launching a formal probe and grilling the nuclear regulator on Capitol Hill.

The House Energy and Commerce committee sent detailed lists of questions to Energy Secretary Steven Chu and Nuclear Regulatory Commission Chairman Gregory Jaczko probing decisions to stop work on the controversial dump site.

Japan's nuclear disaster, caused in part by problems with storage pools for spent fuel, has renewed debate over the site, fiercely opposed by Nevada residents and Senate Majority leader Harry Reid.

Separately, House lawmakers with oversight of the NRC's budget grilled its chairman Gregory Jaczko about his move to end a technical review of the site.

"I firmly believe that contrary to what your counsel says, you're acting outside the law," Republican Representative Mike Simpson of Idaho told Jaczko during a hearing, complaining about the "politicization" of the independent regulator.

A House watchdog committee led by Darrell Issa was also studying a previously unreleased complete version of the NRC's pending technical review of Yucca that it obtained this week, over objections from Jaczko, who called the release a "dangerous precedent."

Representative Shelley Berkley, a Democrat from Nevada, called the Energy and Commerce investigation into the Yucca Mountain decision a "political witch hunt," labeling the probe as "one more effort to turn Nevada into a nuclear waste dump."

"While Republicans in Congress say they want to spend less, they are demanding $100 billion be dumped into Yucca Mountain, while ignoring the safety risks that would come from decades of nuclear waste shipments," Berkley said in a statement.

"APOLITICAL" DECISION-JACZKO

In a heated back-and-forth that lasted more than 30 minutes, the NRC's Jaczko defended his actions as "apolitical" and said it was not the commission's job to require the government to move ahead with the project.

"No more than you would expect the fire marshal to go in and tell a developer to continue developing a building so that they can conduct their fire inspections, should we expected to be in a position of demanding or requiring the Department of Energy to move forward with the program," Jaczko said.

Before his appointment to the NRC in 2005, Jaczko had been a top advisor to Harry Reid, majority leader in the Senate. Reid led political opposition to Yucca, and also worked to get his former aide appointed to the five-member commission.

Commission staff were well into a review of the Yucca project needed for its safety license when the Obama administration asked to pull its license request because of local opposition to the plan.

A separate NRC licensing board ruled that the Energy Department lacked the authority to shelve the application. That ruling was appealed to the full commission, but the case has languished for months.

Simpson accused Jaczko of stalling the commission's decision and acting to stop the review before a final vote had been made. He said other commissioners have said as much.

Jaczko said the NRC's head counsel advised him that stopping the review was proper based on the NRC's budget plans.

Ed Pastor, a Democratic lawmaker from Arizona, told Jaczko that the appropriations committee members "were not in an accord with what was happening to Yucca Mountain" and reminded him that Congress has not yet passed a budget for fiscal 2011.

It was the second consecutive day for Jaczko to be pressed by lawmakers on storing nuclear waste. On Wednesday, he testified before a Senate committee on the issue.

Jaczko and Peter Lyons, an Energy Department official, said it's safe to store waste in pools or "dry casks" for decades.

"We're going to continue to kick this one down the road, aren't we?" said John Olver, a Massachusetts Democrat.

Simpson told reporters that his committee would eye how to use its budgetary powers to force the NRC to act.

"Nobody likes to spend $12 billion and see it washed down the toilet," he said, referring to the amount of money Congress has spent so far on the Yucca project.

U.S. Nuclear Investment To Pause: Analysts 
Reuters, 4 April 2011, Al Yoon
http://www.planetark.com/enviro-news/item/61659
Plans for nuclear power investment in the United States will be sidelined but not derailed by the problems Japan is having with the Fukushima nuclear plant, experts said in a panel discussion on Thursday.

The state of the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear reactors after the March 11 earthquake and ensuing tsunami has rekindled the debate over whether the benefits of nuclear power outweigh the risks.

As Japan struggles to regain control of the damaged nuclear plant north of Tokyo, licensing and financing for new nuclear projects in the United States will be put on hold, according to former regulators and other experts assembled on a panel sponsored by the New York Society of Security Analysts.

"I think there will be limited impact on new plant development," said James Asselstine, a managing director at Barclays Capital and former member of the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission.

It has been decades since the U.S. has added new nuclear power plants, in part due to their higher costs versus other sources, such as natural gas, analysts said.

But the political will that had provided some hope for the industry in recent years has been weakened by the Japan experience, raising doubts about whether there can be any renaissance of nuclear power in the United States and expansion elsewhere in the world.

Energy investors have reacted to the Japan disaster with their feet.

Investors have been buying shares of companies like Siemens AG that would benefit from rising investments in non-nuclear power. Alternative power indexes have gained.

Mark Cooper, a fellow at the Institute for Energy and the Environment asserted nuclear power is 25 percent less attractive to investors after Japan shed light on risks.

Backing from the government -- crucial for the financing of plants -- may be at a crossroads, some analysts said.

"They cannot be built without government guarantees ... shifting risk from investors and lenders to taxpayers," said Peter Bradford, an adjunct professor at Vermont Law School who was a commissioner on the NRC when the Three Mile Island disaster struck.

Political will " is unlikely to be there in the near future," he said.

France -- the most nuclear-dependent nation and home of reactor maker Areva -- called for new global nuclear rules and proposed a global conference as President Nicolas Sarkozy visited Tokyo on Thursday.

Germany, which recently reversed a policy favoring nuclear power, said on Thursday it would raise security requirements at its 17 nuclear plants to ensure they can withstand plane crashes and earthquakes.

Meantime, American concern has lingered since a partial meltdown at Pennsylvania's Three Mile Island plant in 1979. The Indian Point nuclear plant north of New York City has been criticized because, according to an NRC report in September, it is at the greatest risk for seismic activity among the 27 plants the NRC reviewed.

Shutdowns of current plants in the U.S. are unlikely following industry reviews, Asselstine said.

"U.S. industry and government response (to Japan's disaster) has been measured and appropriate, he said.

Asselstine predicted regulators and investors will go ahead with a handful of projects, which will be used as benchmarks for the future of the industry that provides some 20 percent of the nation's power.

He conceded there will be delays in the "current environment," possibly with the approval of more U.S. guarantees for nuclear power loans.

Utility nuclear players that want to build new reactors are Southern Co, SCANA Corp, DUKE Energy and Progress Energy.

NRG Energy Inc's $10 billion nuclear plant expansion planned for South Texas may never get off the drawing board as repercussions from Japan's disaster spread, rating company analysts said earlier this month.

Critics' review unexpectedly supports scientific consensus on global warming
Los Angeles Times, 4 April 2011, Margot Roosevelt
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/la-me-climate-berkeley-20110404,0,4493196.story
A team of UC Berkeley physicists and statisticians that set out to challenge the scientific consensus on global warming is finding that its data-crunching effort is producing results nearly identical to those underlying the prevailing view.

The Berkeley Earth Surface Temperature project was launched by physics professor Richard Muller, a longtime critic of government-led climate studies, to address what he called "the legitimate concerns" of skeptics who believe that global warming is exaggerated.

But Muller unexpectedly told a congressional hearing last week that the work of the three principal groups that have analyzed the temperature trends underlying climate science is "excellent.... We see a global warming trend that is very similar to that previously reported by the other groups."

The hearing was called by GOP leaders of the House Science & Technology committee, who have expressed doubts about the integrity of climate science. It was one of several inquiries in recent weeks as the Environmental Protection Agency's efforts to curb planet-heating emissions from industrial plants and motor vehicles have come under strenuous attack in Congress.

Muller said his group was surprised by its findings, but he cautioned that the initial assessment is based on only 2% of the 1.6 billion measurements that will eventually be examined.

The Berkeley project's biggest private backer, at $150,000, is the Charles G. Koch Charitable Foundation. Oil billionaires Charles and 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.chicagotribune.com/topic/economy-business-finance/david-koch-PEBSL00422.topic" \o "David Koch" David Koch are the nation's most prominent funders of efforts to prevent curbs on the burning of fossil fuels, the largest contributor to planet-warming greenhouse gases.

The $620,000 project is also partly funded by the federal Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, where Muller is a senior scientist. Muller said the Koch foundation and other contributors will have no influence over the results, which he plans to submit to peer-reviewed scientific journals.

Ken Caldeira, an atmospheric scientist at the Carnegie Institution for Science, which contributed some funding to the Berkeley effort, said Muller's statement to Congress was "honorable" in recognizing that "previous temperature reconstructions basically got it right…. Willingness to revise views in the face of empirical data is the hallmark of the good scientific process."

But conservative critics who had expected Muller's group to demonstrate a bias among climate scientists reacted with disappointment.

Anthony Watts, a former TV weatherman who runs the skeptic blog WattsUpWithThat.com, wrote that the Berkeley group is releasing results that are not "fully working and debugged yet.... But, post normal science political theater is like that."

Over the years, Muller has praised Watts' efforts to show that weather station data in official studies are untrustworthy because of the urban heat island effect, which boosts temperature readings in areas that have been encroached on by cities and suburbs.

But leading climatologists said the previous studies accounted for the effect, and the Berkeley analysis is confirming that, Muller acknowledged. "Did such poor station quality exaggerate the estimates of global warming?" he asked in his written testimony. "We've studied this issue, and our preliminary answer is no."

Temperature data are gathered from tens of thousands of weather stations around the globe, many of which have incomplete records. Over the last two decades, three independent groups have used different combinations of stations and varying statistical methods and yet arrived at nearly identical conclusions: The planet's surface, on average, has warmed about 0.75 degrees centigrade (1.4 degrees Fahrenheit) since the beginning of the 20th century.

Temperature data were the focus of the so-called 2009 Climategate controversy, in which opponents of greenhouse gas regulation alleged that leaked emails from a British climate laboratory showed manipulation of weather station records. Five U.S. and British government and university investigations have refuted the charges.

"For those who wish to discredit the science, this [temperature] record is the holy grail," said Peter Thorne, a leading expert at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's National Climatic Data Center in Asheville, N.C. "They figure if they can discredit this, then society would have significant doubts about all of climate science."

Thorne said scientists who contributed to the three main studies — by NOAA, NASA and Britain's Met Office — welcome new peer-reviewed research. But he said the Berkeley team had been "seriously compromised" by publicizing its work before publishing any vetted papers.

On the project's website, in a public lecture and in statements to the media, Muller had portrayed the Berkeley effort as rectifying the "biases" of previous studies, a task he compared with "Hercules cleaning out the Augean stables." He said his study would be "more precise," analyzing data from 39,000 stations — more than any other study — and offering "transparent," rather than "homogenized" data.

Kevin Trenberth, who heads the Climate Analysis Section of the National Center for Atmospheric Research, a university consortium, said he was "highly skeptical of the hype and claims" surrounding the Berkeley effort. "The team has some good people," he said, "but not the expertise required in certain areas, and purely statistical approaches are naive."

The project team includes UC Berkeley statistician David Brillinger and UC Berkeley physicists Don Groom, Robert Jacobsen, Saul Perlmutter, Arthur Rosenfeld and Jonathan Wurtele. The group's atmospheric scientist is Judith Curry,

 HYPERLINK "http://discovermagazine.com/2010/apr/10-it.s-gettin-hot-in-here-big-battle-over-climate-science"  chairwoman of the School of Earth and Atmospheric Science at Georgia Tech, who has suggested that temperature data were "airbrushed" by other scientists.

One full-time staffer, Richard Rohde, a who recently earned a doctorate in statistics, is doing most of the work, Muller said.

Although in his testimony Muller praised the "integrity" of previous studies, he said estimates of human-caused warming need to be "improved." And despite his preliminary praise for earlier studies, he said further data-crunching "could bring our current agreement into disagreement."

Other scientists noted that temperature is only one factor in climate change. "Even if the thermometer had never been invented, the evidence is there from deep ocean changes, from receding glaciers, from rising sea levels and receding sea ice and spring snow cover," Thorne said.

"All the physical indicators are consistent with a warming world. There is no doubt the trend of temperature is upwards since the early 20th century. And that trend is accelerating."

Could Shale Gas Power the World?
Time, 31 March 2011, Bryan Walsh
http://www.time.com/time/health/article/0,8599,2062331,00.html?xid=newsletter-daily
For more than a decade, Bonnie Burnett and her husband Truman have owned a second home in the hilly farmland of Bradford County, in northeastern Pennsylvania. It was a getaway for the Burnetts (who live three hours to the south, in Stroudsburg), a place to take their grandchildren for a swim in the wooded pond that lies just a few steps from their front door. "It used to be heaven here," says Bonnie. "We were going to move here to live." 

The Burnetts say their plans changed when a natural gas drilling operation on an adjacent property started less than 400 ft. (122 m) from their house. It was one of thousands of wells that have been drilled in Pennsylvania as part of a booming natural gas rush. In June 2009, when the Burnetts were home in Stroudsburg, tens of thousands of gallons of drilling water that had been stored on the well pad spilled, leaking downhill and into the Burnetts' trees and pond. Truman says that spill ruined a 50-ft. (15 m) swath of forest and affected their water. The pond seems lifeless, and the bass and perch that the Burnetts once fished with their grandchildren are gone. Even after the accident, the well is still running. The Burnetts can hear the hum of a gas compressor running 24 hours a day. "Did it ruin my life?" asks a tearful Bonnie. "I'd have to say yes." (See pictures of the effects of global warming.)
Dave DeCristo of nearby Canton, Pa., can see wells from his home too, but that's where any similarity with the Burnetts ends. DeCristo moved to this rural community to work as a plumber before he launched a gas station and a fuel-support outfit. He did well, but his businesses really took off in 2008, when drilling companies eager for the region's natural gas began setting up shop, and he's added dozens of employees. In addition, DeCristo — like other landowners around the region —has sold a gas company the right to drill on his land. There's a well not far from his front door. "I could never dream I was going to be able to grow this big," he says. "I've been a blessed person because of this." 

Until recently, natural gas was the forgotten stepsister of fuels. It provides about a quarter of U.S. electricity and heats over 60 million American homes, but it's always been limited — more expensive than dirty coal, dirtier than nuclear or renewables. Much of Europe depends on gas for heating and some electricity — but the bulk of the supply comes from Russia, which hasn't hesitated to use energy as a form of political blackmail. The fuels of the future were going to be solar, wind and nuclear. "The history of natural gas in the U.S. has been a roller-coaster ride," says Tony Meggs, a co-chair of a 2010 Massachusetts Institute of Technology gas study. "It's been up and down and up and down." (See the world's top 10 environmental disasters.)
Natural gas is up now — way up — and it's changing how we think about energy throughout the world. If its boosters are to be believed, gas will change geopolitics, trimming the power of states in the troubled Middle East by reducing the demand for their oil; save the lives of thousands of people who would otherwise die from mining coal or breathing its filthy residue; and make it a little easier to handle the challenges of climate change — all thanks to vast new onshore deposits of what is called shale gas. Using new drilling methods pioneered by a Texas wildcatter, companies have been able to tap enormous quantities of gas from shale, leading to rock-bottom prices for natural gas even as oil soars. In a single year, the usually sober U.S. Energy Information Administration more than doubled its estimates of recoverable domestic shale-gas resources to 827 trillion cu. ft. (23 trillion cu m), more than 34 times the amount of gas the U.S. uses in a year. Together with supplies from conventional gas sources, the U.S. may now have enough gas to last a century at current consumption rates. (By comparison, the U.S. has less than nine years of oil reserves.) (Comment on this story.)
Would You Pay a Tiny Flight Tax to Help Protect People from Climate Change?
Treehugger, 4 April 2011, Jeff Kart
http://www.treehugger.com/files/2011/04/pay-tiny-flight-tax-protect-people-climate-change-iied.php
Economists at the International Institute for Environment and Development say a "small tax" on international airline tickets could raise $10 billion (US) a year to help people adapt to the impacts of climate change. People like those in Southern Thailand, where major floods have killed more than 50 people and affected millions more. Having spent yesterday on a plane, I feel a need to expound on this one. 

Planes emit loads of greenhouse gases, which contribute to climate change. Even though most passengers on commercial airlines are essentially carpooling it (like sardines), the pollution from airlines is something to be concerned about. And maybe that concern could be addressed with a so-called tiny tax. It would follow the "polluter pays" principle. 

The IIED economists, Tom Birch and Muyeye Chambwera, estimate that the $10 billion a year could be generated by adding $6 to each economy-class ticket and $62 to each business class ticket. Birch and Chambwera say they think passengers would "barely notice" these added fees. 

"C'mon," you might say, "I'm taxed enough." True. This would be a tax that probably makes more sense, however, than the other fees they tack on to air travel. 

Flying may be necessary for business (but video conferencing is a good alternative). It's also the prime form of travel for Spring Breakers (not all college kids) who need a respite from snow and work (right here).

The tax proposal is made in a briefing paper published ahead of the latest round of intergovernmental climate negotiations in Bangkok, Thailand.

The money could go into an Adaptation Fund created during previous negotiations. The costs of adapting to climate change (shoreline protection, etc.) could reach $100 billion a year between now and 2050, according to some estimates cited by IIED. 

You can download the briefing paper, "Fundraising flights: a levy on international air travel for adaptation," at the IIED website. Providing this money went to countries that needed it, and the fund was well-managed, would you be willing to pay this "tiny tax"? If it was coupled with additional measures to cut carbon pollution from air travel? But that could cost more. 

The Big Lie of "Clean" Nuclear
Huffington Post, 3 April 2011, Alec Baldwin (actor)
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/alec-baldwin/the-big-lie-of-clean-nucl_b_844161.html
Fascinating and heartbreaking how the Japanese civilian population, once again, has been called upon to teach us a harsh lesson about nuclear energy.

In the past few decades, more details have emerged about the development and deployment of the nuclear weapons dropped on Japan during World War II. Best-selling books report about how some government officials and scientists involved with the project urged Leslie Groves and the military to drop the bomb over the ocean, just off the coast of Japan, as perhaps this measure would scare the enemy into surrendering.

Groves and other military leaders asserted that there were only three finished weapons and that if the "demonstration blast" did not produce the desired effect, the US would have squandered a rare (at that time) and expensive opportunity. Also, some believed that the dropping of the two bombs served some grim purpose as a medical experiment. What would the bomb actually do to a city, its infrastructure and its population?

Who would argue that the results of those two bombs have kept that option at bay since 1945?

In the wake of the recent Japanese nuclear disaster, Kenzaburo Oe writes in The New Yorker about Hiroshima:

What did Japan learn from the tragedy of Hiroshima? One of the great figures of contemporary Japanese thought, Shuichi Kato, who died in 2008, speaking of atomic bombs and nuclear reactors, recalled a line from "The Pillow Book," written a thousand years ago by a woman, Sei Shonagon, in which the author evokes "something that seems very far away but is, in fact, very close." Nuclear disaster seems a distant hypothesis, improbable; the prospect of it is, however, always with us. The Japanese should not be thinking of nuclear energy in terms of industrial productivity; they should not draw from the tragedy of Hiroshima a "recipe" for growth. Like earthquakes, tsunamis, and other natural calamities, the experience of Hiroshima should be etched into human memory: it was even more dramatic a catastrophe than those natural disasters precisely because it was man-made. To repeat the error by exhibiting, through the construction of nuclear reactors, the same disrespect for human life is the worst possible betrayal of the memory of Hiroshima's victims.


I had written two pieces deconstructing the bizarre claims of the nuclear power industry. The incessant lie that nuclear is clean power, forever discounting the filthy and contaminating processes that mine, refine and enrich fissionable material for utility reactors. Although we must never set aside other factors such as vulnerability to terrorism and the lingering and unsolved issue of waste disposal, the Big Lie regarding "clean nuke" hype seems to trouble me most. You can't get many Americans to view a wind farm as a sign of our investment in a clean, safe energy future, but they seem to roll over and let the nuke industry do as they please, even in the wake of Fukushima. 

If I told you that the chances that you would get AIDS from one act of unprotected sex with an infected partner were one in a million, would you do it? (Actually, according to a report by researchers Norman Hearst and Stephen Hulley in the Journal of the American Medical Association, the odds of a heterosexual becoming infected with AIDS after one episode of penile-vaginal intercourse with someone in a non-high-risk group without a condom are one in 5 million.) The answer is no. Because, if you took that bet and lost, you'd get AIDS. 

Nukes are a similar bet. And there is no "protection" you can put on to save you. Fukushima shows us that utility companies reap all of the benefits, while we assume all of the risks. 

The Future of Nuclear Energy in the U.S.
Huffington Post, 4 April 2011, Rizwan Ladha
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/rizwan-ladha/the-future-of-nuclear-ene_b_843781.html
In the wake of the earthquake and tsunami that overwhelmed the Fukushima-Daiichi nuclear power plant in Japan, and as workers continue battling the second and third-degree effects of the disaster, important questions are being raised about the future of nuclear energy in the United States.

The U.S. Department of Energy has been investing for a long time in alternatives to coal and oil-based energy, including nuclear and renewables, in order to reduce our dependence on fossil fuels. Currently, there are 104 nuclear power plants in 31 states, which combined satisfy about 20% of our energy demand. There are additional plants that were slated for construction, but the Japan earthquake has changed that, and now many in the U.S. are calling for at least a temporary suspension on the development of new nuclear power plants.

One such person is Fletcher alumnus and former Secretary of Energy Bill Richardson (F71). Yesterday, when I attended a talk with Secretary Richardson at the Harvard Kennedy School, he suggested that we should be asking important questions about the designs of these new plants intended for construction, including how strong the containment vessel would be and whether the spent fuel pool would be placed at a sufficient distance from the reactor core to prevent a Fukushima-type disaster from being replicated here in the United States.

In the Q&A, I pushed back on Secretary Richardson and suggested these are perhaps the wrong questions to ask, since the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission is currently reviewing at least six new nuclear plant designs that would not have any of the design flaws and environmental security concerns that manifested themselves in Japan.

These new designs under NRC review are small modular reactors (SMRs), which -- in contrast to the large, above-ground megaplants like Fukushima-Daiichi that can produce upwards of 1,000 MWe -- put out less than 350 MWe and are more suitable for smaller towns and rural areas. They are manufactured in a completely encased unit, including the nuclear fuel, so there is more security in the nuclear fuel cycle and less proliferation risk. And according to preliminary studies, because these SMRs are designed to be buried at least partially underground, they would be less susceptible to damage from seismic shifts.

Secretary Richardson's response was a positive one -- that new designs should constantly be evaluated and old designs reevaluated, and that SMRs should be a part of the nuclear mix in the future.

But as George Marshall was known to ask, how could we be wrong? What are the downsides to these small modular reactor designs? What in these new designs would be cause for concern? 

In other words, what are we missing?

Electric Vehicles: Where Do the Emissions Go?
Huffington Post, 4 April 2011, Lucia Green-Weiskel
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/lucia-greenweiskel/electric-vehicles-where-d_b_843895.html
Both the US and China have pledged to put 1 million electric vehicles on the road in the next decade (see here and here), citing the environmental and energy security benefits of this technology. But are electric vehicles really better for the environment? 

There is a common misconception that electric vehicles are zero-emission and that their impact on the environment is as non-offensive as the quiet sound of their humming engines.

But electricity doesn't come from nowhere. To charge vehicles, tons of dirty coal (or sometimes natural gas or uranium) must be consumed at a power plant, generating electricity which then must be distributed to a building or charging station. This process is in and of itself a carbon-intensive one. In the United States and China, the vast majority of national electricity is generated by coal, which, according to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, has a much higher global warming potential than conventional vehicle fuels like diesel or gasoline.

So when we promote electric cars are we just shifting the emissions from the tail pipe to the power plant?

In the last three months, the Beijing-based policy center, Innovation Center for Energy and Transportation worked on a report commissioned by the United Nations entitled, Electric Vehicles in the Context of Sustainable Development in China.

What we found may surprise many.

We found that pure battery electric vehicles may not always improve environmental impact of transport as much as we would like to expect; in fact, in some regions, electric vehicles are not an environmentally friendlier technology, particularly in terms of GHG emissions, because of the source of electricity which powers them.

Except for one region in China, compared with conventional vehicles, electric vehicles do not significantly reduce emissions -- from a lifecycle point of view. After all, electric vehicles are an energy conversion technology, rather than a clean energy technology. That is to say, if we use dirty energy in our electric vehicles, then the technology is dirty; if we use clean energy in our electric vehicles, then the technology is clean.

In order to generate data that reflects the lifecycle GHG emissions we analyzed the environmental impact of the sequence of events that occur in the production of electricity or gasoline fuel. For electric vehicles, we looked at the emissions associated with the entire lifecycle of electricity, from the mining of coal, to the generation of electric power, to the transportation and storage of energy and finally to the efficiency of the use of electricity in an electric motor.. This is what we call "Mine-to-Wheel" emissions. For a conventional vehicle, we measure the emissions generated during the fuel's life cycle, from the oil well to the tank, then in the combustion of fuel in the car's engine. This is called "Well-to-Tank" emissions.

This analysis points to a clear implication for policy. Electric grids must be made more efficient, be more reliant on renewable sources of energy such as wind and solar (some would also argue nuclear). In China this means replacing coal plants with renewable energy on a large scale, and simultaneously producing what many would call a "smart grid." If renewables aren't commercially viable, then we need to install new technology to burn coal more cleanly or capture the emissions that come from coal. In the US and China (the world's biggest coal-consuming countries) these are existing areas for government led research and development. But there is still a long way to go before so-called clean coal or renewable energy will be economically feasible in order to remake the electricity grids in either country to something we can call "smart." This report adds evidence to the existing pile that electric power and grid reform should be priorities on both governments' agendas. 

GE's Immelt Defends Nuclear Industry 
Wall Street Journal, 4 April 2011, Juro Osawa
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703712504576241991758162136.html
The head of General Electric Co. insisted Monday that the nuclear industry has had a "safe track record" without directly answering a question from reporters in Tokyo about GE's potential liability as a manufacturer of three of the six reactors at Japan's stricken Fukushima Daiichi power plant. 

"This is an industry that's had an extremely safe track record for more then 40 years," Jeffrey Immelt, chairman and chief executive officer of the U.S. conglomerate, told reporters at Japan's industry ministry in central Tokyo. 

Mr. Immelt and Hiroaki Nakanishi, the president of GE's nuclear power business partner Hitachi Ltd., met with Japanese industry minister Banri Kaieda on Monday afternoon to discuss the situation at the Fukushima Daiichi plant, which was badly damaged by the March 11 earthquake and subsequent tsunami. 

"With a partnership with Hitachi, and working with Tepco, we will offer great support," Mr. Immelt said. "I think this will be a big team effort to work on Fukushima." 

Plant operator Tokyo Electric Power Co. is struggling to keep under control reactors at the plant to prevent further leakage of radioactive materials. GE supplied the No. 1, No. 2 and No. 6reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi plant, according to the company. The No. 1 and No. 2 reactors are considered among the most troubled, while the No. 6 reactor is considered to be firmly under control.

GE and Hitachi formed a nuclear-power business alliance in 2007 by creating a joint venture in Japan and another in the U.S. 

While Mr. Immelt did not touch on the potential liability of reactor manufacturers resulting from the accident, Hitachi President Nakanishi responded to the same question, saying "the work that we are doing now is meant to fulfill such a responsibility." 

Hitachi supplied the No. 4 reactor at the Fukushima Daiichi plant. The No. 4 reactor had been considered one of the more worrying because of spent fuel rods stored near it, but company and government officials have shifted much of their focus to reactors No. 1, No. 2 and No. 3 in recent days. 

As Japan's fight to put the nuclear plant under control continues, the country also faces a possible long-term power supply shortage. 

Mr. Immelt said that GE is helping to provide additional power supply capacity. "We already have gas turbines on the boat that [we] are shipping to Japan," he said. 

Is nuclear energy worth the risk? 
CNN, 4 April 2011
http://edition.cnn.com/2011/OPINION/04/04/nuclear.debate/?hpt=C2
CNN's panel debate on the future of nuclear energy takes place later this month. Here Malcolm Grimston of Chatham House and Kumi Naidoo of Greenpeace express their opinions on the nuclear energy issue. Add you voice to the debate by leaving a comment or question we can use in the show. 
The more things change, the more they stay the same...
Explosions at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant, leaks of radioactive materials into the land and sea, heroic workers braving significant doses of radiation, material detected overseas -- though not in the same league as Chernobyl this is certainly a serious nuclear accident. (Full coverage of the nuclear crisis in Japan)

The effects on nuclear power globally of the last major accidents -- at Three Mile Island in 1979 and at Chernobyl in 1986 -- were severe. 

Several countries abandoned plans to build nuclear plants or decided to phase out their existing reactors. New safety requirements were hugely expensive -- extra costs, long delays in construction programs and, at Shoreham in New York State, refusal of an operating licence to a completed plant because it proved impossible to devise an evacuation plan. 

But Fukushima does not change the basic arguments over nuclear energy. 

Of the 13 reactors which were subjected to the Scale 9 earthquake and 14 meter tsunami, only the four oldest ones (all commissioned in the 1970s using 1960s technology) suffered significant problems. 

The incident demonstrates the extraordinary safety standards and robustness of more modern nuclear power stations. Against the background of an unimaginable tragedy that has taken more than 12,000 lives so far, it is extremely unlikely that the radioactive emissions from Daiichi Reactors 1 to 4 will add a single long-term casualty, with the possible exception of some of the emergency workers. 

And the basic question remains; if not nuclear, what? 

In Japan the future has come early. Japan imports 84% of its energy requirements. It has no oil, no gas, hardly any coal left and limited renewable options. Heavier dependence on imports from the former Soviet Union countries and the Middle East, with all the political implications, is not attractive. 

And 2011 is not 1986. In 1986 oil prices were falling -- today they are back over $100 a barrel, taking coal and gas prices with them. 

Climate change was a scientific curiosity in 1986, now it is the major environmental issue of our times. Three Mile Island and Chernobyl were both new reactors and the accidents highly relevant to new build -- Fukushima involves 1960s technology facing unprecedented natural challenges (and largely coming through them). 

Today's new reactors are designed not to need power to cooling pumps in order to remain safe. 

Of course we need to check the standards of older reactors and examine how spent fuel is managed, and there may be lessons about information management as well. 

But the case for nuclear was never that it is perfectly safe -- it is that the certain challenges of growing energy demand, depleting hydrocarbon reserves and climate change have no easy solutions but nuclear can help. Nothing that has happened in the last month changes that. 

-- Malcolm Grimston is Associate Fellow at Chatham House
No future for nuclear energy

Nuclear power with all of the attendant dangers of nuclear proliferation, catastrophic accidents and long-lived deadly radioactive waste can make at best a negligible impact on climate change. 

It is used uniquely to generate electricity. It does not power our cars, our airplanes, our trucks or our container ships. 

According to the conservative International Energy Agency even if a new nuclear reactor was switched on every ten days between now and 2050 it would lead to a carbon emissions cut of less than 4%. 

There is a safer, more secure and more equitable way to fuel our societies, Greenpeace and the European Renewable Energy Council have developed an energy scenario which shows how 95% of the worlds energy needs can be met by renewable energy sources by 2050: reliable energy, with more jobs, more equitable power distribution, and no "peak solar" or "peak wind" fuel price variations. Under this plan no new nuclear reactors would be ordered. 

But this isn't just a theory, it is happening. In Spain today, 35% of the energy mix comes from renewables, 16% of it from wind. Portugal shifted its electrical grid from 15% to 45% renewables in the space of just 5 years. And, Germany's installed solar energy capacity is greater than all six of the Fukushima reactors combined. 

As we approach the first anniversary of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill and contemplate the nightmare currently unfolding in Japan, it is worth opening a real dialogue with those who would support dangerous energy choices like fossil fuels and nuclear energy. 

The dangers involved are too great to be dismissed and the risks unnecessary. The Earth has provided us with a sustainable solution: an energy (r)evolution based only on clean, safe and secure renewable sources of energy. 

-- Kumi Naidoo is Executive Director of Greenpeace International
The opinions expressed in this commentary are solely those of the authors, but what do you think? Have your say by leaving a comment. 
Conservative group drafts, promotes anti-EPA bills in state legislatures 
Greenwire, 4 April 2011, Amanda Peterka
http://www.eenews.net/Greenwire/2011/04/04/1/
A Virginia state lawmaker caused a stir in February when he admitted that his resolution declaring U.S. EPA's effort to curb greenhouse gas emissions a "regulatory train wreck" was written by the coal industry.

Republican Delegate Will Morefield's resolution said EPA regulations would have potentially "devastating consequences," called for a "comprehensive study" of their impact on the economy and urged Congress to place a two-year moratorium on new air pollution regulations.

Morefield's resolution was drawn almost word-for-word from model legislation written by the American Legislative Exchange Council, or ALEC, which touts its access to almost 2,000 state legislators. The Washington, D.C.-based group claims credit for advancing legislation that it says has undermined climate science and environmental regulation in several states since the late 1990s.

Founded in 1973 by conservative activists and legislators, ALEC calls itself a tool for state lawmakers. The group has both a board of directors composed of legislators and a private enterprise board that includes representatives of Koch Industries, Exxon Mobil Corp., Peabody Energy Corp., the Salt River Project and Energy Future Holdings Corp.

ALEC spokeswoman Raegan Weber said the corporate representatives and their companies are among a few of more than 300 private-sector members. "They are not running our organization," she said.

ALEC has been focusing of late on EPA's greenhouse gas regulations and regional climate initiatives. At least eight state legislative bodies have adopted resolutions this year urging Congress to limit EPA's power to regulate greenhouse gases -- all of which came directly from ALEC model legislation.

Legislators in more than 10 other states have introduced similar resolutions, according to Clinton Woods, the director of ALEC's energy, environment and agriculture task force.

And another five states -- Washington, Oregon, New Mexico, Montana and Iowa -- have ALEC's legislation on the table calling for their withdrawal from regional climate initiatives, according to Adam Schafer, executive director of the National Caucus of Environmental Legislators.

"There has been no credible economic analysis of the costs associated with carbon reduction mandates and the consequential effect of the increasing costs of doing business," says ALEC's model legislation for regional climate initiatives.

ALEC's activism at the state level irritates left-leaning groups. Kert Davies, research director at Greenpeace, calls ALEC the "go-to on the right" for model legislation.

"As long as I've been watching them, dating back to the late 1990s, ALEC has been a force of stopping things from happening," Davies said. "They've been the naysayers, the Chicken Little, fearmongers, vendors of misinformation. I'm not being hyperbolic. I'm being true."

EPA bills 'not a publicity stunt,' ALEC says

The council boasts on its website that nearly 1,000 state bills each year are based at least in part on ALEC model legislation.

In 2009, for example, ALEC contributed to 826 bills introduced in the states, dealing with a variety of conservative ideals. Of those, 115 became law, according to the American Association for Justice, which was formerly known as the Association of Trial Lawyers of America.

"It's not just environmental bills," said Doug Clopp, deputy director for programs at the nonprofit Common Cause. "This is like a corporate libertarian library where you can go if you are a member and literally select bills like you were going through a supermarket off a shelf. You want to deregulate health care reform? They've got the bill for you. You want to deregulate air quality restrictions in the states? They've got a bill for you."

It is not unheard of for groups to push model legislation through state legislatures, but it is also not common, because legislatures generally deal with "nuts-and-bolts issues" that are state-specific, said Larry Morandi, director of state policy research at the National Council of State Legislatures.

While it is easy to introduce model bills, most measures are amended through the legislative process, Morandi said.

"The legislative process is such a lengthy and deliberative process with so many opportunities for different viewpoints to have input that it's usually the case that amendments come into play," Morandi said.

In the Kansas EPA bill, for example, the words "train wreck" were changed to "mandate" before the resolution was adopted by the state House a week ago.

But the EPA resolution has managed to make it through many legislatures unscathed because industry shows up in force at hearings, Clopp said.

Scott Allegrucci, executive director of the Great Plains Alliance for Clean Energy, said that at a committee hearing for the Kansas resolution, no one spoke against the measure.

"Basically, the Legislature is creating a public forum for this kind of attack on EPA," Allegrucci said.

ALEC's Woods called his organization's EPA efforts "vigorous" in light of "this administration's regulatory cascade and the effect it's having on state resources."

The resolutions, he added, are not just a "publicity stunt." Congress, he said, should pay attention to what states are doing as it considers limits on greenhouse gas regulations at the federal level.

"It is elected officials in states weighing in on whether or not the EPA should continue business as usual or maybe reconsider as they approach this regulatory train wreck," Woods said.

ALEC has also recently supported an act written by Arizona state Sen. Sylvia Allen (R) that requires coordination between federal and local authorities to promulgate regulations consistent with local guidelines. It applies to the National Environmental Policy Act, the Endangered Species Act, the Clean Air Act and the Clean Water Act, among others.

Allen is also the sponsor of legislation that would take away the federal government's authority to enforce regulations on greenhouse gases and airborne particulates, or soot, within Arizona's borders.

ALEC also got behind an act passed in Utah in 2010 that authorizes the state to use eminent domain on federal lands unless the lands were acquired by the consent of the state Legislature and in accordance with the U.S. Constitution. ALEC turned that measure into model legislation.

Money

There are about 100 models under the heading "Environment, Energy and Agriculture" on the organization's website. All of them are locked to nonmembers.

For a $50-a-year fee, state legislators can join ALEC and gain access to the model legislation.

Louisiana state Rep. Noble Ellington (R) is the current national chairman. Republican state lawmakers David Frizzell of Indiana and John Piscopo of Connecticut serve as first and second vice chairman, respectively. The 19 other public board members are also all Republican.

State legislators get access to the organization's annual meetings, which environmental groups say include perks like golfing. Business groups and leaders can also attend meetings and become members, but for a much steeper fee. According to an ALEC brochure, there are three membership levels for private interests, with the most expensive costing $25,000 a year.

Joining one of the group's nine task forces can cost up to another $10,000. The task forces "commission research, publish issues papers, convene workshops, distribute issue alerts and serve as clearinghouses of information," according to the brochure.

Membership dues for state legislators are so inexpensive compared to those for corporate interests because the average salary of all state legislators is about $34,000 a year, ALEC spokeswoman Weber said.

"The fees fall right in line with salaries," she said.

Membership dues hardly make up the bulk of ALEC's funding. According to the organization's IRS Form 990 for 2009, dues brought in about $83,000, while conferences and seminars brought in about $860,000. The 990 form is filed by tax-exempt organizations.

According to Schafer of the National Caucus of Environmental Legislators, who attended the group's annual meeting last year as a nonmember, hosting a two-hour briefing panel there costs $40,000.

According to the 990 form, ALEC received more than $5 million in contributions in 2009, out of about $7 million in total revenue.

ALEC does not disclose donor information, spokeswoman Weber said. However, environmental groups say the group gets major backing from Koch Industries and major energy companies. A budget reform tool kit, for example, was written in conjunction with the Koch-supported Reason Foundation, the group said.

According to Greenpeace, ALEC received $75,000 from Koch-backed foundations from 2005 to 2008. Koch did not respond to requests for comment.

Also according to Greenpeace, Exxon Mobil has given the group $1.4 million since 1998, some of which has been linked to ALEC's anti-climate change efforts. Exxon Mobil paid $50,000 as a sponsor of last year's annual meeting, according to program notes Schafer retained from last year's meeting.

Environmental groups have criticized ALEC for allowing large corporations to work with legislators to design model legislation at these annual meetings. But ALEC's Woods maintains that the group is "legislator-driven."

"We think there's value to having a variety of voices in shaping our free-market policies," he said.

Republicans weigh a federal 'reverse auction' to push clean energy 
Climatewire, 4 April 2011, Saqib Rahim
http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/2011/04/04/1/
As House Republicans try to move energy legislation in "chunks," one piece has gone largely unnoticed: an attempt to fund renewable energy with maximum mileage for the federal dollar.

The provision sits deep in H.R. 909, a bill Rep. Devin Nunes (R-Calif.) proposed in early March. Overall, the bill focuses on ramping up oil and gas production, oil shale and nuclear energy; it also cancels U.S. EPA's ability to regulate greenhouse gases.

Some of the royalties and fees from the oil and gas production go into a trust fund. The Department of Energy then solicits offers from renewable power generators and awards the funds to those that offer the lowest price.

It's called a "reverse auction" for renewable energy, and it's an idea Democrats have floated in past Congresses. Now it comes from a Republican majority that has questioned climate science and pressed for more fossil energy -- and could easily have put the cash toward the deficit.

Nunes has 67 co-sponsors, including Paul Ryan (R-Wis.), who chairs the House Budget Committee. Leading Republicans from the Energy and Commerce Committee aren't on board yet. But earlier this month, as House Speaker John Boehner (R-Ohio) gave examples of "chunk"-sized bills, he referenced a similar idea (Greenwire, March 10).

"Why wouldn't we have a bill that would encourage more oil and gas exploration, where the royalties would go to support more green energy development? Why wouldn't we do that by itself?" he said.

To Nunes, whose website references "the man-made global warming scam," spurring renewables is just another way to expand the energy supply and keep prices down, not an environmental move.

Not a climate change 'believer'

"You don't have to be a believer in global warming or not to support renewable energy," he said. "We don't know how much fossil fuel is actually out there, so that's the main reason why. There's nothing wrong with supporting sources of clean energy; I think that's generally a good thing to do."

Democrats might agree with the conclusion, if not with his reasons. Democratic senators have proposed versions of the reverse auction in previous Congresses, and many Democrats support similar ways of supporting renewable energy, such as feed-in tariffs.

Now that Republicans have steered the agenda toward deficits, some Democrats might find a new program for renewable energy alluring.

Richard Caperton, senior energy policy analyst at the Center for American Progress, said he hadn't read Nunes' bill, but he's familiar with the reverse auction concept. "Anything that provides certainty to the market and can get renewables built is a valuable contribution," he said.

In energy policy, there's more than one way to accomplish that. Democrats' leading energy idea, a clean energy standard, would call for an eventual 80 percent share of low-carbon energy, but it requires extra measures to keep costs from spinning out of control.

One alternative is a feed-in tariff. Here, the government, or another authority, declares the subsidy it will give for clean energy. But if it gets the figure wrong -- as German officials have said their country's effort did -- it risks oversubsidizing the technology and wasting public funds.

A reverse auction doesn't determine either the price or the quantity of low-carbon energy. Instead, it gives the government a pot of money and says to spend it on the cheapest generation available.

This, too, has weaknesses: It may favor corporations with lower costs but weaker technology than small firms; companies could collude to make sure the government gives them a higher subsidy. But economists say auctions can address these problems if they're designed correctly.

"You can build a house, and the house can fall down if it doesn't have basic engineering in place," said Dallas Burtraw, a senior fellow with Resources for the Future. "With any kind of prudent oversight and care, it's a marvelous institution and is becoming increasingly popular."

A fledgling effort is under way in California, where state regulators felt they weren't getting enough participation from small power generators such as homes and businesses.

The state asked its three main utilities to hold reverse auctions for small projects no bigger than 20 megawatts. The utilities will stop when they've collectively funded 1000 MW of projects. State regulators expect to hold their first auction in September or October.

Under Nunes' bill, the royalties and fees from increased fossil-fuel production go into a trust fund. The Department of Energy then holds an auction to award these funds to the bidders who generate renewable electricity at the cheapest price.

Federal subsidy recipients needn't apply

Anyone can bid -- anyone who has met the basic qualifications, that is. The energy has to come from renewable sources like solar, wind, geothermal or landfill gas -- no coal or conventional gas allowed. Bidders that get federal loan guarantees are disqualified; as for bidders that don't, any other federal subsidies they receive will count against them.

Bidders have to have a contract with their local utility, a "power-purchase agreement," or PPA, that specifies how much juice the utility will buy and certifies that the bidder has the necessary permits.

When the auction begins, the bidders line up by price. DOE's auctioneer makes no judgment calls; he simply selects the project with the lowest cost per megawatt-hour.

"It's the quickest and most efficient way to deploy renewables," Nunes said. He couldn't pinpoint the amount of money to be awarded -- that depends on how much oil and gas is produced -- but his "best guess is that it would be probably tens of billions of dollars a year for a very long time."

That amount wouldn't go out in one auction, but in many. As Nunes' bill is designed, DOE would hold two auctions a year in each of the 10 electric power markets identified by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. Each auction would also crown a small, medium and large project, for a grand total of 60 auctions a year.

Does the policy have traction with conservatives? Nunes believes so: He's billed it as a free-market alternative to DOE's current projects in renewables. Auctions reward the lowest-cost bidders, so that restrains the high-cost tendencies of renewable energy. Bidders have to surrender other federal subsidies, programs that Republicans have blamed for distorting the energy sector.

DOE has to give half the cash to small and medium-sized generators, meaning large companies can't dominate -- a common critique of auctions. And DOE has wide latitude to award funds to any technology that's cheapest, so Republicans can't pillory it for "picking winners and losers."

Above all, the cash for renewables doesn't add to the deficit -- it comes from oil and gas drilling.

Eric Milito, a spokesman for the American Petroleum Institute, said the group doesn't have a strong stand on what Washington does with the money once the industry has paid it.

His only request: If there is more drilling offshore, then make sure the Interior Department has enough resources and personnel to do the permitting and provide oversight.

"When it comes to how the government uses the proceeds and revenues from offshore leasing, we usually like to defer to the policymakers in Congress," he said.

Nunes said H.R. 909 will debut in the Energy and Commerce committee; he isn't a member, but nine of his co-sponsors are. He said he's asked Republican leaders to hold hearings "and then break it apart and begin to move it in pieces."

CANADA


Exclusive: Canada warns EU of trade conflict over oil sands
Reuters, 4 April 2011, Pete Harrison
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/04/04/us-eu-canada-trade-idUSTRE7331JH20110404
The Canadian government has stepped up lobbying in Europe for its highly-polluting tar sands industry, repeating its threats of trade conflict, a leaked letter shows.

The letter dated March 18 to Europe's commissioners for climate, trade and energy follows Canada's denial it threatened to scrap a free trade deal unless the European Union alters planned environmental laws.

"Given the desire for freer trade between us, it is important that our individual efforts to address climate change do not lead to the creation of unnecessary barriers," Canadian trade official Mark Richardson said in a document sent with the letter.

"The Government of Canada believes this approach raises the prospect of unjustified discrimination and is not supported by the science."

The dispute centers around EU plans to make fuel suppliers reduce the carbon footprint of fuels by 6 percent over the next decade. The EU is now fine-tuning a ranking of fuels to help suppliers identify the most carbon-intensive imports.

Canada could challenge that ranking by launching a lawsuit at the World Trade Organization, where it has already disputed other EU initiatives.

Canada says the standards would instantly constrict a possible future market for its oil sands -- oil that is trapped in sediment and forms the world's second-largest proven crude reserves after those of Saudi Arabia.

Environmentalists oppose the tar sands industry, saying the extra energy needed to extract the oil intensifies the impact on climate by about a quarter, while polluted waste water harms wildlife and pollutes rivers.

Canada does not deny exploiting its oil sands is carbon intensive, but says the EU overestimates the impact and is wrong to single out such production without giving equal attention to other carbon-intensive crude oils, such as heavy grades from the Middle East and Nigeria.

DISCRIMINATORY

Though couched in the gentle words of diplomacy, the letter from Canada's ambassador to the European Union, Ross Hornby, has left EU officials in little doubt they are being threatened with action at the World Trade Organization and possibly over the trade talks.

Further warnings came in another note sent with the letter.

"Singling out oil sands crude creates an artificial and potentially discriminatory regulatory distinction," said the note from Mark Corey of Canada's natural resources department.

Canada's Trade Minister Peter Van Loan has denied any link between the tar sands dispute and trade talks.

The evidence of further threats of trade conflict comes at a difficult time for Canada's Conservative government, which was toppled 10 days ago by opponents accusing it of sleaze and mismanagement.

Canada has challenged the EU at the World Trade Organization in various disputes, such as over hormone-treated beef, genetically modified foods and seal products, so the European Commission is readying itself for another legal fight.

The Commission had initially proposed that tar sands should be ascribed a greenhouse gas value of 107 grams per megajoule of fuel, making it clear to buyers that it had far greater climate impact than average crude oil at 87.1 grams.

Carbon tax stance a ‘mistake,’ says NDP leadership candidate
Vancouver Sun, 3 April 2011, Doug Ward
http://www.vancouversun.com/technology/Carbon+stance+mistake/4552495/story.html
Provincial NDP leadership candidates are turning against former leader Carole James’s controversial opposition to B.C.’s groundbreaking levy on carbon.

“I think we made a mistake in the last election. We, as a party, got it wrong,” said Mike Farnworth, speaking during an all-candidates debate in Vancouver on the weekend.

“We were out of touch with the majority of British Columbians, and I think that is one of the key reasons why we lost the last election.”

The New Democrats’ aggressive opposition to the carbon tax in the period leading up to the 2009 election upset many NDP supporters and outraged many environmental activists, including David Suzuki.

Port Coquitlam MLA Farnworth was joined by the other two front-runners in the NDP leadership race — Adrian Dix and John Horgan — in agreeing the carbon tax should remain.

The provincial carbon tax, unique in North America, is a levy on greenhouse gas emissions generated by burning fossil fuels. Under the B.C. Liberals, the carbon tax has been revenue-neutral, with revenue from the tax recycled through tax reductions.

Dix, the MLA for Vancouver-Kingsway, wants to use revenue from the carbon tax to fund transit, green infrastructure and address social inequality.

Dix told about 200 New Democrats who gathered at a community centre in the Olympic Village area that a strong environmental policy is critical to the party’s prospects in the next election.

“There is a huge opportunity for us to do that. [B.C. Liberal Premier] Christy Clark is opposed essentially to environmental assessment; we’re in favour. She favours the Enbridge pipeline; we’re opposed. She favours offshore oil and gas; we’re opposed to it.”

Dix noted that Clark even disagreed with Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s rejection of the proposed Prosperity mine near Williams Lake because of major adverse environmental effects.

Horgan said the NDP “failed” to understand the support that existed for a carbon tax before the last election.

The Juan de Fuca MLA said the NDP now needs to “show that we can aggressively tackle climate change by ensuring that we have a carbon price regime in place that will work in British Columbia but will also be something other jurisdictions can pick up.”

Horgan said Clark revealed her lack of concern for the environment by recruiting Gwyn Morgan, former CEO of gas giant Encana, as part of her transition team. Morgan has been a strong critic of climate change legislation.

Referring to the NDP’s opposition to the carbon tax in 2008 and 2009, Farnworth said in an interview after the debate: “We misread the public. I certainly heard from loads of people that our position on the carbon tax influenced their vote — in that they either didn’t vote or voted for another party.”

Nicholas Simons, another leadership candidate, called for a Citizens’ Assembly on Climate Change Action to make recommendations to the provincial government. The MLA for Powell River-Sunshine Coast said the assembly could bring scientists together with community members to examine the latest data and solutions for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

The fifth leadership candidate, marijuana activist Dana Larsen, called for hemp to be used as a form of renewable energy.

All the candidates were opposed to BC Hydro’s power purchase agreements with independent power producers and to the proposed Site C Dam hydroelectric project in the Peace River Valley.

The New Democrats pick a new leader April 17.

Liberals' significant climate plan cloaked in silence 
Globe and Mail, 3 April 2011, Andrew Leach
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/economy/economy-lab/the-economists/liberals-significant-climate-plan-cloaked-in-silence/article1968885/
The Liberal Party’s key climate change policy announcement, and by far the most important environmental position taken thus far in the campaign, was buried on page 46 of its policy platform. 

You are forgiven if you missed it since Michael Ignatieff did not mention it once. In fact, when asked a direct question on the Liberal Party’s policies on climate change, he listed removal of oil sands tax credits and a re-vamped green tax credit program. 

He did not mention that the Liberals have committed to an aggressive cap-and-trade program which would, “set a ceiling on the total amount of permissible greenhouse gas emissions by large industrial facilities.” By not discussing this policy at all, the Liberals have left many key questions unanswered. 

The first question that needs to be answered about this policy is where the ceiling is set. The Liberal plan is vague on targets, but does state that they would commit to reducing emissions to, “80 per cent below 1990 levels by 2050.” 

This would cut Canada’s emissions to 118 million tons (Mt) a year by 2050, which is significant given that our 2008 emissions were 734 Mt. With all of the current policies in place federally and provincially, Environment Canada estimates that our emissions will reach 785 Mt by 2020. In other words, getting on track to meet the Liberal party’s goals would require a significant change of course. 

Cap-and-trade systems turn emissions rights into scarce, and thus valuable, property. The greater is the scarcity, the higher is the value. The Liberals stated that they would defer to the National Roundtable on the Environment and the Economy (NRTEE), “to recommend a series of science-based, achievable midterm targets”, so let’s use NRTEE numbers to benchmark what this policy might mean in terms of scarcity and prices. 

A recent NRTEE report showed how a cap-and-trade program, combined with some other measures, could get us on track to achieve such deep cuts. Under their cap-and-trade program, emissions permits trade at about $75/ton by 2020. The Pembina Institute’s Climate Leadership plan, which avoids the purchase of international permits to reduce domestic prices, suggests that prices for the right to emit GHGs would be much higher - $145 per ton by 2020. Valuable property, indeed. 

This leads to the second key question for any cap-and-trade program, which is how these valuable emissions permits would be distributed. The Liberal platform says that they would, “auction off emission permits to companies.” We don’t know exactly who would be included, but an industrial cap-and-trade program would likely apply to about 60 per cent of Canada’s GHG emissions. If this were the case, the annual auction of permits could be worth about $30-billion dollars ($75/ton times about 400 million tons of industrial permits) by 2020. To put that into context, that’s about 15 per cent of total federal government revenue today. 

Given that this policy will generate significant revenue if implemented, the next natural question is how (and where) that money will be spent. It’s easy to assume that this policy will be advantageous for high-population regions like Ontario and Quebec and disadvantageous to regions like Alberta and Saskatchewan with high emissions per capita. That simply is not true. A C.D. Howe Institute report published last November showed what should be obvious -- the regional cost of GHG emissions policy depends critically on both where you spend the money it generates and where the emitting facilities are located. The collection will clearly occur from large emitters, but the spending has thus far been left to our speculation. 

The cap-and-trade system contemplated by the Liberals would likely be the most significant economic policy adopted in Canada since NAFTA. It is certainly the most significant policy brought forward by any party in this election campaign. If the Liberals are truly committed to this policy, they would be well served to define the key elements much more carefully, lest someone else do it for them and force us all to endure a repeat of the “tax on everything” discussion. 

Environment drops off campaign agenda
National Post, 2 April 2011, Tamsin McMahon 
http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/04/02/environment-drops-off-campaign-agenda/
When Jack Layton visited Alberta during the last federal election, his campaign plane swooped low over the oil sands as Mr. Layton declared — over Darth Vader’s theme song from Star Wars — that “big oil and gas companies can’t be trusted.”


Last week, Mr. Layton kicked off his campaign in Edmonton, where the NDP holds Alberta’s lone non-Tory seat. He didn’t mention the oil sands.

Less than three years after the environment served as the ballot question for the first time in a federal election, public appetite for a green political agenda seems to have all but evaporated. Even the parties that have traditionally championed the environment have so far focused their campaigns this time on other issues, or framed their environmental platform around support for clean-energy projects, rather than punishments for fossil fuels.

“You can’t run an election campaign nowadays on the environment,” said John Wright, senior vice-president of polling firm Ipsos-Reid. “It’s not seen as a crisis in this country. It hasn’t affected people directly in many ways.”

In 2008, the Liberals’ Green Shift ads issued a rallying cry for the environment over photos of smoking oil refineries and dew-covered leaves, and Green Party leader Elizabeth May rode a groundswell of popular support into the leaders debate.

This time, Ms. May, excluded from the leaders debate thus far, is running a campaign that emphasizes economy, families and democracy. And while Liberal leader Michael Ignatieff suggested the federal government should play a greater role in regulating the oil sands, the party’s environmental platform, to be unveiled Sunday, is expected to include no big ticket items like the widely unpopular carbon tax plan of 2008. Instead, expect incentives aimed at individuals and businesses who want to go green.

The enviroment still plays well in some ridings: When he got to Montreal, where polls show the issue still plays well, Mr. Layton promised to end subsidies for the oil sands. And Prime Minister Stephen Harper announced his support for Newfoundland and Labrador’s Lower Churchill hydroelectric project as a major source of green energy in hopes of scooping up a few seats in a province that shut out the Tories the last time around.

But while the environment might become a deciding factor in some local races, analysts and pollsters say it has become a non-starter in the national debate.

In part, the death of the green campaign in this election was sparked by the Liberals’ disastrous carbon tax proposal in 2008 at a time when voters were broadsided by the start of a sharp and unexpected global recession. But even before the recession, political scientists say the environment, which had topped opinion polls only months before, had already begun fading from the public view.

This election, the environment has become even less of an issue for recession-weary voters. Political parties intent on winning a majority by crafting campaigns based on focus groups and opinion polls have taken notice of the shift in public opinion.

Environmentalists want to see more green from politicians
Montreal Gazette, 1 April 2011, Misty Harris
http://www.montrealgazette.com/technology/Environmentalists+want+more+green+from+politicians/4545645/story.html
The staggering cost of the federal election has been one of the most widely discussed topics in these early days of the campaign. The environmental price paid, however, can be just as vertigo-inducing.

According to the David Suzuki Foundation, the combined number of kilometres logged by the three main parties in the last election was the equivalent of circling the globe three times over, and then some. In fact, in an entire year, the average Canadian produces about one per cent of the average emissions generated by each of the Conservative, NDP and Liberal leaders over a single campaign.

Virtual door-knocking is being touted as an antidote to such travel, with online media allowing candidates to connect with voters in a more sustainable way.

The Liberal party's official platform launch, for example, will take place in an online "town hall" that anyone with an Internet connection not only can attend, but also ask questions of leader Michael Ignatieff via computer. In addition, the party has pledged to buy carbon offsets to compensate for the campaign's environmental footprint, and is using USB sticks and intranet sites "whenever possible" to share election materials.

The NDP likewise will be buying offsets as well as leveraging lower-carbon social media to connect with voters. An app allowing supporters to virtually follow the party's travels, for instance, was downloaded nearly 5,000 times in the first five days of the campaign.

The Green party is expected to use social media most of all, with a news release pointing to the party's national online campaign as a "forward-looking" way of replacing "out-of-date-polluting travel."

In 2008, leader Elizabeth May's whistle-stop train tour was found by the DSF to have produced just 0.5 per cent of the average emissions of the Conservative, NDP and Liberal leaders. This year, Green organizers hope to limit her travel to just 10 days.

The Conservatives didn't respond to requests for comment.

The Bloc Québécois, for the third consecutive election, has pledged to run a campaign tour without producing greenhouse-gas emissions. The pledge takes the form of investments in projects that reduce an equivalent amount of carbon-dioxide emissions for each tonne of pollution produced by party bus or plane during the campaign.

The Bloc will contribute $34.80 to Planetair to offset each tonne of carbon dioxide-equivalent emissions produced by leader Gilles Duceppe's tour, until the May 2 vote. According to its website, Planetair is a Montreal-based not-for-profit service launched in 2005 to help people, businesses and other organizations reduce their carbon footprint.

Tim Hurst, founding editor of Ecopolitology, notes that recent years have seen networking sites used to organize ride-sharing programs to rallies, to reduce campaign waste, and even to enable virtual involvement at United Nations events, such as the Copenhagen Summit on climate change.

"When was the last time you could go to a rally of tens of thousands of people and be able to get in a question? Social media gives you immediate access to the candidates," Hurst says. "Nothing substitutes for that face-to-face interaction or sign-carrying, but social media does get more people involved in a greener way."

The DSF encourages parties to make environmental commitments in their platforms. But the Foundation's communications specialist, Sutton Eaves, noted that "if social media tools are used instead of in-person events or printed materials, then they could theoretically have some benefit in terms of reducing GHG emissions."

The challenge is that Internet politics are opt-in, while voter turnout in the last federal race saw approximately 41 per cent of electors opt out. Political science expert Tamara A. Small said Canadians still need the element of surprise.

"Pavement-pounding and television ads get people when they aren't thinking about politics," said Small, assistant professor at Mount Allison University in New Brunswick. "I'm watching Dancing With the Stars, minding my own business, and there's Stephen Harper."

Regardless of approach, a political science expert at the University of Guelph believes that political parties across the board can do better.

"No party wants to be seen as environmentally unfriendly," said Judith McKenzie, associate professor and author of Environmental Politics in Canada. "But when push comes to shove, very little is actually done in terms of meaningful policy."
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UN News Centre: UN climate change chief urges countries to advance progress on Cancún accords
4th April 2011

The top United Nations climate change official today urged countries to tackle the key issues of emission reduction targets as well as funding and technology to assist developing nations tackle global warming, as the first UN negotiations for this year got under way in Bangkok. 

“Here in Bangkok, governments have the early opportunity to push ahead to complete the concrete work they agreed in Cancún, and to chart a way forward that will ensure renewed success at the next UN Climate Change Conference in Durban,” said Christiana Figueres. 

“If governments move forward in the continued spirit of flexibility and compromise that inspired them in Mexico, then I’m confident they can make significant new progress in 2011,” she added. 

Dubbed the Cancún Agreements, the decisions reached at the 16th Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in December last year include formalizing mitigation pledges and ensuring increased accountability for them, as well as taking concrete action to tackle deforestation, which account for nearly one-fifth of global carbon emissions. 

Delegates at that meeting also agreed to ensure no gap between the first and second commitment periods of the Kyoto Protocol, an addition to the Convention that contains legally binding measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and whose first commitment period is due to expire in 2012. 

Agreement was also reached on establishing a fund for long-term climate financing to support developing countries, and bolstering technology cooperation and enhancing vulnerable populations’ ability to adapt to the changing climate. 

Ms. Figueres, the Executive Secretary of the UNFCCC, called on governments to rapidly advance work to complete the institutions which were agreed and deliver the funding and technology to help developing countries deal comprehensively with climate change. 

“It is important that the agreed actions and institutions are delivered on time and in accordance with the deadlines agreed in Cancun so that the broader global climate regime is up and running in 2012,” she said. 

The institutions include a Green Climate Fund to house the international management, deployment and accountability of long-term funds for developing country support; a Technology Mechanism to promote clean technologies; and an Adaptation Framework to boost international cooperation to help developing countries protect themselves from climate change impacts. 

The other main task governments have before them, she noted, relates to the emission reduction targets and actions which would allow the world to stay below the maximum temperature rise of two degrees Celsius, which was agreed in Cancún. 

Governments this year need to resolve fundamental issues over the future of the Kyoto Protocol, she stressed. “Governments need to figure out how to address this issue and how to take it forward in a collective and inclusive way,” she said. “Resolving the issue will create a firmer foundation for a greater collective ambition to cut emissions.” 

Some 1,500 participants from 173 countries, including government delegates, representatives from business and industry, environmental organisations and research institutions, are attending the talks in the Thai capital, which are scheduled to conclude on Friday. 
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