THE ABERGAVENNY GREEN FORUM - March 09
Although the grave economic crisis is occupying our thoughts we should not lose sight of the real progress being made on several key environmental fronts, especially waste, energy and climate change. Let’s hope that the inevitable financial cutbacks will not affect the implementation of crucial legislation and lead the government to put promising green initiatives on the back burner.  
In this month’s Green Forum we have progress to report on the Abergavenny “Carry-a-Bag” project, the Welsh Assembly levy on plastic bags, the Renewable Energy campaign, and a new environmental film on the block “The Age of Stupid”.
LOCAL SCHOOLS BACK THE “CARRY-A-BAG” PROJECT
Plastic bags are still very much in the news here in Abergavenny.  Pupils in four Primary Schools in the centre of town, Deri View School, Cantref School, Ysgol Cymraeg Y Fenni  and Our Lady and St. Michael’s Roman Catholic School are busy designing posters asking shoppers to stop using plastic carrier bags and bring their own bags instead.  Two members of the Abergavenny Carry-a-Bag group, both retired local teachers, have been conducting assemblies in the Primary Schools to raise awareness about the harm caused to the environment by plastic bags.  
The children were very interested to find out where plastic bags end up when they are thrown away but sad to see how animals are harmed by the bags. They were very surprised to learn that plastic bags take over 500 years to rot away.  Everyone agreed that teaching our children to care for the environment is a very important part of their education.  The competitions will be judged at the end of term and it is hoped that the children’s work will be on display in the town to reinforce the message.
Pupils in Year 8 and Year 10 at King Henry VIII School have been working on designs to be printed on a proposed Abergavenny/ Y Fenni shopping bag. Their designs will promote the town, highlighting some of its famous landmarks, as well as conveying a clear message to local people to use their own bags.  Local schoolchildren are rightly concerned about the problems faced by the planet and we must all play our part in cleaning up the mess that we have created for them to inherit. 
WELSH ASSEMBLY SAYS YES TO PLASTIC BAG LEVY
Still on the topic of bags, since our last edition the Welsh Assembly has made a landmark decision to introduce legislation to impose a levy of 20p on all single-use plastic carrier bags.  A complete ban was called for in the petition submitted to the Welsh Assembly by Neil Evans as a result of a Radio Wales project.  This was considered too hard to police and the levy seems a sensible compromise.  A plastic bag levy has already worked extremely well in Ireland where it was introduced 6 years ago, leading to a reduction in plastic bag use of 90%.  It seems likely that some types of plastic will be exempt, for example corn starch bags, which are derived from plant starch, not oil, and which can be safely disposed of by composting. We in Wales are responsible for using the staggering total of 648 million “free” plastic bags per year.  This is not something we should be proud of.  
SUPPORT FOR RENEWABLE ENERGY IN ABERGAVENNY

The campaign by the Abergavenny and Crickhowell Friends of the Earth group has shown high levels of support for Renewable Energy in our area. Local businesses, organisations and groups from all walks of life were canvassed, and over 120 were happy to lobby their MP to put pressure on the Government for a strong Renewable Energy bill.

If we are serious about tackling the twin challenges of climate change and spiralling fuel bills, we have to revolutionise our energy production. The British Isles lags behind other European countries in this area; we only manage to produce 2% of our energy from renewable sources, despite having a much better potential in terms of tides, waves and wind than most other European countries. 

The UK government has an obligation to produce 15% of its energy from renewables by 2020. This is a challenge which it must accept fully; no wriggling out of its commitment, no watering-down measures. It can start by changing the priority of OFGEM, the energy regulator, to cutting climate change emissions, rather than protecting polluting industries.

A Renewable Energy infrastructure will create exciting new business opportunities, will bring new “green collar” jobs, and will protect us all from the yo-yoing costs of fossil fuels. Astonishingly high fuel bills this winter have focused everyone’s attention on this issue.  No wonder Abergavenny is in favour!
THE AGE OF STUPID
First it was the Stone Age, then the Bronze Age, but our own age has been christened "The Age of Stupid" in the latest full-length environmental film about climate change released this month.  It was made by Franny Armstrong, starring Pete Postlethwaite, and was premiered in Leicester Square in a cinema specially powered by solar energy and beamed simultaneously by satellite to 65 other cinemas.

The film is a mixture of fact and fiction, using music and animation.  It takes six people in six countries and compares their personal experiences of oil.  Postlethwaite plays an old man looking back on all their lives and wondering why on earth no one did anything about climate change when they had the chance.

This film is unique in that it was not funded by bank loans but by ordinary people. The first £50,000 was raised in a London bar in one night and other finance came from a mother's group, a hockey team and a women's health centre.  

A preview of the film can be downloaded on www.guardian.co.uk/ 
environment/the-age-of-stupid.  We will all have a chance to see it soon as it will be shown locally at the Riverfront Cinema, Newport on Tuesday 26 May  and Wednesday 27 May.  There will also be a showing at the Hay Festival, 21 - 31 May, followed by a discussion with the director and George Monbiot.  Definitely not a film to be missed.
TALK ON YEW TREES
For those of you interested in another way of combating global warming, planting trees, go along to “The Wonders of Yew”, an illustrated talk by Fred Hageneder, author of the book 'Yew - A History” (2007) at Bettws Newydd Village Hall on Thursday 9th April 2009 at 7.30pm.  This is a free event funded by Gwent's Living Churchyards Project.
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