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Teach a Child about Engineering: National Engineers Week Is Feb. 14-21
([From ASPE Pipeline]
At the National Engineers Week Foundation website, 
< http://www.eweek.org/Home.aspx> you can find numerous grade-appropriate activities to help kids in your area discover the engineering profession and relate the practical applications of math, science, and engineering to the world around them

Is the Earth Even  More Sensitive to Co2 Levels than We Thought?
By James Hrynyshyn,  Jan 7 2010 

ONE OF THE MORE COMMON ARGUMENTS from skeptics of anthropogenic climate change is that the Earth has experienced periods during which atmospheric carbon dioxide levels were much much higher than they are today -- as much as 10 times higher. Why worry about a mere 30% increase over pre-industrial levels?
There are several answers to that challenge. The most obvious is that while it may be true that CO2 levels have been several times higher that today's 387 parts per million, the Earth was also a very different place back then. The sea level was much higher, the temperature was much warmer and it bears noting that the biodiversity at such times was quite different. But the assumption that the atmospheric CO2 levels might have been 3,000 ppm did pose some challenges to climatologists trying to figure out how the rest of the planetary ecosystem responded to dramatic changes in CO2. Some of the things that were apparently happening during high CO2 periods didn't quite make sense.
Now, however, comes a paper in PNAS (access priviledges req'd) that reports a strong possibility that CO2 levels during one of those curious periods -- the Mesozoic, which was between 251 and 65 million years ago -- were much lower than previous estimates. If the authors are right, we may have to reconsider our predictions of what might happen over the next century if CO2 levels don't stabilize soon.
"Atmospheric CO2 concentrations during ancient greenhouse climates were similar to those predicted for A.D. 2100" by soil scientist D. O. Breecker, Z. D. Sharp, and L. D. McFadden at the University of New Mexico, posits that soil carbonate "paleobarometers" used in the past to figure out how much CO2 was in the air millions of years ago involved some inappropriate assumptions. Their new analyses, which measures the amount of calcite found in North American soils, comes up with much lower estimates. Instead of upwards of 3,000 ppm, the most often quoted CO2 atm values, those previously determined from pedogenic carbonate, are too high, and that paleo CO2 atm values did not persist above 1,500 ppmV during the past 400 million years.
These numbers are easier to reconcile with models of carbon cycles and other CO2 proxies, the authors write. And so: the agreement between multiple proxies strongly supports the conclusion that the warmest episodes of the Mesozoic were associated with CO2 atm equal to ∼1; 000 ppmV rather than 2,000-3,000 ppmV. The relatively low CO2 atm of 1,000 ppmV during greenhouse episodes suggest that either Mesozoic warmth was partially caused by a factor unrelated to CO2 or that the Earth's climate is much more sensitive to atmospheric CO2 than previously thought.
It is entirely possible that Breecker's approach is flawed, or that the unrelated and unknown factor is responsible for the warmth that accompanied the 1,000 ppm periods. This is, after all, just one study, and who's to say that the next one won't find that the real CO2 levels during ancient greenhouse episodes were actually higher than we thought, rather than lower? To insist this one paper is proof that we're much closer to catastrophic tipping points than generally assumed would be just as foolish as changing your diet according to the latest findings on the metabolic effects of caffeine or fiber. If you did that every time a contrary study was published you'd never be able to assemble a grocery list.
The way science works -- most of the time -- is that nailing down what really happened eons ago is a kind of zig-zaggy affair. One approach might give us a lower value, in this case for Mesozoic CO2 levels, and then the next might pump that number up a bit, and the next back down a bit. As long as the peer-review process is operating as it should, however, each subsequent estimate will be closer to the actual figure than the previous one.
So while it is possible that Breecker's conclusions might have gone too far in one direction, the next analysis is likely to generate estimates that are closer to Breecker's than they are to the previous, much higher values. Eventually, we'll settle on a number that doesn't change significantly with easy subsequent attempt to nail it down.
As one scientist told Nature's Richard A. Lovett last month, the likelihood that Breecker et al are way off the marks seems unlikely.
"It makes a major revision to one of the most popular methods for reconstructing palaeo-CO2," says Dana Royer, a palaeobotanist at Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut, who was not involved in the work. "This increases our confidence that we have a decent understanding of palaeo-CO2 patterns."
Lending more weight to this new approach are the findings of James Hansen and his colleagues, who last year used entirely different methods to estimate a maximum CO2 concentration 50 million years ago of just 1,400 ppm. (See also his new book, Storms of My Grandchildren.)
This is not the only new paper to conclude that that the Earth is more sensitive to CO2 levels than previously assumed. Late last year also saw the publication, in Nature Geoscience of "Earth system sensitivity inferred from Pliocene modeling and data" in which Daniel Lunt of the University of Bristol and colleagues estimate that the response of the Earth system to elevated atmospheric carbon dioxide concentrations is 30-50% greater than the response based on those fast-adjusting components of the climate system that are used traditionally to estimate climate sensitivity
What does all this mean for the future: Breecker and colleagues wrap up their findings with this typically understated warning:
Comparison of projected future CO2 atm with results from the recalibrated CO2 paleobarometer (Fig. 2B) indicate atmospheric CO2 may reach levels similar to those prevailing during the vegetated Earth's hottest greenhouse episodes by A.D. 2100..... Given that the Early Permian CO2 increase may have caused the termination of the Late Paleozoic Ice Age (7, 8, Fig. 2D), the only known icehouse-greenhouse transition on a vegetated Earth, the effects that unmitigated CO2 increases may have on future climate warrant careful consideration.
It is entirely possible then, that keeping CO2 levels to no more than 450 ppm -- or keeping our cumulative carbon emissions to no more than a trillion tonnes -- will be insufficient to ensure the temperature increase over pre-industrial times stays below 2°C. Which only highlights the need to begin the transition to a low- or zero-carbon economy sooner rather than later.
--
Breecker, D., Sharp, Z., & McFadden, L. (2009). Atmospheric CO2 concentrations during ancient greenhouse climates were similar to those predicted for A.D. 2100 Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences DOI: 10.1073/pnas.0902323106
© 2006-2009 ScienceBlogs LLC.
James Hrynyshyn is a freelance science journalist based in western North Carolina, where he tries to put degrees in marine biology and journalism to good use. 

**********
Penetrating so many secrets, we cease to believe in the unknowable. But there it sits nevertheless, calmly licking its chops.
--- H. L. Mencken

By doubting we come to inquiry; and through inquiry we perceive truth.
--- Peter Abelard 

Undisguised clarity is easily mistaken for arrogance.
-- Richard Dawkins 

As for evolution, it happened. Deal with it.
-- Michael Shermer. 

"There is no need to sally forth, for it remains true that those things which make us human are, curiously enough, always close at hand. Resolve, then, that on this very ground, with small flags waving, and tiny blasts of tinny trumpets, we have met the enemy, and not only may he be ours, he may be us."
--Walt Kelly
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Bell & Gossett Flow-Limiting Valves For Small Coils
Field Adjustable and Pressure Independent
[From Water Efficency]

TWO NEW Low Flow Automatic Balance Valves featuring a unique field adjusted cartridge that allows the user to select exact flows for specific applications has been introduced by Bell & Gossett. The Low Flow Circuit SentryTM and the Low Flow Wye-Strainer are designed for automatic flow limiting style balancing of both HVAC cooling and heating circuits.
Ideally suited for small coils that keep constant fluid flow, the Circuit Setter valve automatically compensates for fluctuating pressure conditions. Small and compact for tight spaces, the Circuit Setter valve features an integrated P/T port with space saving “T” handle shut-off, an optional P/T port for flow verification, and a union-ended tailpiece for quick installation and maintenance.
Low Flow Circuit SentryTM (ACL) valves have these standard features:
• Pressure independent flow limiter that is not affected by changes in the system pressure
• Field adjustable flows between 0.25 GPM – 3.8 GPM - “set it and forget it”
• Flow accuracy of +/- 5% of flow setting
• Removable flow cartridge for easy adjustment, commissioning, and cleaning
Low Flow Wye Strainer (UBYL) valves feature:
• Removable stainless steel mesh strainer for easy cleaning or replacement
• Drain valve with hose fitting for blow down and drainage
• Bypass option for 3-way control valves


The Greatest Story Rarely Told
By Andrew C. Revkin, NYTimes, Jan 2  10

ON DECEMBER 30, I posted the following Twitter riff: Check this diagram of the year’s news. Find climate? Climategate? Copenhagen? http://j.mp/noCO2news.
The diagram (below), drawn by compiling weekly news summaries from Journalism.org, contains not even a postage-stamp-size space for coverage of climate — or the environment as a whole, for that matter. While Joe Romm recently published a list of journalists who had moved furthest from what he considers excellence in climate coverage in 2009 (yours truly included), the absence of coverage didn’t make his cut.
The crew at Journalism.org, which is run by the Pew Research Center’s Project for Excellence in Journalism, had already noted in a year-end wrap-up that environmental coverage, including climate, was down somewhat from 2007 and 2008, representing 1.5 percent of overall coverage. (An important note: That analysis used data through Dec. 6, capturing the burst of news about the stolen climate files but missing the tumultuous climate talks in Copenhagen. Also, the weekly analysis for Dec. 14-20 showed a climate spike.) The picture has been very different online, with the same analysts noting sustained heat around climate on blogs. 
There are many out there who blame the news media — either for ignoring global warming or mishandling it — for the failure of the public to engage in an energy revolution to limit climate risks. But my sense is such critics have inflated expectations of what media coverage, without a direct punch from nature, can accomplish. Mind you, media coverage of incremental, yet important, issues remains vital, to my mind; it’s just not sufficient (which is one reason I’m branching out).
[image: http://user.cloudfront.goodinc.com/community/etling/header-all-the-news-t.jpg]

Don’t take my word for it. I queried Robert Brulle, a sociologist at Drexel University who has long studied human responses to environmental issues, about the state of news coverage of climate. He sent the following graph, in which he has charted network television coverage of global warming over time.
Here are Dr. Brulle’s thoughts about the media, the human mind and looming issues, like global warming, that hide in plain sight (I added the links for context and background): 

The complete lack of any significant coverage in the U.S. media of environmental issues in general, and global warming in particular, is not surprising. Television coverage of global warming in the nightly news peaked in 2007 and has been declining since then. The only variation is a one-time increase in December 2009 associated with COP 15 (see the graph). In general, this is an example of what is called the issue attention cycle, first developed by Anthony Downs in 1972.
 The issue-attention cycle defines a cyclical process, in which a new public issue arises after some triggering event. Coverage and attention to this issue rises quickly, and then declines, as it is seen as no longer novel or unique, and other issues replace it in the public arena. For global warming, it appears that the appearance of the movie “An Inconvenient Truth” served as a triggering event. However, since the peak of media coverage in January 2007, coverage of global warming has steadily declined, and has been replaced by concerns over the economy and the ongoing wars.

[image: http://lh6.ggpht.com/_gmR8fkmAnjw/Sz6KEVSidJI/AAAAAAAAAT8/uJmVvJvukF4/s800/BrulleCO2tv.jpg]

In addition to this cycle, there are other contributing factors that make continued coverage of global warming problematic. Global warming impacts are extremely slow and gradual compared to ongoing daily news. Additionally, individual events (such as specific hurricanes and other dramatic weather events) cannot be unambiguously linked to global climate change. When such events do occur (such as flooding in Bangladesh, ice shelf breakups in Antarctica) they occur in remote locations that are far from the concerns of average Americans, and making the link between these events and individual day to day concerns is very difficult to make. 
Finally, many of the most meaningful impacts of global climate change, such as ocean acidification, incremental sea level change and ice mass loss in Greenland and Antarctica, can be understood only via abstract scientific presentations, which do not convey a vivid visual image of environmental change. Contrast this with the clear image conveyed by images of an oil spill. In this case, the origins of the spill are clear and unambiguous, the impacts graphic, and the whole environmental incident is easily understood.
I think there is a danger that we can get used to global warming. Individuals 17 or under have grown up in a world where global climate change has always existed as a public concern. (The first climate treaty was negotiated in 1992.) So they don’t find the ideas of global warming unusual or outside of the norm. We can get used to a degraded environment. This process is known as normalization. Based on the concept of environmental generational amnesia, Dr. Peter Kahn shows in his work from 1999 that we take the state of the environment we encounter in childhood as the norm to measure increases in environmental degradation over time. Kahn notes that “the crux here is that with each ensuing generation, the amount of environmental degradation increases, but each generation takes that amount as the norms, as the non-degraded condition.” 
Over generational changes, we become progressively more accustomed to degraded environmental conditions. As a result, environmental problems become an accepted part of an everyday normality.” Additionally, the very nature of global warming contributes to its normalization. Global warming is an example of a crescive problem. Tom Beamish defined these types of problems in his 2002 work as being “phenomena that accumulate gradually, becoming well established over time.” They develop so slowly and eventually become naturalized as part of our taken-for-granted world. 
Since most of our knowledge of global warming is obtained in the form of abstract scientific knowledge, most individuals in the U.S. lack direct unambiguous personal experience with this problem. Thus it is very difficult to translate the problem of global warming into significant public concern. One political implication of this normalization process is that if global warming proceeds slowly enough, then the potential exists that we will just progressively become more used to unusual weather – the unusual (by today’s standards) becomes usual, and we will cease being alarmed about what is now the usual course of events. Global warming no longer becomes news, but rather just part of the way the world is. This can lead to a lack of political concern over this issue, and thus a lack of political action until the possibility of human control over the process of climate change becomes impossible. 
Isn’t this a wonderful conclusion! I just hope my discussion is dead wrong.

The disconnect between things that can matter enormously and things that catch our attention is one reason Dr. Brulle has joined with Paul Ehrlich of Stanford University and many other researchers in what they’re calling a “Millennium Assessment of Human Behavior.” For more on the aspects of the climate challenge that make it a bad fit for both the media and the human mind, here’s a story of mine from 2000 that might be worth a fresh look: “Global Waffling: When Will We Be Sure?“
Copyright 2010 The New York Times Company


Temperature and Exercise 
By C. Claiborne Ray, Jan  5  10

Q. DOES A PERSON TEND TO BURN MORE FAT exercising outdoors in colder weather or in hotter weather? I am leaning to the colder weather side, since the body has to work harder to keep the body temperature near normal.
A. “Contrary to conventional wisdom, the combination of exercise and cold exposure does not act synergistically to enhance metabolism of fats,” according to a study published in 1991 in the journal Sports Medicine.
The study, done at the Hyperbaric Environmental Adaptation Program of the Naval Medical Research Institute in Bethesda, Md., found that some of the bodily processes involved in fat metabolism were actually slowed down by the effects of relatively cold temperatures on human tissue.
The researchers suggested that the slowdown in metabolic processes might be linked to the constriction of blood vessels in the peripheral fatty tissues when exercise is done in the cold.
The study found that the volume of air inhaled and exhaled in one minute increases upon initial exposure to the cold but may return to rates comparable to those in warm-air exercise upon prolonged exertion. 
[image: http://graphics8.nytimes.com/images/2010/01/05/science/05qna/popup.jpg]

The heart rate is often, but not always, lower during cold-weather exercise, the study found, while oxygen uptake may increase, something the researchers suggested could be at least in part the result of shivering. 
Readers are invited to submit questions to Question, Science Times, 
The New York Times, 620 Eighth 
Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10018, 
or to question@nytimes.com.
Copyright 2010 The New York Times Company
Home 

Sustainability Tracking System to Be Released This Month
By Scott Carlson, The Chronicle of Higher Education, Jan 7  10

THE FIRST MAJOR SYSTEM to measure colleges' achievements in sustainability will be introduced this month by the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education. The project is called the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment & Rating System, better known as Stars.
Environmental publications, college guides, and advocacy groups have put together various sustainability ratings for colleges, but the methodologies are often suspect -- and some critics ask whether the systems promote greenwashing and undesirable competition among colleges. Advocates for Stars have said it should be used to track progress and chart a path to improvements.
The association will hold a Webinar about the new rating system on January 19. To get more information and sign up for the event, go here:  http://www.aashe.org/stars/index.php

Maple Ridge Wind Farm Withholds Payment to Lewis County, N.Y.
	
By Steve Virkler, Watertown Daily Times, Jan 4 2010
[Thank you David Ahrens for submitting this item.]

LEWIS COUNTY has received only one-quarter of its requested $8.99 million payment from Maple Ridge Wind Farm, with the balance being held until its Empire Zone status is cleared up.
Flat Rock Windpower, the company under which the 195-turbine wind farm was developed, also is seeking court approval of a proposed escrow agreement that local taxing jurisdictions recently rejected -- and the possible repayment of millions of dollars already sent to the county, towns and school districts.
Based on a 15-year payment-in-lieu-of-taxes plan, the county billed Flat Rock for $8.99 million but received a payment of only $2.29 million, according to County Treasurer Vicki A. Roy. That amount is the fall-back payment required under terms of the PILOT if Empire Zone benefits are rescinded.
"Our position has been and remains that the jurisdictions are entitled to the full payment under the PILOT," County Attorney Richard J. Graham said.
The funding is being shared among affected taxing jurisdictions through an agreement based on 2004 and 2005 tax rates.
Along with making the lesser payment, Flat Rock on Wednesday also filed a lawsuit in state Supreme Court against the county and other involved taxing jurisdictions -- the towns of Martinsburg, Harrisburg, Lowville and Watson and the Lowville, Copenhagen and South Lewis school districts -- that provides its justification for withholding the full payment.
The amount billed by the county was based on the wind farm's 140-tower Phase I being covered under the state Empire Zone program, which reimburses tax payments to eligible companies that have created jobs or made capital investments. The lawsuit, filed by David M. Schraver of Rochester law firm Nixon Peabody, claims the PILOT plan requires Flat Rock to pay only a so-called "fallback amount" on those towers, since the state Department of Economic Development in June notified Flat Rock that it had been decertified from the Empire Zone program.
Officials from the company and taxing jurisdictions in August informally appealed the decision during a meeting with the commissioner of economic development in Utica, but were unsuccessful, the suit states.
Flat Rock -- like 368 other decertified businesses -- has since submitted a formal appeal that is to be reviewed by the state Empire Zone Designation Board. While that board ruled on a handful of companies Dec. 15, it has not convened since then and no hearing schedule has been established.
According to the lawsuit, Flat Rock has put a balance of $6.7 million into an escrow account with U.S. Bank that will be given to local taxing jurisdictions upon Empire Zone recertification. Flat Rock recently asked the municipalities to enter such an escrow agreement, but attorneys for the jurisdictions ultimately recommended against the proposal.
"In communicating their rejection of Flat Rock's proposal, the taxing jurisdictions made clear that payment of any amount less than the invoiced amount would be treated as an event of default under the PILOT agreement," the lawsuit said.
The company is seeking court orders preventing the municipalities from taking such action and directing that the escrow funding be distributed according to terms of the rejected agreement, which was not included in court filings.
Since the Empire Zone decertifications were made retroactive to Jan. 1, 2008, Flat Rock also is seeking a judicial ruling that its payments since 2008 be recalculated to the fallback amount.
While not stated in the lawsuit, such a determination could mean that local municipalities would have to pay back much of Flat Rock's $8.6 million payment from a year ago.
Recertification of the wind farm likely would end any legal and financial wrangling. According to Flat Rock's lawsuit, the company had offered to "exhaust all anticipated appeals at its expense in the event that the ... decision was unfavorable."
Flat Rock was decertified because of its designation as a "shirt-changer," defined as a company reincorporated as a different entity that claimed it created jobs when it actually just transferred employees from one entity to the other. Flat Rock Windpower apparently was included in the category based on its 2006 financial report to Empire State Development, Mr. Graham said.
The county attorney on Thursday declined to comment specifically on the lawsuit, saying that he and other attorneys had yet to review the document fully.
"We will be meeting shortly with other taxing jurisdictions to plot a course of action," Mr. Graham said.
Affected municipalities budgeted for fallback payments to avoid a potential revenue shortfall next year. If the wind farm retains Empire Zone benefits, the unbudgeted revenue would bolster their respective budgets.
Lewis County has received only one-quarter of its requested $8.99 million payment from Maple Ridge Wind Farm, with the balance being held until its Empire Zone status is cleared up.


More Carbon Dioxide May Create a Racket in the Seas 
By Henry Fountain, NYTimes, Dec 29  09

HERE IS ANOTHER CONSEQUENCE OF RISING CARBON DIOXIDE EMISSIONS: the oceans are getting louder.
It has long been known that chemical compounds in seawater, including boric acid, absorb sound, as energy from sound waves stimulates certain reactions. As the oceans grow more acidic, a result of increasing absorption of atmospheric CO2, the seawater chemistry changes, resulting in fewer reactions and less acoustic energy used. That means sounds will travel farther and be louder at a given distance from a sound source.
Tatiana Ilyina and Richard E. Zeebe of the University of Hawaii and Peter G. Brewer of the Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute looked at the future impact of this phenomenon. Using a global ocean model and projections of CO2 emissions, they predicted regional changes in acidity, and thus sound absorption.
Writing in Nature Geoscience, they report that in high latitudes and deepwater formations (where acidification is expected to be worse), sound absorption could fall 60 percent by 2100.
So the oceans will not be as quiet — what’s wrong with that? Plenty, potentially. 
Most of the chemical absorption of sound occurs at relatively low frequencies, from about 1,000 to 5,000 hertz. Propeller noise and other ship sounds fall in the same range, as does some military and research sonar. So this “background” noise, especially prevalent near shipping lanes, will be louder. That may be bad news for marine mammals, which use sounds in the same range for communication and echolocation while foraging.
“We’re not saying that during the next 100 years all dolphins will be deafened,” Dr. Zeebe said. “But the background noise could essentially override or mask the sounds that they’re depending on.”
Then again, he said, because sounds will travel farther, the animals may be able to communicate over longer distances. The researchers are continuing their studies using more sophisticated models and more precise sound sources.
Copyright 2009 The New York Times Company

City Hall Green Team Pushing Landlords to Use Clean-Burning Oil
By Adam Lisberg,  Daily News City Hall Bureau Chief , Dec 31  09
Mayor Bloomberg's crude intentions:  Residential building chimneys belch pollutants into chilly Manhattan skyline .

MAYOR BLOOMBERG'S ENVIRONMENTAL TEAM wants to stop big apartment and office buildings from belching smoke into New York skies - but landlords say that will mean higher rents.
"The goal is . . . to have New York City have the cleanest air of any big city in America," said Rohit Aggarwala, Bloomberg's chief environmental adviser. "This is really about air quality and public health.
"In the next few months, the city plans to introduce a regulation to phase out No. 4 and No. 6 heating oil, the cheapest - and dirtiest - type of fuel oil. The proposed rule would force new buildings to use cleaner No. 2 heating oil or natural gas, and eliminate old boilers over 15 years.
The dirty oil looks like black sludge, spews soot and pollution when burned, and is used in less than 1% of New York buildings - mostly in Manhattan, but also in the northwest Bronx. That's the same area where a recent Health Department survey found high levels of street-level air pollution in the winter heating season. 
Building owners and apartment managers don't dispute the environmental benefits of cleaner oil, but say New Yorkers can't afford the cost - up to $150,000 to change a building's boilers, plus up to 30% more a gallon.
"They've kicked the idea around for a year," said Frank Ricci of the Rent Stabilization Association, which represents apartment building owners."We're supporting of cleaning up the environment as best we can, but there's a cost factor involved.
"Environmental groups say switching over will cost most building owners far less, and often pays for itself through more efficient combustion and lower maintenance costs.
"It's just unrefined sludge - the bottom of the barrel," said Mary Barber of the Environmental Defense Fund. The EDF used city permit data to map the almost 9,000 buildings that use No. 4 or No. 6 oil on its Web site - including famous ones like the Flatiron Building and the Dakota apartments. Those buildings generate 87% of the city's heating soot, the EDF says - and converting a 200-unit apartment building to natural gas would have the same pollution benefits as taking 45 delivery trucks off the street. 
City officials have met with real estate and oil industry groups to try to find a middle ground.
"We've been working with everybody from the environmentalists who want to phase out in one month, to the real estate industry that wants to phase out in 100 years," said one administration official. 
Building owners say the cost is too much to bear after higher property taxes and water bills.
"They are mandating all this stuff, and they are not offering incentives," said Gregory Carlson, executive director of the Federation of New York Housing Cooperatives and Condominiums. "How much are you going to bleed these people?"
The city is familiar with the costs. It has 420 public schools that burn No. 4 or No. 6 oil, and has plans to convert just 100 of them by 2017 - at $5.7 million a school.


$7.7M Ends Global Warming Case
State settles dispute with power plant owners locked into contracts

From: David Ahrens,  December 28, 2009 (Thanks, Dave)

By Brian Nearing, Staff writer, Times Union, Dec 24 09

ALBANY -- The state announced a $7.7 million settlement Wednesday with three power plant owners that ended a legal challenge against a global warming program aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions from power plants.
The deal removes the sole legal roadblock filed in New York against the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative, a 10-state effort in the Northeast to limit emissions of carbon dioxide.
RGGI is the nation's first "cap and trade" system designed to force down emissions of CO2, a known greenhouse gas that a growing international scientific consensus blames for global climate change. States in the program set a cap on total CO2 plant emissions beginning this year and have been auctioning allowances that plants must buy to cover emissions. New York joined RGGI auctions in December 2008.
Under the agreement, the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority will cover the cost of RGGI allowances for three natural-gas fired plant owners -- Indeck Corinth, a Chicago-based company with a plant in Corinth; Selkirk Cogen Partners, which owns a plant at the former General Electric plastics plant in Selkirk; and Brooklyn Navy Yard Cogeneration Partners, which has a plant in Brooklyn.
In January, Indeck sued to block RGGI because the company holds long-term contracts from its plant to provide electricity to Con Edison, and could not raise its price to make up for the added expense of acquiring RGGI allowances. The two other companies also sell electricity to Con Ed under long-term contracts.
Under the settlement, Con Ed agreed to pay for the costs of RGGI allowances needed by the three plants; however, in exchange, NYSERDA will use RGGI funds to cover Con Ed's costs for an equivalent amount of "smart grid" and other improvements.
Jeffrey Gordon, a spokesman for NYSERDA, said the settlement is expected to cost about $7.7 million in RGGI proceeds for 2009 through 2011. He said about $4.8 million would benefit the Brooklyn partnership, about $2 million to the Selkirk project and about $850,000 to Indeck.
The settlement calls for the payments to continue through 2016. Gordon could not provide figures on what the settlement cost would be through that year, although if the payments remain constant, the total figure could exceed $15 million.
"We are pleased that the settlement protects the RGGI program and the environmental benefits it offers, maintains funding for green programs and fairly resolves the financial hardship for those generators bound by long-term contracts," said Gerry DeNotto, president of Indeck Energy.
The plant sells electricity under a 1995 contract with Con Edison that will not expire until 2015, and has no way under the contract to charge more. DEC set aside free allowances for 1.5 million tons of CO2 to cover companies with long-term contracts, a figure that apparently was not high enough to include the three companies covered under the settlement.
In a joint statement, Environmental Conservation Commissioner Pete Grannis, NYSERDA President and CEO Francis Murray, and Public Service Commissioner Garry Brown said the settlement "allows New York state to move forward with the critical work of reducing greenhouse gas emissions while building the clean energy economy... The settlement leaves intact the mechanisms to achieve every critical goal of this program."
This is the second hit that RGGI funds have taken this year. Earlier, Gov. David Paterson used $90 million in RGGI proceeds to help balance the state's budget. RGGI funds are meant to promote conservation and alternative energy programs.
A 30-day public comment on the settlement is expected to begin Dec. 30, DEC officials said.
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"It's just unrefined sludge - the bottom of the barrel," said Mary Barber of the Environmental Defense Fund. The EDF used city permit data to map the almost 9,000 buildings that use No. 4 or No. 6 oil on its Web site - including famous ones like the Flatiron Building and the Dakota apartments. Those buildings generate 87% of the city's heating soot, the EDF says - and converting a 200-unit apartment building to natural gas would have the same pollution benefits as taking 45 delivery trucks off the street. 
City officials have met with real estate and oil industry groups to try to find a middle ground.
"We've been working with everybody from the environmentalists who want to phase out in one month, to the real estate industry that wants to phase out in 100 years," said one administration official. 
Building owners say the cost is too much to bear after higher property taxes and water bills.
"They are mandating all this stuff, and they are not offering incentives," said Gregory Carlson, executive director of the Federation of New York Housing Cooperatives and Condominiums. "How much are you going to bleed these people?"
The city is familiar with the costs. It has 420 public schools that burn No. 4 or No. 6 oil, and has plans to convert just 100 of them by 2017 - at $5.7 million a school.
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Past Presidents
Mike Bobker (2003-05), Asit Patel (2000-03), Thomas Matonti (1998-99), Jack Davidoff (1997-98), Fred Goldner (1993-96), Peter Kraljic (1991-92), George Kritzler (1989-90), Alfred Greenberg (1982-89), Murray Gross (1981-82), Herbert Kunstadt (1980-81), Sheldon Liebowitz (1978-80)

FAIR USE NOTICE: This site contains copyrighted material the use of which has not always been specifically authorized by the copyright owner. We are making such material available in our efforts to advance understanding of environmental, economic, scientific, and technical issues. We believe this constitutes a 'fair use' of any such copyrighted material as provided for in section 107 of the US Copyright Law. In accordance with Title 17 U.S.C. Section 107, the material on this site is distributed without profit to those who have expressed a prior interest in receiving the included information for research and educational purposes. For more information go to: http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/17/107.shtml. If you wish to use copyrighted material from this site for purposes of your own that go beyond 'fair use', you must obtain permission from the copyright owner.
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