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Upbeat news 

 

Climate change 

In July, the UN Environment Programme announced that investments in renewable energy had 
grown 32% in 2010, reaching a record $211bn since 2004 and for the first time, investment in 
faster-growing developing economies was greater than that in developed economies. Bloomberg 
New Energy Finance said renewable energy investments were projected to double over the next 
eight years and reach $395bn per year by 2020. Unfortunately, the International Energy Agency 
(IEA) says even this will not be enough to stabilize emissions and control climate change. 

The IEA's new sense of urgency in relation to climate change was underlined at the UN's annual 
climate conference in December. The talks in Durban, South Africa, avoided a major split between 
the developed and the developing world, with an agreement between 194 countries to work 
towards a legally binding deal to cut emissions in the future, leaving only voluntary pledges in the 
meantime. The most notable outcome of the Durban summit was the 'Durban Platform for 
Enhanced Action' and, as part of that, the commitment by all countries, developed and developing, 
to work towards an agreement that involves action by all, not just the developed world. The 
commitment is to trying to reach agreement on a new treaty by 2015 that will then only take effect 
in 2020. 

However, to stand a reasonable chance (66 percent probability) of keeping global temperature rise 
to less than 2°C (the widely acknowledged threshold for avoiding dangerous climate change), 
global emissions need to peak and decline by the middle of this decade while the International 
Energy Agency warns that the world has five years to replace its fossil fuel infrastructure to avoid 
dangerous climate change. This will not be addressed by an agreement that only comes into force 
at the end of the decade. 

Small steps were made outside the Durban framework with Australia successfully introducing a 
carbon tax, California introducing carbon emissions trading and the States setting higher vehicle 
fuel efficiency standards of 54.5mpg target by 2025. 

In the world of climate research, a phenomenally comprehensive study (the Berkeley Earth Surface 
Temperature (Best) study) based on more than 1.6 billion temperature recordings collected from 
more than 39,000 weather stations at land sites around the world debunked the climate science 
denier argument that part of the warming measured over the latter half of the twentieth century was 
due to increasing urbanisation around weather stations. The argument was that as urban areas 
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demonstrate a “heat island” effect which makes cities warmer than surrounding rural areas this was 
skewing the figures. However, a fine statistical analysis showed the urban heat effect could not 
explain a global temperature increase of about 1ºC since 1950 as, although this effect was found to 
be locally large and real, it does not contribute significantly to average land temperature rises 
largely because urban regions make up less than 1% of the Earth's land area. 

The tar sands issue continues to make headlines as it drove Canada to abandon its international 
obligations and quit the Kyoto protocol and its government seeks to find an outlet for this dirtiest of 
fossil fuels. However, opposition is growing with a massive campaign of civil disobedience in 
America causing the Obama administration to defer the Keystone tar sands pipeline which would 
bring tar sands from Canada to a global market and the EU proposed Low Carbon Fuel Standard 
under which would make suppliers, who have to reduce the emissions from their fuels by 10% by 
2020 reluctant to include tar sands-derived fuels as these result in 22% more greenhouse gas 
emissions than conventional fuels. 

 

Conservation progress 

Tigers which have declined by 97% in a century received a boost in 2011 as Cambodia, India, 
Indonesia, Laos, Burma and Nepal protected a further 2m hectares of land for tigers. India – which 
holds half of the world's tigers – estimated an increase in the population from 1,411 in 2007 to 
1,706 today. However, other poacher-coveted animals did not fare as well with the Western Black 
Rhino and Vietnamese race of the Javan Rhino being declared extinct while poaching of other 
rhino species and elephant soared in Africa. Continued expansion of palm oil and unsustainable 
logging also continues to take its toll on iconic species such as elephant and orang-utang. 

Back on the positive side, there was an unexpected but significant increase in the gorilla population 
in the Virunga mountains that are shared between Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
and Uganda where a WWF survey counted 480 or an increase of 100 since the last count in 2003. 

In another small triumph for conservation, initial funding of $100m was secured to conserve Yasuni 
national park in the Ecuadorian Amazon, the world's most biodiverse location, to leave the 
estimated 900m barrels of oil believed to be below the park  in the ground. For example, more 
trees grow in a single hectare (2.47 acres) of upland rainforest in Yasuni - 655 species - than in the 
continental US and Canada combined while there may be up to 100,000 unique species of insect. 
In Africa, Sierra Leone created the Gola Rainforest National Park one of the largest remaining 
areas of Upper Guinean forests and home to chimpanzees, the world's largest population of pygmy 
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hippo, and hundreds of bird species. 

A paper also indicated some of the success stories of conservation with over 100,000 protected 
areas now safe including national parks, wildlife refuges, game reserves, marine protected areas 
(MPAs), wildlife sanctuaries, etc., covering some 7.3 million square miles (19 million square 
kilometres). Other potential good news included an African Union commitment to build a green wall 
of trees, 15 km across and 7,775 km long, across 11 African countries from Senegal to Djibouti to 
combat desertification in South Sahara and a core commitment at a ministerial conference in Bonn 
to restore 150 million hectares of lost forests and degraded lands worldwide by 2020. 

 

Deforestation news 

Welcome news came from satellite data in Brazil that showed deforestation in the Amazon region 
had fallen to the lowest level for 23 years. However, new laws were passed in December that, if 
enacted, will allow ranchers to fell more trees near rivers and on mountaintop watersheds 
potentially reducing forest cover in Brazil by 76.5 million hectares (295,000 square miles), an area 
larger than Texas. 

Well-known companies such as Avon, Cargill, Deutsche Bank, Kellogg's, KFC, Levi's, McDonald's 
continued to subscribe to sustainable palm oil producers and distance themselves from companies 
such as AsiaPulp & Paper (APP), Sinar Mas and Wilmar International linked to rainforest 
destruction for palm-oil and pulp. 

This was instrumental in Golden Agri Resources (GAR), which had been the target of an intense 
Greenpeace campaign, announced one of the most progressive forest policies in the palm oil 
sector, committing not to develop lands with carbon stocks greater than 35 tons per hectares and 
promising to seek "free, prior informed consent" in engaging with communities. It may also have 
been instrumental in Indonesia putting into effect a two-year moratorium on issuing new permits for 
use of primary natural forest and peatland. Both Europe and Australia also voted through palm oil 
labelling bills which requires products containing palm oil to be explicitly labeled as such. However, 
there is still a long way to go in terms of uptake of sustainable palm oil before environmental 
damage is halted. 
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New fisheries policy? 

Plans to eliminate the EU's controversial fish discard policy and implement long-term management 
plans with targets and time frames to stop overfishing were outlined by the EU Fisheries Chief 
against a background of significant public pressure coming from the UK after a celebrity chef-led 
“Fish Fight” campaign. 

 

Species discoveries 

There were also 19,232 new species described in 2009 pushing the number of known species on 
Earth to just under two million (the delay between the date of discovery and reporting as a new 
species is due to the careful and lengthy process of description that is required to confirm new 
species status) while a number of “extinct” species were rediscovered and the Floreana island race 
of the Galapagos tortoise. 

 

Downbeat News 

 

Climate change 

The year 2011 was another climatically eventful year with greenhouse gases reaching record 
levels despite the global recession rising 6% above 2009 levels to, the annual Arctic sea ice melt 
nearly matching the record in 2007 and another bout of weather extremes hitting most of the 
world's continents as average global temperatures became the 11th highest ever recorded in a 
continuing trend which has seen 13 of the warmest years on record occurring in the last 15 years. 

Despite stagnation or economic recession in many industrialised countries, concentrations of CO2, 
measured at Mauna Loa in Hawaii, peaked at more than 394 parts per million in May and are now 
39% above where they were at the start of the industrial era and approaching the point when many 
scientists believe it will be nearly impossible to contain global warming. The 41 sea, land and air 
indicators used by the US government's National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
to measure sea and land temperatures showed unequivocally that the world continued to warm 
throughout 2011. In July, NOAA reported that the last 300 months had all been above average 
temperature and that the 13 warmest years had all occurred in the 15 years since 1997. 2011 was 
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additionally remarkable, it said, because a "La Niña" event was taking place, a naturally occurring 
oceanic cooling phenomenon that would normally bring temperatures down. 

Temperatures in the Arctic have been increasing more than twice as fast as the global average, 
and this is having an impact on the extent of summer sea ice in the region. “The sea-ice retreat can 
no more be explained with the natural variability from one year to the next,” said Georg Heygster, 
head of Bremen‟s Institute of Environmental Physics. Summer sea ice in the Arctic melted at its 
fastest rate since satellite observations began in 1972, reaching a new record minimum of 4.24 
million sq km on September 8th, according to polar scientists from the Germany's University of 
Bremen based on data from a Japanese sensor on Nasa's Aqua satellite. The previous one-day 
minimum was 4.27 million sq km on September 17th, 2007. However, the US National Snow and 
Ice Data Centre, using a different satellite data set, reported that ice coverage in 2011 was 
marginally greater, making 2011 the second-lowest on record. 

While eastern Europe, Russia, Pakistan and the Middle East suffered the most from weather 
extremes in 2010, it was the turn of North America in 2011. The continent experienced unparalleled 
extremes of heat and cold with droughts and heatwaves resulting in 14 “billion-dollar disasters” 
which caused an estimated $53 billion (€39.4 billion) in damage. Massive flooding occurred along 
the Mississippi and Missouri rivers, record wildfires and a crippling drought in the south. 

Europe, Australia, Africa and Asia also saw their share of extremes which made 2011 a year of too 
much or too little water. The year began and ended with drought and record temperatures in 
Europe. The average temperature for northern Norway in November was 5.3°C (9.5°F) above 
normal, the Danube was at its lowest levels in 60 years, and Germany and much of northern 
Europe had the driest end to a year since record-keeping began in 1881. October floods killed two 
in Dublin which together with the „big freeze‟ in January 2010, the 2009 floods and the December 
2010 freeze cost the insurance industry nearly €1 billion in payouts. 

The year also began with devastating floods in Australia which covered an area the size of France 
and Germany combined, and ended with tropical storm Washi killing nearly 1,000 people and 
making 300,000 homeless in the Philippines. 

More than 730 people in Thailand lost their lives in the worst floods for more than half a century In 
late October about a third of the country was under water, including the outskirts of Bangkok, and it 
took an almost super-human effort to prevent the city from being engulfed. Despite this, there was 
still seriously disruption to many industrial supply chains with alternative suppliers having to be 
sourced in China and elsewhere. Meanwhile, northern China's drought that started in 2010 
continued well into 2011 and was the worst drought to hit the country in 60 years. 
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In September, torrential rain and floods paralysed Pakistan‟s commercial capital, Karachi, and 
much of Sindh province for the second year running. Schools and markets were forced to close as 
villages were inundated by floods. More than five million people were affected by the flooding, 
which claimed at least 260 lives. 

India was also hit by monsoon rain, with 2,600 villages across 19 districts in the eastern state of 
Orissa submerged, displacing more than a million people. Massive droughts continued to strike 
some of the world's poorest and most vulnerable communities with the worst drought in 60 years 
gripping Somalia and the Horn of Africa affecting more than 10 million people and leading to the 
death of thousands of people and millions of animals. 

 

Earthquakes & Nuclear power  

2011 was also an extraordinary year for major earthquakes. In the seven weeks between 1 
January and 21 February, Argentina, Chile, Iran, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Tonga, Burma, the Solomon 
Islands, Tonga, Sulawesi, Fiji and New Zealand were all hit. But by far the most damaging quake 
was the one that led to Japan's deadly tsunami on 11 March. This killed 15,500 people, caused the 
meltdowns of three nuclear reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi power plant, and led to 160,000 
people fleeing the area or being moved away. By the end of the year, it was estimated to have cost 
around $210bn in lost production and physical damage. Decommissioning the station is expected 
to cost a further $15bn. 

Arguments still rage over the radioactivity levels, but while the industry, backed some western 
commentators, played down the consequences, levels of radioactive caesium were shown to have 
reached 50m times normal levels off the coast. As 2011 ended, it was still hard to accurately gauge 
the level of devastation, the amount of the meltdown and the exact radiation levels. Most recently, 
the Japanese prime minister, Yoshihiko Noda, said its owners had at last brought the station into a 
state known as "cold shutdown". One clear fallout of the Fukushima disaster has been European 
countries turning their backs on nuclear power. Most significantly, the German chancellor, Angela 
Merkel, said in May that she would bring forward the phase-out of Germany's nuclear power 
stations to 2022. Italians also voted overwhelmingly against new nuclear reactors and the Swiss 
government moved to phase out its reactors. 
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Arctic ozone hole 

While the ozone hole is generally associated with the Antarctic, scientists discovered a hole five 
times the size of Germany in the ozone layer above the Arctic allowing harmful ultraviolet radiation 
to hit northern Canada, Europe and Russia in spring 2011. While the data is being analysed it is 
suspected that the unprecedented, continuously cold weather from December through April may 
have facilitated the formation of ozone-depleting substances. Warming and melting of the Arctic 
region and sea-ice is also setting the scene for a rush to exploit previously inaccessible resources 
of fossil fuels and minerals. 

 

Ocean threats 

The world's oceans, under multiple threats of chemical and plastics pollution, overfishing and 
climate change which is resulting in acidification, low oxygen levels and warming, are on course for 
mass species extinction unseen since the age of the dinosaurs  

 

Population seven billion 

2011 also saw the world's population reach 7 billion increasing demand for natural resources and 
putting increased pressure on our planet. This same pressure for increasingly scarce resources is 
also driving a renewed series of “land grabs” in developing countries by countries and 
multinationals and driving oil and gas companies to turn to unconventional “dirty” fuel sources by 
extracting tar sands, deepwater wells and shale gas. 
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