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Alliance for Water Efficiency News Update
April 18, 2008

Water Conservation Conference to be Held in Atlanta May 21-22

The Georgia Water Wise Council, in cooperation with the Georgia Association of Water
Professionals, San Antonio Water System, and the Alliance for Water Efficiency, 
is hosting a specialty conference titled, &quotCan Water Conservation Really Work for
a Water System's Bottom Line?" The conference will be held May 21-22, 2008 at the
Georgia International Convention Center in Atlanta, GA. More information along with
the conference agenda can be found on the Alliance for Water Efficiency web site
[http://rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001BEtheE7TydmXZ-p_YB0OWbk-SZVE61orK_ltdN97Rb4cNSanrsatmOSqW1sLU6Hol5OXlP9olyaDL26zZwavsdYBBBVoIqnC6NWTh35WCdSwXwG-tluzGz6rwyo6aBwiNM6StR-41S1rnKbMyxZCjdRbIidKlAfg].


DeKalb County, Georgia Passes Retrofit Upon Reconnect Ordinance

DeKalb County, Georgia recently enacted a retrofit upon reconnect ordinance. Under
this ordinance, all homes that establish new connections will be required by their
water supplier to replace toilets that use greater than 1.6 gallons per flush with
toilets that are 1.6 gallons per flush or less. All homes built after 1993 contain
1.6 gallon per flush or less toilets due to the provisions of the Energy Policy 
Act of 1992, and all new toilets available in the marketplace use 1.6 gallons per
flush or less. DeKalb County's new ordinance will speed up the natural replacement
of inefficient toilets in homes built before 1993. The ordinance is available for
viewing here [http://rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001BEtheE7Tydl7KYC1XjWhe3qMRZvdAIMHwDh2YoLkUxHEXE4Y4Id76FggNQ-Mbr22iIvRyf1r_hifrDe5q4AaqtJfffPz2aIWEaJ7kKgVJ7yBqP7BVIhnyXrCqqYm99bwkxI2qxAHTm0VgIw3M4eFnegqRm9VeFdaBsgP80QcY4Q=].

California DWR Releases 2008 Urban Drought Guidebook

The California Department of Water Resources (DWR) has just published an update 
to its Urban Drought Guidebook. This excellent resource is a how-to guide for creating
a water shortage contingency plan and will help water suppliers be prepared for 
challenges brought on by increasing populations, dry weather, and political reductions
of water supplies. The .pdf version is available for download on the DWR web site
[http://rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001BEtheE7TydmKxObTnwvF-wkFMkGLPMv1Fx0Y_vyIjwh7hRsI_3rb8246GRib-g5g8AnLJIYLU-8EOnKbbJoJOkr4bvqOtzIXHryiI31Xpyz7WIp9qPSMzQ==].

 

 Are Biofuels Taking an Unfair Rap for World Hunger?

(Academic blogs, Chronicle of Higher Edycation, Apr 24  08)

Stuart Rennie, at Global Bioethics Blog, asks whether some news-media reports are fair in depicting biofuels as archvillains in the story of world hunger.


TV reports, he writes, “have been milking the connections between biofuels, rising food prices, and imminent hunger for millions of persons for all they are worth. For some reason, Germans are being interviewed at gas stations that offer biofuels, apparently to show how good intentions can pave the autobahn to hell: the ethanol going into their tanks is pulling food out of the mouths of the poor.”


Some newspaper reports are more nuanced, he says, asking, “to what extent does increased biofuels production impact on food production and rises in global food prices? The answer seems to be: We don’t really know yet.”


Could world hunger also have “to do with existing international trade policies and the subsidized-to-the-teeth agriculture industries in America and Western Europe? Lack of commitment to (god forbid) family planning in developing countries?”


He wonders if biofuels are taking an unfair rap.

Alex Kafka | Posted on Thursday April 24, 2008 
Comments

1. Certainly the diversion of some crops into biofuel is increasing demand. High prices for corn, especially, is also diverting some cropland from wheat and other crops. However, we can’t ignore the role subsidies have played in this. U.S. grain is not directly subsidized anymore, but growers receive a separate check from the government, so it currently does not have as much of an effect as it used to on the market price of grain. However, earlier subsidy programs did a number on local production networks in many developing countries. In Mexico, for example, the price of imported corn was lower than Mexican corn in the 1980s/1990s (especially after 1993), so many campensinos found themselved unable to compete and local markets came to rely more on imports. Now that more of the U.S. crop is diverted, the import-flow into Mexico (and elsewhere) has tightened. Having earlier been decimated, local markets cannot respond quickly. 

Tariffs also need to come up for some of the blame. The tariff on imported Brazilian sugar-based ethanol (50 cents per gallon) protects the American corn-based ethanol producers, making it more enticing for American growers to get into the market. If the Brazilians were allowed into the market freely, they would out-compete American corn growers in the ethanol business.

— Evan    Apr 24, 10:59 AM    # 


2. A corollary to the reporting problem is also the fact that biofuels themselves are being attacked as an evil, when the problem stems not from the use of biofuels, but rather what they are made from.

For example, I have seen numerous reports criticizing whether Americans should even continue to support or allow the use of ethanol and biodiesel because of its impacts on food crops. The problem is that these fuels are excellent alternatives to regular fuels IF they are created using non-edible byproducts, such as switchgrass, used cooking oils, waste biomass, sunflowers, and even recent plans for large scale algae-based oils. Most of these alternatives will have nominal impact on crop-producing lands, mainly because they are specifically suitable for harsher soils or require no producible land whatsoever (i.e. algae).

Personally, I have little doubt that biofuels are going to become fiscally viable and environmentally responsible solutions for the future (albeit not the only solutions), but criticizing and demonizing them in the media because of politicians’ shortsighted pandering to support corn and other food-based subsidies is poor journalism.

— David    Apr 24, 02:03 PM    # 

3. David’s (no. 2) comment overlooks many of the costs of ethanol – and the huge subsidies necessary to make it competitive. (1) It can induce farmers to forsake optimal crop rotation. (2) Ethanol production requires huge amounts of water, thereby potentially contributing to lowering of water tables. (3) Ethanol production uses more energy than it produces. Last spring an economist for a natural gas company told me that his company was sure to take all sorts of heat this past winter because demand – driven by ethanol plants here in the upper-Midwest – was sure to raise the price of natural gas.

The only clear winner from ethanol is Archer Daniels Midland. ADM has already banked more than a billion dollars in government subsidies. Government support of ethanol is a loser. We all pay for it. Far better to raise auto mileage standards and gas taxes, inducing drivers to move to more fuel-efficient cars.

— NTS    Apr 24, 05:35 PM    # 

4. As a plant physiologist with interests in photosynthesis, nutrient uptake by plants and bioenergetics I know that Biofuels are marginal at best. It is rather easy to show that most biofuels schemes, particularly algal biofuels, cannot pay (economically or environmentally). However, you try and say that out loud, particularly to governments. They pretend they do not want to know. I think western governments do know but are following an interesting agenda. It is called Geopolitics.


Biofuels are useful in converting western agricultural surpluses into something useful within their economies and solves the problem of what to do with the excess carbohydrate. It has a very grim logic. One thing we know for sure about oil-producing countries is that none of them are even remotely capable of feeding themselves and have noticeably no interest in feeding anyone else anyway. Look at the scale of the Saudi and Emirates international food-aid programs.


As for “feed the world”, there is an old saying that if it is too silly to be said it can be sung. When I was a post-doc at Washington State at the very end of the cold war my boss asked in the lab one day what was going to happen in the better world to come. I said that he was talking nonsense. A lot of people were going to be left to starve because “There was no reason to feed them any more”. 


On the positive side, food-aid and dirt-cheap imported food has destroyed the agricultural base of many parts of the Americas, Africa and parts of Asia. Drying up of food-aid will, in the long run, result in more self-sufficiency in much of the so-called 3rd world. Huge areas of farmland in such countries are derelict because of food-aid and “dumped” subsidised imported food. Cheap imported food is a major destroyer of tropical environments.


— Raymond J. RITCHIE    Apr 25, 12:17 AM    # 
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Brazil Aims to Protect Amazon by Using 

Sustainably Harvested Rubber in Condoms 

From Grist, April 08
HARD UP for ways to preserve the Amazon rainforest, the Brazilian government has announced it's opening a condom factory that will use rubber harvested sustainably from the imperiled rainforest -- no tree-chopping required. The latex will come from the Chico Mendes reserve, named for a well-known Amazon activist gunned down by ranching interests. 

Conservationists hope that providing locals economic incentive to leave the forest intact will help slow deforestation. 

The Brazilian government is also touting the program as a buy-local initiative; the new factory aims to displace about 100 million of the roughly 500 million condoms the country imports annually and distributes for free as part of its initiative to fight HIV/AIDS. 

The Effects of Programmable Fan Controllers on Ventilation, Air Distribution and Energy Use 

from Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC):

http://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/odpub/pdf/65834.pdf
Advertisements follow; then, more articles
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The Superintendents Technical Association (aka the Supers Club) is 

                                    the first technical society of multifamily building maintenance 

                                    personnel. For free e-mail edition of monthly newsletter, visit our Web 

                                    site: www.nycSTA.org or ask

                                    Dick Koral, Secretary  rkoral@citytech.cuny.edu 
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                                                      Syska Hennessy Group, Inc.

                                                             Contact: Bipin Shah, Senior Vice President 
                                                                             11 W. 42nd Street
                                                                                      New York, NY 10036
                                                                                        Tel: 212.556.3461 
                                                                                           Fax: 212.556.3223           BShah@Syska.com 
  
                                                                                                                                    http://www.Syska.com
Consulting + Engineering + Technology + Construction
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 EME GROUP

   159 W. 25th Street, 5th Floor, New York, NY 10001

   Tel: 212.529.5969  fax: 212.529.6023 phone: 212.529.5969

CREATIVE PROBLEM SOLVING · CUTTING EDGE ENERGY CONSERVATION · INNOVATIVE SYSTEM DESIGN
                                                                                             www.emegroup.com 



DON’T do your Energy Savings project without us!
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FQUIPMENT FINANCING



M-Core Has The Answer!





M-Core™ provides energy savings project financing to Co-Ops, Condo’s, small 







and large businesses, Non-profits and Municipalities.  
We are NYSERDA Energy $martSM Loan EXPERTS

No capital outlay    - Favorable terms  

Chillers, Boilers, Lighting, Solar and much more
If you are interested in learning more about how M-Core™ can assist you with project financing needs, please call Michael Weisberg at 845-369-8777 ext. 21. Michael@m-corecredit.com   21 Par Rd. Montebello, NY 10901-3937

Climate Expert Says He Underestimated Threat

By Gerard Wynn, Reuters, Apr 16  08

LONDON (Reuters) - Climate change expert Nicholas Stern says he under-estimated the threat from global warming in a major report 18 months ago when he compared the economic risk to the Great Depression of the 1930s.


Latest climate science showed global emissions of planet-heating gases were rising faster and upsetting the climate more than previously thought, Stern said in a Reuters interview on Wednesday.


For example, evidence was growing that the planet's oceans -- an important "sink" -- were increasingly saturated and couldn't absorb as much as previously of the main greenhouse gas carbon dioxide (CO2), he said.


"Emissions are growing much faster than we'd thought, the absorptive capacity of the planet is less than we'd thought, the risks of greenhouse gases are potentially bigger than more cautious estimates, and the speed of climate change seems to be faster," he told Reuters at a conference in London.


Stern said that increasing commitments from some countries such as the European Union to curb greenhouse gases now needed to be translated into action. Policymakers, businesses and environmental pressure groups frequently cite the Stern Review as a blueprint for urgent climate action.


The report predicted that, on current trends, average global temperatures will rise by 2-3 degrees centigrade in the next 50 years or so and could reduce global consumption per head by up to 20 percent, with the poorest nations feeling the most pain.


Some academics said he had over-played the costs of potential future damage from global warming at up to twenty times the cost of fighting the problem now, such as by replacing fossil fuels with more costly renewable power.


Stern said on Wednesday that increasing evidence of the threat from climate change had vindicated his report, published in October 2006.


"People who said I was scaremongering were profoundly wrong," he told the climate change conference organized by industry information provider IHS.

IPCC


A U.N. panel of scientists, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), writes regular summaries on climate science and last year shared the Nobel Peace prize with former U.S. vice president Al Gore for raising awareness.


Its latest report in 2007 had not taken detailed account of some dangerous threats, including the falling ability of the world's oceans to absorb CO2, because scientists had to be cautious and that evidence was just emerging, the former World Bank chief economist added.


"The IPCC has done a tremendous job but things are moving on," he told Reuters.


"The IPCC's (cautious) approach to this is entirely understandable and sensible, but if you're looking ahead and asking about the risk then you do have to go beyond."


Stern said that to minimize the risks of dangerous climate change global greenhouse gas emissions should halve by mid-century. He said the United States should cut its emissions by up to 90 percent by then.


He was speaking before a senior White House official, speaking on the condition of anonymity, said U.S. President George W. Bush planned on Wednesday to call for a halting of growth in U.S. greenhouse gas emissions by 2025.



(Reporting by Gerard Wynn, Editing by Michael Winfrey)


© Thomson Reuters 2008. 
Energy From the Ground Up

Big dig in Center City to tap earth's power.

By Sandy Bauers, Philadelphia Inquirer Staff Writer, Apr 16  08
ALONG 15th Street near Cherry, the din of the drilling has stopped for a while. Beyond the trucks and equipment is a wellhead. Fifteen feet along, another. Six in all. 


The Friends Center is drilling 1,500 feet below the sidewalk - half again as deep as the Comcast tower is high - in search of energy savings. The center will use the ambient temperature of the ground, about 50 degrees, to heat and cool the Quaker-run office complex.


The wells are costing $1.3 million, but the system will help eliminate the center's emissions of greenhouse gases and cut its energy costs by an estimated 46 percent. The payback period: six to eight years.


The technology, a geothermal heat-pump system, or geoexchange, has long been available. But with energy cheap, it hadn't been widely used.


Now, geoexchange has been quietly booming. Although estimates of total use vary, the annual delivery of geothermal heat-pump systems nearly doubled between 2004 and 2007, according to an industry analysis.


After growing more than 25 percent in 2005 and again in 2006, the pace slowed to about 9 percent in 2007, said Daniel Ellis, president of ClimateMaster Inc., an Oklahoma City-based manufacturer. He attributed the slackening to reductions in new housing construction and a lack of installation capacity.


With geoexchange no longer viewed as such an odd duck, and with soaring energy costs for heating and cooling, the systems' up-front cost isn't such a shock.


"Many institutions are going to be brought totally to their knees by the price of energy," said Patricia McBee, director of the Friends Center capital campaign.


Advocates call geothermal the reliable renewable - the sun doesn't have to shine, the wind doesn't have to blow.


"It's the energy we already own," said Jack DiEnna, executive director of the Geothermal National and International Initiative.


The term geothermal - literally, "earth heat" - applies to many processes. For example, steam or superheated water from underground can be used to drive turbines to produce electricity.


Geothermal heat-pump systems heat and cool but don't produce electricity. All are variations on a theme: Liquid circulated through the ground is warmed in the winter and cooled in the summer.


Above ground, a heat pump - which works similarly to a refrigerator - removes and intensifies the heat to warm a building. In summer, the pump transfers the building's heat underground.


Most wells for heat-exchange systems are about 300 feet deep; drillers install a field of them to get the right amount of exchange.


But this doesn't work in most urban settings; the Friends Center didn't have enough space. So they're drilling more than a quarter-mile down, through solid Wissahickon schist.


Each hole will be six inches in diameter with a four-inch inner pipe - a "straw" - stuck into it. A pump near the top will suck water up and into the building; then it will flow back into the ground in the space outside the straw.


Although still not complete, the Friends Center project - the first of its kind in the region - has piqued the curiosity of architects and environmentalists.


"If it can be done, it can be replicated," said Dennis Maloskey, a sustainability expert with the Governor's Green Government Council.


Patrick Starr, regional vice president of the Pennsylvania Environmental Council, said: "We need those innovators who are prepared to pay the extra costs for the longer-term benefits."


The federal energy and environmental protection agencies began pushing geothermal heat exchange in the 1990s, saying it was the most energy-efficient and cost-effective heating and cooling technology available.


Lew Pratsch, who ran the Department of Energy's geothermal heat-pump program at the time and now manages the department's Zero Energy Homes project, is still a geothermal-energy proponent.


Around the Philadelphia region, some earlier geothermal installations have been at educational institutions - with land for multiple wells and long-term ownership of their buildings, they could justify the initial outlay.


In 1994, Richard Stockton College of New Jersey, in Atlantic County, began operating its system of 400 wells, each about 425 feet deep. It heats and cools the entire complex.


It also became a showcase for educational and institutional use, says Stockton physics professor Lynn Stiles.


Dozens of school districts in the region now rely on geothermal heat pumps.


Radnor has geothermal systems in three of its schools - despite operations director Leo Bernabei's reluctance seven years ago to ditch the boiler systems he knew so well.


"I've got to tell you, I'm a convert," he says now. And he's proud that savings have mounted: "We are stewards of the taxpayers' dollars."


For similar reasons, other institutions began to adopt geothermal, or even retrofit for it.


Just months ago, Camp Hill Village Kimberton Hills in Chester County finished a system of four wells, each 250 feet deep, to heat and cool the cafe of the community, which serves adults with developmental disabilities.


For the 4,000-square-foot space, it cost $55,000, about $20,000 more than a propane heating system. But a projected annual energy savings of $2,498 and a payback of eight years is expected.


"After that, the system is free," said executive director Deidre Heitzman.


Residential geothermal heat-pump systems actually account for two-thirds of the current U.S. total. In 2007, one in 83 new single-family homes were built with geothermal, said ClimateMaster's Ellis.


Thomas J. Tuffey's townhouse at Hershey's Mill, Chester County, has had it for 10 years.


"Amongst the choir, we're past the tipping point," said Tuffey, an energy expert with Citizens for Pennsylvania's Future. "People that are in the know, if they're building, they're using geothermal."


In Center City, the Friends Center's geothermal system is part of a green makeover that includes solar panels, a vegetated roof, and rainwater holding tanks to flush the toilets.


A tungsten carbide bit will keep drilling wells through early May. It takes about a week per well. The system is to begin operating in late summer.


As McBee surveyed the site recently, she turned philosophical. She thinks nonprofits - especially a Quaker group such as hers - have a responsibility to take the risks of new technologies.


"It's a moral obligation," she said, "as well as a fiscal advantage."



© Philly Online, LLC. 

Technology Smoothes the Way for Home Wind-Power Turbines 

By John Casey, The New York Times, Apr 15  08

WIND TURBINES, once used primarily for farms and rural houses far from electrical service, are becoming more common in heavily populated residential areas as homeowners are attracted to ease of use, financial incentives and low environmental effects. 


No one tracks the number of small-scale residential wind turbines — windmills that run turbines to produce electricity — in the United States. Experts on renewable energy say a convergence of factors, political, technical and ecological, has caused a surge in the use of residential wind turbines, especially in the Northeast and California. 


“Back in the early days, off-grid electrical generation was pursued mostly by hippies and rednecks, usually in isolated, rural areas,” said Joe Schwartz, editor of Home Power magazine. “Now, it’s a lot more mainstream.”


“The big shift happened in the last three years,” Mr. Schwartz said, because of technology that makes it possible to feed electricity back to the grid, the commercial power system fed by large utilities. “These new systems use the utility for back up power, removing the need for big, expensive battery backup systems.” 


Some of the “plug and play” systems can be plugged directly into a circuit in the home electrical panel. Homeowners can use energy from the wind turbine or the power company without taking action.


Federal wind energy incentives introduced after the oil crisis of the late 1970s helped drive large-scale turbine use. But the federal government does not currently provide a tax credit for residential-scale wind energy, as it does for residential solar applications, according to the American Wind Energy Association, a trade group for wind-power developers and equipment manufacturers. 


A number of states, however, have incentive programs. In New York, “we have incentive levels for different installations, but a homeowner could expect to get approximately $4,000 per electric meter for a wind turbine,” said Paul Tonko, president of the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority, which administers the state’s renewable energy incentives. “That would cover about 30 to 40 percent of the project cost.”


“Certainly, the technology has improved, and the cost per project is coming down,” Mr. Tonko said. “Turbines for farms and residential applications are seeing much more activity.”


States have also enacted so-called net metering laws that require utilities to buy excess power made by a residential turbine at retail rather than wholesale prices. “Many of the barriers to residential turbines have been lowered, but net-metering removes what may be the biggest barrier,” said Jim Green, a senior project leader at the Wind Technology Center, part of the National Renewable Energy Laboratory in Golden, Colo. 


“Along with state incentives, net metering entirely changes the economics of residential wind generation,” Mr. Green said. 


Ecological concerns, more than cost savings may drive many new residential turbine installations. “People want to reduce their carbon footprints,” Mr. Tonko said. “They’re concerned about climate change and they want to reduce our reliance of foreign sources of fuels.” 


Mr. Schwartz, the editor, said that even with the economic benefits, it can take 20 years to pay back the installation cost. 


“This isn’t about people putting turbines in to lower their electric bills as much as it is about people voting with their dollars to help the environment in some small way,” he said. 


Despite growing interest, some hurdles will not change. Whether a residential turbine saves a money or just eases ecological guilt depends largely on the wind . The wind energy available in any given location is called the “wind resource.”


Even if the wind is strong, zoning and aesthetics can pose problems. “Turbines work in rural areas with strong wind,” Mr. Schwartz said. “But in urban and suburban areas, neighbors are never happy to see a 60- to 120-foot tower going up across the street.” 

Home
Copyright 2008 The New York Times Company

The Education of Warren Buffett
Why did the guru cancel six coal plants?

Posted by Ted Nace (Guest Contributor) Grist, Apr 15 08 

ONE OF THE BIGGEST CLIMATE STORIES of 2007 never made it to the business pages. It's about how Warren Buffett, with no fanfare, quietly walked away from coal, cancelling six proposed plants.

[image: image1.jpg]



Warren Buffet.


Buffett used to love coal. His involvement with it began when Berkshire Hathaway bought MidAmerican Energy Holdings in 1999. MidAmerican was a big operator of coal plants, and with natural gas prices edging toward a huge leap upwards -- bringing coal back into favor -- it appeared to be a typically savvy Buffett move.


In 2006, Buffett picked up another utility, PacifiCorp, which includes Rocky Mountain Power and operates in Calif., Idaho, Ore., Utah, Wash., and Wyo. Again, it seemed like a smart play, bringing MidAmerican's expertise with building and running coal plants to a region of the country with lots of coal. Sure enough, in the fall of 2006, PacifiCorp presented regulators with plans [PDF] for six (or, in some scenarios, seven) coal plants in Utah and Wyo. over the next 12-year time period, representing approximately 3,000 megawatts of new capacity.


Today, PacifiCorp is talking about a lot of ways of supplying future electricity demand growth: geothermal, wind, solar thermal trough, compressed air storage, geothermal, demand management programs, and natural gas. But all six new coal plants have vanished from the company's "preferred scenario."


What accounts for Buffett's change of heart on coal? Did the guru have more foresight than colleagues like Duke's Jim Rogers, Dynegy's Bruce Williamson, and Dominion's Thomas Farrell, all of whom persisted in building coal plants? Those three CEOs recently shared the dubious distinction of receiving Fossil Fool awards. Perhaps not coincidentally, all three have seen the stock market value of their companies fall in the past year. (Dynegy, the poorest performer of the lot, is down nearly 17 percent.) In contrast, the stock of Berkshire Hathaway has risen significantly in the same period. Of course, that's not exactly a measure of whether the company is making the right choices in its energy business, which makes up only 15 percent of the entire company. But at least nobody has nominated Buffett for a Foolie.


In examining the reasons for Buffett's U-turn on coal, it's safe to say that neither Buffett's business partner, Charlie Munger, nor his longtime bridge buddy, fellow richest Earthling, and partner-in-philanthropy Bill Gates, is likely to have done any lobbying of Buffett -- at least, not on behalf of Mother Earth. These two associates both made statements last spring that appeared to categorize global warming as a real, but distant, concern. At a forum in Beijing on April 19, 2007, Gates said, "Well, fortunately climate change, although it's a huge challenge, it's a challenge that happens over a long period of time. And so [according to] most of the forecasts about by the year 2100 the ocean will have risen perhaps a foot and a half, [so] you know, we have time to work on that."


(At the Beijing forum, Nobel Prize winner Mohammed Yunas, attempting to inject a note of sanity, responded: "Bill, whatever it is to be done is to be quick for us in Bangladesh. Bangladesh is a country [mostly at] sea level, very little high ground in Bangladesh. If the sea level rises with global warming, climate change, millions of people in Bangladesh will be affected, because part of Bangladesh will go underwater. And the remaining part, which will not go under water, their agriculture, their whole likelihoods will be threatened. So, with 145 million people in this tiny little piece of land, with the global warming shaking it up, it will be a terrible disaster of no going back.")


Like Gates, Charlie Munger seemed bent on acknowledging climate change but denying its urgency when he told Berkshire Hathaway's annual meeting on May 3, 2007, "[W]hat we are really talking about with global warming is dislocation. Dislocations could cause agony. The sea level rising would be resolved with enough time and enough capital. I don't think it's an utter calamity for mankind, though. You'd have to be a pot-smoking journalism student to think that."


Nor does the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, to which Buffett announced the largest philanthropic gift in history in 2006, appear likely to have pushed Buffett to take environmental concerns into account in his decision-making. Indeed, an article in the L.A. Times in early 2007 pointed out that "hundreds of Gates Foundation investments -- totaling at least $8.7 billion, or 41 percent of its assets, not including U.S. and foreign government securities -- have been in companies that countered the foundation's charitable goals or socially concerned philosophy." The article singled out major polluters ConocoPhillips, Dow Chemical Co., and Tyco International Ltd. as examples of the foundation's ethical autism.


As if to abolish any question about whether such criticisms had permeated the management suites at the Gates Foundation, co-chair Bill Gates Sr. responded to a question in March of this year about global warming, "The fact of the matter is, we don't think about it. We haven't paid a lot of attention to environmental issue[s]."


Whether such blindered attitudes reflect the thinking of Buffett himself is hard to say. What's perhaps more revealing is the particular circumstances surrounding his exit from coal. In looking into the details, it becomes clear that much of what happened has nothing particularly to do with either his environmental concerns or his business foresight: in large part, Buffett was simply forced to give up his coal-plant buildout. By the luck of the draw (or misfortune, depending on perspective), the company that was to have built the plants, PacifiCorp, happens to occupy a region that straddles both coal-friendly states (Utah and Wyo.) and states moving rapidly toward progressive climate policies (Calif., Idaho, Ore., and Wash.). In the latter group of states, the regulatory framework by 2007 -- including rigorous Integrated Resource Plans, renewable portfolio standards, and greenhouse gas emissions performance standards for electricity generated in-state or out-of-state -- had gotten strict to the point of hobbling new coal plants even beyond their own boundaries.


According to PacifiCorp, it was the combined effect of this growing body of climate regulation that persuaded the company to drop the first four of the six proposed coal plants, a decision revealed with the release of the May 2007 iteration of the company's Integrated Resource Plan [PDF]. 


That left two proposed plants, both canceled on November 28, 2007. The evidence for why Buffett chose to nix these final two projects is somewhat murky. In the case of one, Utah's Intermountain Power Project Unit 3, new climate regulations certainly played a role in PacifiCorp's decision to bow out of further development. The majority co-sponsors of Intermountain Units 1 and 2 were a group of six California cities: Los Angeles, Pasadena, Anaheim, Burbank, Glendale, and Riverside. Prohibited by California climate laws from using Unit 3's power, the six cities had decided to actively block the new unit. Initially, PacifiCorp threatened to go to court to force the California cities to cooperate with the expansion, but with its November announcement, PacifiCorp waved the white flag. It's unclear which side had the stronger case.


As for the cancellation of the final plant, a new unit at the existing Jim Bridger station in Wyoming, Buffett's decision seems unconnected to any specific regulatory pressure. Rather, the key element here seems to more general concerns about rising environmental opposition, which PacifiCorp acknowledged in its late November notice to Utah and Oregon regulators: "Within the last few months, most of the planned coal plants in the United States have been canceled, denied permits, or been involved in protracted litigation."


Though they are not acknowledged in that notice as factors in the decision, it would be hard to deny that by the fall of 2007, protests against PacifiCorp itself were starting to become a high-profile public relations issue for the company and its executives. With every passing month, the array of opponents pressing from multiple directions seemed to grow, coming from every point in the political spectrum. At the radical end of things, Cascadia Rising Tide, Stumptown Earth First!, and Convergence for Climate Action had blocked PacifiCorp's headquarters in August 2007 with a "human dam." As student-based direct action ramped up, PacifiCorp faced the prospect of more such protests.


Meanwhile, an increasing number of regulation-focused environmental and civic groups were investing hundreds of staff and member hours in state oversight proceedings involving PacifiCorp, especially in Oregon. Among the most active of such groups were the Northwest Energy Coalition, Citizens' Utility Board of Oregon, Ecumenical Ministries of Oregon, Renewable Northwest Project, Western Resource Advocates, and Sierra Club Utah Chapter. (Northwest Energy Coalition alone represents over 100 organizations, including solar companies, public power agencies, environmental groups, civic groups, and housing authorities.) 


Perhaps the single most publicized initiative was an ad hoc petition drive organized by Salt Lake City commercial real estate broker Alexander Lofft and directed at Buffett personally. The 1,600 petitioners, who described themselves in a letter to Buffett as "a collection of citizens, business owners and managers, service professionals, public servants, and organization representatives ... your friends and new customers here in Utah," explained that, in their view, any further expansion of coal generation in Utah would "compromise our health, obscure our viewsheds, shrink and contaminate our watersheds, and thin out our most beloved snowpack," concluding that "our attractiveness as a place to live and work is also threatened, and so is our economic competitiveness as a major metro area and a state, compromising our recent gains in income and property values."


Of course, since Buffett is known as a manager who places great reliance on the executives in charge of the various Berkshire Hathaway entities, it is impossible to look at his change of direction on coal without considering the influence of David Sokol, his chief lieutenant on energy matters and a minority owner, along with Greg Abel, in MidAmerican Energy Holdings. According to Buffett's 2008 annual letter [PDF] to his shareholders, decisions on "major moves" at MidAmerican are made only when he, Abel, and Sokol "are unanimous in thinking them wise." Sokol, like Buffett, an Omaha native and resident, is a seasoned utility executive whose resume includes time spent both building geothermal facilities (CalEnergy) and coal (the controversial Council Bluffs Unit 4 power plant). 


Several weeks ago, Sokol announced that he was stepping down as CEO of MidAmerican Holdings -- sometimes described as a "mini Berkshire Hathaway" -- while staying on as chairman. The reason for the switch, he said, was to focus more on acquisitions. The move fueled speculation that Sokol was being groomed to eventually replace Buffett himself at the head (or alternatively as one of a troika of leaders) of Berkshire Hathaway. 


If Sokol does assume such a role, he will be stepping into the shoes of a man who is widely seen as a de facto statesman of American business. Seen in that light, it's conceivable that Sokol simply would prefer not to court the image problems that a protracted fight over coal would entail.


A final clue to Buffett's change of direction on coal comes from looking at his history on other controversial issues, especially his decision in the early 1990s to revise his investment policies regarding tobacco. In 1987, Buffett told John Gutfreund of Salomon, "I'll tell you why I like the cigarette business. It costs a penny to make. Sell it for a dollar. It's addictive. And there's fantastic brand loyalty."


By 1994, however, Buffett was ready to drop his tolerance of tobacco lucre, telling Berkshire Hathaway's annual meeting that tobacco investments are "fraught with questions that relate to societal attitudes and those of the present administration ... I would not like to have a significant percentage of my net worth invested in tobacco businesses."


The upshot: Buffett keeps his finger in the wind and reacts quickly when he feels society shift. For this reason, his reversal on coal, though it may have been largely forced upon him, is significant nevertheless. As usual, Buffett has made the "smart move" a bit faster than some of his colleagues. Let's hope they take note and follow his lead. 

Verrazano Bridge Will Receive Energy-Saving Lighting System

For Earth Day, the MTA began to exchange the Verrazano’s lighting system from more efficient, environmentally-friendly technology. NY1’s Tara Lynn Wagner filed the following report. 


In celebration of this year’s Earth Day, Metro Transit Authority workers started replacing the 262 light fixtures on the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, which connects Staten Island and Brooklyn, with more efficient technology. 

For people wondering how many MTA workers it takes to change a light bulb, the answer is two – and together they say they can change roughly half a dozen in a day. 

Changing these lights is complicated, since the MTA is completely removing the old mercury vapor lamps that have been used since the bridge’s opening in 1964 and replacing them with energy-saving, LED bulbs. 

And the job gets tougher as the curve of the bridge’s cables get steeper. 

“The old technology is very heavy. It weighs more than 50 pounds,” said Frank Pascual of MTA Bridges and Tunnels. “The new ones weigh only 20. This work must be done very, very  carefully, and with the best trained people at the agency.” 
 
MTA officials estimate the new bulbs will cut energy consumption by 73 percent - lessening the burden on both the environment and the MTA's electric bill. The cost of lighting the bridge will drop from over $10,000 a year to just under $2,700. 
 
“They use far less power,” said Pascual. “It's a completely different lamp altogether, so the amount of energy it takes to operate is dramatically less.” 
 
The new lights have a five- to 10-year life expectancy, meaning fewer burnouts. Although MTA workers told NY1 that they enjoy going up to change the lamps, the bridge will have fewer lane closings and traffic buildups due to light-changing. 

The MTA also intends to recycle the old fixtures and ballasts once they are dismantled. 

MTA officials say it will take about a year to replace all the lamps on this bridge. 

They are looking to do the same measures with other suspension bridges’ lights. 


© 2008 NY1 News. 
UCal at San Diego Plans Projects in Renewable Energy

By Scott Carlson, The Chronicle of Higher Education, Apr 4  08
THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA AT SAN DIEGO has announced a set of renewable-energy projects that will provide 10 to 15 percent of the university’s power.


Solar arrays on the tops of campus buildings and parking structures will provide up to 2 megawatts of electricity. Purchasing power from Southern California wind farms will provide 3 megawatts. And burning methane from the Point Loma sewage treatment plant will produce 2.4 megawatts in fuel cells. That methane is currently flared at the plant.


A release from the university says the various projects, at 7.4 megawatts, make the university “the leader in renewable energy solutions among U.S. universities.” 


However, there are larger efforts either planned or underway. The University of New Hampshire recently announced a project to draw power from landfill methane to produce 7.9 megawatts, or 85 percent of the university’s power; the university plans to ramp up to 11 or 12 megawatts. With the help of a private wind-power company, Colorado State University is planning a wind farm that will produce 65 to 200 megawatts, well enough to supply 100 percent of the university’s peak demand at 16 megawatts.


As admirable as UCSD’s efforts are, they also highlight the challenges facing the university — and large research universities in general — in becoming climate neutral. The alternative-energy projects will generate less than a sixth of the university’s annual electrical needs — far short of the climate neutrality the university pledged when signing the American College and University Presidents Climate Commitment. 


A stark illustration of the challenge can be found on one of the university’s sustainability pages. It features a meter showing consumption versus conservation on the campus; the conservation figures tick off slowly, while the consumption figures shoot up. 


Gary Matthews, the vice chancellor of resource management, said in a news conference Thursday afternoon that drawing on university research in, say, algae-based biofuels would help the university move toward climate neutrality. 
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Project Targets Commercial Viability for Enhanced Geothermal Systems
Ormat Desert Peak Aims to be First U.S. Commercial Power Project Using EGS

RENO, Nev., Feb. 14 /PRNewswire-FirstCall/ -- Work has begun on the first application of an Enhanced Geothermal System (EGS) utilizing a production well at a commercial geothermal site. This project will demonstrate the viability of EGS and the technology's potential to generate clean, renewable baseload geothermal electricity in many areas throughout the country, Ormat Technologies, Inc. (NYSE: ORA) announced today.


Ormat, the US Department of Energy (DOE), GeothermEx Inc., and other stakeholders will apply EGS technology to increase geothermal production from well number DP 27-15 at Ormat's Desert Peak facility near Reno, Nevada. EGS technology enhances the permeability of underground strata making it possible to extract additional heat from a reservoir's rocks. Support for the project includes $1.6 million in direct DOE funding, more than two decades of development work at five national laboratories, working capital from Ormat, and the use of existing wells and facilities at the Ormat site.


"Ormat anticipates Desert Peak will be the country's first commercial project to tap into an EGS resource and produce substantial levels of electricity providing a rebirth for certain geothermal prospects in the U.S.," said Ormat Chairman and Chief Technology Officer Lucien Bronicki. "Our objective in the Desert Peak EGS project is to demonstrate that EGS technology can achieve its potential of providing 100,000 MW of clean, base-load power, as identified in last year's DOE study by Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and show that this technology will enable geothermal electricity to be produced in regions where it is not currently economically viable," he added.


Bronicki noted that the participants in this R&D project, include in addition to DOE and GeothermEx, also Idaho National Laboratory, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, Sandia National Laboratory, University of Utah EGI, TerraTek, Pinnacle Technologies and US Geological Survey.


Commenting on the potential of the Desert Peak Resource, Subir Sanyal, President of GeothermEx said: "The Desert Peak resource, which currently supports 11 MW of electricity production from a conventional geothermal resource, is likely to have the potential to support 50 MW or more from an EGS development."

The Technology & Site


Ormat air-cooled power plants are the technology of choice for EGS developments, as they don't consume water in the conversion of energy into electricity; all the geothermal fluid is re-injected back to the ground, to be produced again after heating in the EGS reservoir.


The Ormat/GeothermEx-DOE program at Desert Peak follows on research started over two decades ago at the DOE's National Laboratories, and joins Europe, Australia and Japan, which have made significant progress with EGS over the past few years. This first phase of the DP 27-15 project will use the shared funding to field test the technology in an existing sub-commercial well. Any additional fluid produced from the well will then be use in the existing Ormat power plant at Desert Peak to efficiently generate commercial electricity for sale into the Northern Nevada power grid. In addition, the parties are planning to utilize the EGS facilities at Desert Peak as a potential test site for future technology developments.


The Brady/Desert Peak Geothermal Complex is one of five (5) geothermal facility complexes which Ormat owns and operates in the USA, producing a total of approximately 260 MW from conventional hydrothermal resources.


For more information contact: Stuart Johnson at 775-356-9029 ext. 2215.
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