Global Warming News from Alaska: May 17, 2006

Reporting from the Front Line

Dear Friends,

With the help of so many of you, we made some excellent progress in the last 30 days on global warming issues in Alaska. Thank you! This report will highlight the latest developments in Alaska, and then describe numerous critical national and international developments. At the end of the report, upcoming events and deadlines are listed.

Alaska Global Warming News – The Latest Evidence and Developments

1. Alaska Creates a Global Warming Impacts Commission. By a unanimous vote in the State Senate and the State House, the Alaska Legislature has created an 11-member Alaska Climate Impact Assessment Commission, citing, among other reasons, that "warming trends have jeopardized the health and well-being of residents of communities (in Alaska) and the natural resources on which they rely".
· The Commission is charged with holding 8 hearings throughout Alaska and analyzing additional information to make findings and recommendations assessing, among other issues, "estimate(d) costs to the state and its citizens of adverse effects associated with climate change" and "possible solutions and preventative measures that can be implemented by Alaska communities and by the state and federal governments".

· The preliminary report of the Commission must be delivered to the Legislature on March 1, 2007; and the final report, by January 10, 2008. 

· This is the first official action that the State of Alaska has taken on global warming. Because we have experienced so many adverse impacts already, the Alaska Commission’s reports will contain extensive information, including the economic costs of global warming, critical to both the state and the nation.
2.  Alaska Coastal Villages Investigating Global Warming Escape Roads. Global warming has increased the storm and erosion damage to coastal villages because of four factors (more intense storms, less sea ice, melting permafrost, and rising sea levels). To address this threat, some villages are now seeking emergency evacuation roads.
· Kivalina and Shaktoolik, two coastal villages, are about to receive $550,000 from the Denali Commission to pay for emergency escape road plans. (Anchorage Daily News, 5/8/06.)  
· The actual price of the global warming escape roads will be tens of millions of dollars. The Kivalina escape road alone is estimated to cost $15 to $21 million.
· In Shaktoolik, each of the last three years has brought 100-year floods. Last year alone, about 30 feet of shoreline vanished in a storm which Gabriel Taka Sr., president of the local tribal government, said was the worst in memory.  
· A personal note: in the last two weeks I traveled to Bethel, Kotzebue and Nome, and I heard from scores of Alaskans about the tremendous global warming-based damages that they have experienced and are experiencing.
3. Alaska Expands Wind Generation Capacity. On March 15, the electrical intertie between Tununak and Toksook Bay was energized, and the diesel generators in Tununak were shut off. The wind turbines have already displaced 5000 gallons of diesel fuel. Also, three wind turbine foundations are under construction in Kasigluk. (Denali Commission, May 2006 Monthly Update)
4. Alaska Global Warming Inundation Maps Are Available and Making Waves.  At the behest of the Alaska Conservation Foundation, the Alaska Center for the Environment’s GIS Center has prepared a series of dramatic global warming inundation maps. (Two of the maps are attached to this monthly report: for the Bethel area and the Kotzebue area.) 
· These maps show, in red, the  areas of land that would be flooded with a 4 meter sea level rise, or a one meter sea level rise plus a 3 meter storm surge.  The 4 meter contour was selected based on the study published in Science, March 24, 2006 (see last month’s report).
· The reactions and resulting press coverage from these maps have been stunning. (In Bethel, see Tundra Drums headline article May 11, 2006; for Kotzebue, see Arctic Sounder Article May 17, 2006).
5. Alaska Natives File an Amicus Brief on Global Warming with the U.S. Supreme Court. Several Alaska Native organizations have filed a brief asking the US Supreme Court to force the Environmental Protection Agency to reduce emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases. 
· For a copy of the excellent amicus brief, contact Frances Raskin at Trustees for Alaska, 907-276-4244, ext. 112; or fraskin@trustee.org. 
6. Alaska Youth Collect Over 5,000 High School Signatures Calling for Action on Global Warming. In an unprecedented effort, members of Alaska Youth for Environmental Action (AYEA) collected over 5,000 signatures from high school students from more than 100 communities across Alaska, demanding legislation requiring mandatory emissions reductions. To the best of our knowledge, this is the largest youth action on global warming that has occurred anywhere in the world.
· Six of the students traveled to DC to present their petition to Senators Murkowski and Stevens, and they also met five other senators and Congressman Young. 
· Almost immediately after her meeting with the AYEA members, Senator Murkowski stated in a radio interview that she had a good meeting with the youth and that she welcomed their suggestions. With respect to adopting a mandatory emission reduction approach, she said specifically: “Oftentimes you need that stick that is hanging out there…I think that may be where we end up at the end of the day.” (Talk of Alaska, APRN, 4/25/06).
· Other AYEA students met in Alaska with Mayor Mark Begich (Anchorage) and the Juneau Assembly. For each of these events they received outstanding press coverage.
Key National and International News – Not So Good News

1. Global Warming Reducing Wind Circulation Patterns Over Pacific Ocean.  The important atmospheric circulation pattern over the Pacific known as the “Walker Circulation” has weakened by 3.5% (Nature 5/4/06).
· According to one of the authors of the study, Gabriel Vecchi (NOAA), “This is the impact of humans through burning coal, burning benzene, gasoline, everything…It’s principally the greenhouse gases from fossil-fuel burning.” (Reuters 5/4/06)
· This weakening could spur El Nino-like effects: more rain in the southern US and droughts elsewhere in North America. It will also reduce vertical ocean circulation that brings nutrients up to the surface, which could have an adverse impact on fish, birds, and other marine species.
· The Walker Circulation could weaken another 10% by the end of the century, meaning oceanic circulation could decrease by almost 20%. 
2. Global Warming Harming Salmon in Wales.  According to the Environment Agency of Wales, rod catches of salmon declined over 95%, from 7,684 in 1967 to 357, in 2002 on the River Wye in mid-Wales. (icWales—“The National Website of Wales”, 5/10/06).
· “The main reason for the decline across Central and Northern Wales has been climate change in the northeastern Atlantic,” concludes Rob Evans with the Environment Agency fisheries. There has been a marked decline in marine survival for salmon since the end of the 1980’s.
· Emily Lewis-Brown, WWF Research Officer, also notes that oxygen levels in Welsh rivers have dropped as the water has warmed, and that water levels have dropped because of global warming. 
3. Costs of Iraq War To Exceed Kyoto Greenhouse Gas Emission Reduction Cost Estimates. In an Op Ed published in the Washington Post, Professor Cass Sunstein states, “The cost of the Iraq war will soon exceed the anticipated cost of the Kyoto Protocol.” 
· The Bush Administration originally estimated the Iraq war to cost the nation $50 billion; but it will soon pass the $350 billion mark in Congressional appropriations. (The worldwide costs of the war are, of course, even higher, exceeding $500 billion.) 
· To achieve the greenhouse gas emission reductions called for in the Kyoto Protocol, national compliance costs have been estimated to be $325 billion (which many believe is inflated) and worldwide costs are projected to be less than $400 billion. (Washington Post 5/10/06)
4. Global Warming Shorts. 
· Glaciers Melting Dramatically in China and Tibet.  According to the country’s official News Agency (Xinhua), average temperatures in Tibet have risen by 2 degrees F since the 1980s, and glaciers in western China’s Qinghai-Tibet plateau are melting at a rate of 7% annually. This plateau accounts for 47% of China’s total glacier coverage. A researcher at the Chinese Academy of Sciences notes that melting glaciers will lead to drought, more desertification and increased sandstorms. In April this year, Beijing experienced a 300,000 metric ton dust storm. (Houston Chronicle 5/2/06).
· World Bank Announces Increases in Carbon Dioxide Emissions: Between 1992 and 2002, global carbon dioxide emissions increased 15% annually. The US contributed 24% of the emissions. China and India, however, are increasing their rate of emissions significantly. China, now the second largest emitter after the US, increased its emissions by 33% between 1992 and 2002. (World Bank, Little Green Data Book). 
· March Temperatures in Montana Up 5 Degrees F. In the last 50 years, March temperatures in Montana have increased 5 degrees F. Missoula receives about 22 inches less snow than it did five decades ago. Because of less snow and warmer temperatures, Montana has experienced five 100-year fire years in the past 15 years. (Missoulian.com 5/8/06).
· Death Toll in Africa from Global Warming Predicted to be 184 Million by End of Century.  The international organization, Christian Aid, has published a report that presents a very dire forecast of death and disease in Africa if we do not address global warming; but it also sets out a renewable energy vision that offers a great deal of hope. The report can be viewed at: http://www.christian-aid.org.uk/indepth/605caweek/index.htm. 
Key Positive National and International News 
1. Climate Data Reconciled -- Global Warming Skeptics’ Claim Undermined. On May 2, the U.S. Climate Change Science Program issued a report that reconciled surface temperature increases with atmospheric temperature increases. The study was commissioned by the Bush administration. (Temperature Trends in the Lower Atmosphere: Steps for Understanding and Reconciling Differences 5/2/06) See: http://www.climatescience.gov. 
· A diverse team of scientists identified and corrected errors in satellite and radiosonde data, resolving previous apparent discrepancies. Thomas Karl, director of the NOAA National Climatic Data Center, states that, as a result, “We have more confidence than we had before that humans are having a substantial impact on the climate that we see today compared to the climate 30 to 40 years ago.” (usinfor.state.gov 5/4/06). “The rates of warming in the middle parts of the atmosphere, on a global basis, are comparable to what we would have expected based on greenhouse theory.” 
· Previously, skeptics used alleged surface-atmosphere temperature discrepancies to challenge the validity of climate models that attribute the primary causes of global warming to humans. This new report drives a stake through the heart of that claim.
2. US House of Representatives Committee Adopts Global Warming Resolution. On May 10, the House Appropriations Committee amended the FY07 Interior and Environment Appropriations bill to include a proactive global warming resolution. 
· The Resolution is identical to the outstanding one passed by the Senate last year. It recognizes that “there is a growing scientific consensus that human activity is a substantial cause of greenhouse gas accumulation in the atmosphere” and calls for “mandatory market-based limits and incentives”. 
· There will probably be a move on the floor of the House to strip this resolution out of the Appropriation bill, so this is an excellent time to contact your Representative and ask him/her to vote to keep it in.
3. US Supreme Court to Hear Air Emissions Case. On May 15, the US Supreme Court announced that it would review a Court of Appeal’s decision that let Duke Energy operate modified power plants with increased total annual air pollutant emissions. 
· At issue is the 4th Circuit Court of Appeal’s controversial analysis of EPA’s “new source review” rules. These rules were issued towards the end of the Clinton Administration, and, according to Environmental Defense (the petitioner), they apply to 17,000 facilities. The rules were designed to reduce air pollution emissions, but were undercut by the 4th Circuit decision.
· Of note, EPA under the Bush Administration opposed Supreme Court review of the 4th Circuit’s decision, but the Supreme Court has chosen to review the case anyway. Since 1970, the Supreme Court has only agreed to hear two previous cases where a conservation group was the petitioner. (Washington Post 5/16/06).
4. Reducing Greenhouse Emissions is Good for Air Quality, Health and Economy. A status report from the European Environment Agency (EEA) states that “tackling climate change will improve Europe’s air quality, cut premature deaths and could save $15.4 billion annually in air pollution control costs by 2030.” See: http://reports.eea.europa.eu. This report underscores some of the many positive side-effects of global warming reduction policies.
5. Enhanced Energy Security Act of 2006 Introduced. A bipartisan group of Senators (Bingaman/Bayh/Coleman/Lieberman/Chaffee) introduced a bill that calls for improving vehicular technology, increasing the availability of alternative fuels, reducing school bus idling, educating consumers about energy efficiency, and more. See: http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/z?c109:s2747. 
6. Feinstein-Snowe-Durbin Bill Calls for Increased Automobile Fuel Economy Standards.  Senators Feinstein, Snowe, and Durbin will be introducing legislation that raises average fuel economy standards from the current average of 24.8 miles per gallon (mpg) to 35 mpg by 2017.
Upcoming Events and Deadlines

1. Polar Bear Listing Comment Period Extended. The US Fish and Wildlife Service has just extended to June 16  the public comment period regarding  listing polar bears under the Endangered Species Act because of global warming and other factors. If you did not have a chance to comment previously, please do so now. For more information, see the Federal Register Announcement: May 17, 2006, Page 28653-28654.  (It is not yet on the web, so you can also refer to the previous FR listing.)
2. Alaska Energy Authority Accepting Proposals for Energy Cost Reduction Projects. The Alaska Energy Authority is accepting proposals from communities, utilities and other public entities for renewable energy and energy-efficient projects, and other efforts leading to energy cost reductions. Proposals are due June 27th:http://www.aidea.org/aea/PDF%20files/AlaskaEnergyCostReductionProjects.pdf. 
3. Film: “An Inconvenient Truth” Opens June 2nd. I highly recommend that you see the fabulous film, An Inconvenient Truth, which is based on Vice President Al Gore’s global warming power point presentation. (I had the opportunity to see this film in DC a few weeks ago – it is truly compelling). To find out where it will be showing near you, see: http://www.climatecrisis.net/findatheater/. 
4. Upcoming Expos, Festivals, and Speeches. 
· Saturday, June 10, noon-10pm, Anchorage: 4th Annual Ocean Festival, Park Strip. http://www.akcenter.org/programs/oceans/ocean_festival.html. 

· Thursday, June 15, 7pm, Homer: Global Warming: The Greatest Threat Presentation, Pratt Museum.

· Tuesday, June 20, 9am – 5pm, Washington DC: 9th Annual Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Expo and Forum; 345 Cannon House Office Building (Caucus Room)

· Saturday, August 12, Anchorage: 2nd Annual Renewable Energy Fair, Park Strip.

Increasingly, Alaska has a crucial role to play in convincing the American public and key decision makers that we must take action on one of the nation’s and the world’s greatest threats -- global warming. Thank you again for receiving these monthly reports and for being part of the solution.

With hope and determination, 

Deborah
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