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Weekly News Update
25 Dec – 22 Jan, 2007

News

Oxford dons reject plan to hand powers to 'oligarchy' of outsiders 
Oxford dons have rejected plans to hand over control of the 900-year-old university to business and political leaders. The bitter row, which has rumbled on for much of the past year, split academics into opposing camps while allegations of dirty tricks and acrimony have shattered the peace of the famous cloisters.

Doomsday clock moves forward 2 minutes
The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists (BAS) is moving the minute hand of the Doomsday Clock today from seven to five minutes to midnight.
‘Extreme marathon’ runners cross two thirds of Sahara in UN bid to focus on water needs 
Running the equivalent of two marathons a day in some of the harshest conditions on Earth, three young athletes have pounded approximately two thirds of their way across the Sahara Desert in a United Nations-backed bid to raise awareness of the burgeoning global water crisis. 

Sustainable Resource Management

Canada to announce biofuels subsidy
Canadian Environment Minister Ms Rona Ambrose and Agriculture Minister Mr Chuck Strahl are expected to confirm $200 million in subsidies to encourage production of ethanol when they unveil regulations that will provide the framework for achieving a 5 per cent renewable fuels content in gasoline by 2010.


Trees arrive for wood-fired power station

The first of tens of thousands of felled trees are arriving on Teesside, Britain, to fuel an environmentally-friendly power station.

Kite to drag cargo ship
Putting a harness on ocean winds, a German shipping company plans to unfurl a giant high-tech kite over a cargo ship next year to boost the vessel's propulsion and reduce fuel consumption by up to 20 per cent.

Farmers sign up for carbon credits from no-till

About 170 farmers in South Dakota, United States, have signed up almost 83,000 acres in the North Dakota Farmers Union's carbon credit program, through which they will be paid to reduce greenhouse gas emissions through practicing no-till cropping or keep their land in grasses or alfalfa, practices that reduce the release of carbon dioxide.

Bush juices up ethanol target
In his annual speech to Congress, the President may call for a massive increase in renewable energy usage, sources say. President Bush's annual speech to Congress next week is likely to call for a massive increase in how much fuel ethanol that U.S. refiners must mix with gasoline in coming years, sources familiar with White House plans said Tuesday.

Morocco to plant 27Mn trees in 2007 
Some 27 million trees are expected to be planted in 2007 in Morocco, part of an ambitious international campaign dubbed "Let's Plant for the Planet" aiming at planting one billion trees around the world, announced on Monday the High Commissioner for Water, Forests and the Fight against Desertification. 

What's the Buzz? Ecosystem Services and Coffee
 

Those of you working with small coffee farmers know that higher prices can often be gained through certification. Organic, Rainforest Alliance, Smithsonian Bird-Friendly, Utz Kapeh, 4C’s, Starbuck’s CAFÉ Practices – all of these certification programs recognize and promise higher premiums for the ecosystem services produced by the low-input, shade grown coffee systems that are the trademark of small farmers throughout the tropics. The market for "eco-friendly" coffee is growing every year, but this growth signals changes in how certification works and who is involved that could have serious implications for small coffee farmers. 

Climate Change
Stern quits British Treasury 
The author of the world's most influential recent report on climate change, Sir Nicholas Stern, is to quit the British Treasury amid rumours of constant tension with Chancellor Mr Gordon Brown. The news came a day after the Chancellor made a pre-budget statement that embraced virtually none of the recommendations of the Stern report and dashed hopes the Blair Government would move swiftly to a new environmental agenda.

	Stern upbeat over climate action 

	Economist Sir Nicholas Stern has told MPs he is encouraged by the progress being made around the world to tackle climate change. 
	
	


Geo-engineering 
How big science might fix climate change

	UK to tackle bogus carbon schemes 

	The UK government is to set standards for carbon offsetting schemes to bring "greater clarity" to the industry. The move comes as an increasing number of consumers try to limit the environmental impact of actions such as driving a car or flying by plane. 
	
	


Industry study: Climate-abatement costs are not too high
Nearly half of all measures needed in industrialised countries to fight climate change can pay for themselves. This is the conclusion of a new Global Climate Abatement Plan presented by Swedish energy company Vattenfall.

Climate plan: clean energy funding
Canada's federal government has announced a $230 million fund to promote the development and demonstration of clean-energy technologies, including clean coal and carbon capture, in the first of a series of planned announcements on energy and the environment. The ecoEnergy Technology Initiative will form a large part of the government's climate change strategy, which is expected to include intensity targets for greenhouse gas emissions by 2015.

Location 'the key' if trees are to fight global warming
At mid to high latitudes planting trees actually warms the planet, because the warming effect of their dark colour outweighs the cooling effect of the carbon dioxide they take from the atmosphere, according to a study led by Govindasamy Bala of Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, United States. Tropical forests, though, have a net cooling effect because extra sunlight means they are better at converting atmospheric carbon dioxide to biomass, and they increase cloudiness, which helps cool the planet, according to the study. 
Spring in January: Frogs, trees and bees are deceived by winter's unseasonal warmth 
St Hilary's day, New Year's Eve on the Julian calendar and, traditionally, the coldest day of the year, passed yesterday as one of the warmest on record. 
Turn a Profit From Global-Warming Stocks 

"You should own global-warming stocks. Even if you think that global warming is based on bad statistics and unconvincing computer models. Or that it's a plot by the tree huggers and the United Nations to institute some kind of world government," advises The Street.com
 

ExxonMobil Still Spending on Climate Change Denial, But May be Warming to Action 

A new report detailing the "doubt is our product" tactics of ExxonMobil in its response to climate change reveals the group has spent $16 million on its efforts, including $1.6 million to the American Enterprise Institute and $300,000 to Africa Fighting Malaria. Of course, both organizations make no bones about their missions: AEI is dedicated to preserving the American way of capitalism while AFM urges action on malaria and other diseases before climate change and perhaps ExxonMobil supports these missions rather than any climate obfuscations. As a spokesman for the company noted: it does believe that the burning of fossil fuels is a major source of greenhouse gas emissions. But what is more disturbing is the steady flow of money to fringe groups, such as the Committee for a Constructive Tomorrow, that fund discredited climate change skeptics, such as Sallie Baliunas.
 

AES, GE Enter the Voluntary Carbon Market on the Sell-Side 

The AES Corporation (NYSE: AES) and GE Energy Financial Services, a unit of General Electric (NYSE: GE), announced a new partnership to develop greenhouse gas emission reduction projects in the United States. The partnership would seek to create an annual production volume of 10 million tonnes (metric tons) of greenhouse gas offsets by 2010, and will sell the offsets to commercial and industrial customers "seeking to reduce the environmental impact of their operations or to provide climate-friendly products or services to their customers."  
Carbon Offsets Help Indian Farmers 

Western money has helped transform the lives of poor farmers in the north of India, primarily by supplying them with much needed, simple technology. The money arrives in the form of carbon offsets--a concept familiar to the readers of V-Carbon--courtesy of Climate Care, on organization dedicated to reducing the impact of airplane travel. But the question of the quality of offsets continues to plague the voluntary industry. Based on this recognition, the Tufts Climate Initiative has just finished a study and a website on voluntary carbon offsets to offset air travel emissions. 

 
Dell Backs Tree-Planting, Salesforce.com and Fortis Go Carbon Neutral
 

Michael Dell of the eponymous computer-maker launched a program to offer consumers the opportunity to plant trees to offset the electricity consumption from the use of their product. In partnership with the Conservation Fund and Carbonfund.org, the company's "Plant a Tree for Me" will tack on $2 for a notebook computer and $6 for a desktop. Meanwhile, yet another international bank has followed in the footsteps of HSBC as Fortis declared its plans to go carbon neutral from this year forward. The bank will both reduce its energy consumption, switch to electricity sourced from renewable resources and purchase offset credits. And last but not least, Salesforce.com (NYSE:CRM), a market leader in on-demand business services, announced an initiative to create a carbon neutral salesforce.com in 2007. 
 
Biodiversity & Ecosystems

Stealing SA secrets … 
Pelargonium, a plant used in cold and flu remedies, has become a new battleground in the campaign to protect South Africa’s indigenous flora and traditional knowledge from bio-pirates. 

Anti-cancer chicken eggs produced 
UK scientists have developed genetically modified chickens capable of laying eggs containing proteins needed to make cancer-fighting drugs. 


Decline in haymaking is killing off the bumble bee 
Changing farming practices have played a major role in the decline of the bumble bee, according to new research. The big drop in haymaking and the rise of silage is driving out the bees, whose numbers have declined by 60 per cent since 1970. 
Adoption of Bt cotton in Pakistan 
Saying that “Cotton is an important cash crop for Pakistan” would be an understatement. It accounts for 8.2 per cent of the value added in the agriculture sector and about 2% to GDP, adds over $2.8 billion to the national economy. 


Bringing drug-producing plants a step closer 
The prospect of drug-producing plants just got a step closer thanks to new research in which scientists successfully produced plants whose seeds contain high levels of complex proteins which closely resemble antibodies. 

Scientists try to save world's rarest creatures 
Scientists launched a bid on Tuesday to save some of the world's rarest and most neglected creatures from extinction. 

Atlantic White Marlin Swims Toward Endangered Species Listing
The White Marlin, an imperiled billfish in the Atlantic Ocean, took a significant step towards protection under the federal Endangered Species Act with the December 21 announcement of the launch of a formal status review of the species. The announcement, published in the Federal Register by the National Marine Fisheries Service, comes pursuant to a court-approved settlement agreement resolving a lawsuit filed by the Center for Biological Diversity and Turtle Island Restoration Network.

Conservation Groups Advance Protections for Polar Bear from Global Warming
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USF&WS) is expected to confirm they have formally proposed to list the Polar Bear as "threatened" with extinction under the Endangered Species Act due to Arctic ice melt from global warming. This follows a multi-year court battle by groups to protect the bear from the impacts of global warming in the Arctic, including the rapid disappearance of the Polar Bear's sea-ice habitat.


Integrating Global and Local Values: A Review of Biodiversity Assessment
 
What is biodiversity? What is it good for? Who will benefit from its conservation? How can its local value be balanced with its value to the global conservation community? These are tough and often divisive questions, but ones that must be answered by anyone implementing a community-based payment for environmental service program based on biodiversity conservation. In this clearly written issue paper, these and other related issues are dealt with head on. It describes and provides references for a number of different methods of assessing biodiversity and its value, from those that can be used at local levels to those most commonly employed by international policy makers and national governments. 

Communities

Guacamole and green tea
Think that guacamole is mostly avocado? Nuh-uh. Fortune's Marc Gunther explains how some food labels mislead consumers. They say you can't judge a book by its cover. All too often, you can't judge a food by its label, either.

Villagers, elephants fight for survival
 
When a herd of wild elephants rampaged through a school kitchen in India's West Bengal state, gobbling up rice and lentils, seven-year-old Suman Bera and classmates were left without lunch - and lessons. More: 

China misses energy efficiency targets 
China failed to reach the first-year target of its five-year energy efficiency plan, state media reported on Friday (12 January). 

A Local Answer to Famine
A hardy root crop known as enset boasts very good drought resistance and, in southwestern Ethiopia, this crop has helped to avoid famine. As these valued characteristics have been better recognised, the crop has spread to other regions within the country. 

Northern Uganda – Settling for Peace
'Northern Uganda - settling for peace' tells in pictures how internally displaced people, once dependent on food aid, are now returning to their abandoned villages to cultivate a new future. 

Kenya – Capturing the Value of Natural Beauty: The Shompole Eco-Lodge 

Is aesthetic beauty an ecosystem service? If it is, how can its value be captured? The Maasai Shompole community of Kenya is working to answer these questions. The community has partnered with a private investor and a non-profit organization to create a wildlife conservancy area and a high-end, eco-friendly hotel for visitors to enjoy the beauty of the locale. The Shompole Eco-Lodge was first opened in 2001 and has since become a model for other community-based ecotourism ventures.
Conflict resources: from 'curse' to blessing
As part of their broader efforts to secure peace and development on the continent, Africans and their international partners are focusing increasingly on ways to break the links between conflict and natural wealth.

Is There a Need for a New Global Agency? 

Environmentalists are divided over French President Jacques Chirac's proposal to create a new United Nations Environment Organisation (UNEO).

Give me liberty, anytime
The annual “index of economic freedom” for 157 countries was released. The index measures ten variables, such as the ability to do business, property rights, corruption and labour freedom. The average score (0 equals repressed, 100 equals free) was 60.6%, down slightly from last year but the second-highest since the survey began. North Korea remained rooted at the bottom (several countries, including Iraq, were not ranked). 
Business & CERG
Japan Tobacco made an offer to buy Gallaher, a British cigarette-maker. At £7.5 billion ($14.7 billion), it would be the biggest-ever foreign acquisition by a Japanese company. Speculation mounted that rival bids were being prepared.
REACH chemicals law adopted amid final controversy
Parliament vote heralds fundamental shift: businesses will now need to prove the safety of thousands of chemicals.

Westinghouse Electric won a much-sought contract to build four nuclear reactors in China, which is expanding its use of atomic power. Much was made of the politics behind the deal. Westinghouse is owned by Japan's Toshiba, possibly signalling a thaw in Sino-Japanese relations, but is based in America. The news came after trade talks in Beijing between senior American and Chinese officials. 

Statoil, Norway's state-controlled oil company, agreed to buy the oil and gas assets of Norsk Hydro, a compatriot in which the Norwegian government has a 44% stake. The combined company will have a market value of some NKr616 billion ($97 billion) and will be the world's largest offshore operator. Both companies have been looking at ways to expand since they (and others) were passed over as potential partners in the Shtokman gas field by the Russian government in October. 
BP wants to talk over British geosequestration proposal

Energy giant BP is seeking a meeting with British Government ministers after the Chancellor of the Exchequer announced a feasibility study for a United Kingdom carbon dioxide capture power plant for geological sequestration of carbon dioxide. BP already has plans for such a clean energy unit at Peterhead power station.

RWE could lose one fifth of value by pursuing coal – report
RWE's plan to replace its aging power stations with coal-fired generators could wipe up to 17% from the value of the company if the price of carbon rises, according to a report by SAM Group and WWF.
BP Browne to step down in July 

BP chief executive Lord Browne will step down at the end of July, after 12 years at the helm. He will be succeeded in the top job by Tony Hayward, who is currently head of exploration and production at BP.

Tesco follows M&S with climate change move  
Tesco is to put its customers at the heart of its latest green initiative when it unveils its new strategy to combat climate change on Thursday. 

3C Initiative Unites Big Companies to Combat Climate Change 
A group of large companies meeting here last week has formed a new group aimed at developing an effective global climate protection policy for the period following the expiration of the Kyoto Protocol in 2013. 


Ted Turner Launches Clean Energy Venture 
Turner plans to partner with Dome-Tech Solar, a leading solar energy developer, based in Branchburg, New Jersey to create DT Solar, a Turner renewable energy company. 

Reflecting Trend Toward Global Companies Embracing Sustainability, McDonald’s UK Puts Rainforest Alliance Certified Coffee On the Menu
Sustainably grown coffee takes a giant leap forward today with the announcement that McDonald’s UK will be sourcing all of its coffee beans from farms certified by the New York-based global nonprofit Rainforest Alliance.

Lloyd's boss demands action on climate change
Governments and businesses must act now against climate change, and the United States needs a bigger public debate about its risks, the chairman of the Lloyd's insurance market said Friday.

Icelandic firm to invest $1 billion in geothermal
An Icelandic investor, a bank and an engineering firm have set up a company with the intention of raising $1 billion to invest in geothermal energy around the world.

Wal-Mart's green impact
Wal-Mart's environmental initiatives have received widespread press coverage as the world's largest retailer 'goes green'. In addition to a new generation of environmentally friendly stores and more sustainable products on the shelves, the greatest impact of the mega-chain's environmental turnaround could be the changes it causes in its global supply chain. Sustainability campaigns by Wal-Mart and other large multinationals are showing that corporate leadership can move more companies to adopt sustainable business models that benefit not only consumers but also the environment.
BP Management Investigated
BP's management was sternly criticised in a report from a panel investigating safety at its operations in the United States. The panel, led by James Baker, a former secretary of state, was commissioned by BP (on the recommendation of America's chemical-safety board) after an explosion at its Texan oil refinery in 2005 killed 15 people and injured 170 others. John Browne, BP's chief executive, who last week said he was stepping down in July, vowed that the report's recommendations would be implemented in full. 
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