ENVIRONMENT MATTERS June 2009
Forget what I said last month about Climate Change being forced onto the media’s back burner by the economic crisis. It’s now the furore over MPs’ illegitimate expenses that is grabbing the headlines and putting other issues temporarily in the shade!  In spite of these pressing matters we must not lose sight of the time bomb that climate change represents for all of us.  It has been estimated that we literally only have 100 months, about 8 years, to take action to stabilise global warming.  The effects of the carbon dioxide we are currently pumping into the atmosphere will not be felt for 40 years so “business as usual” is not an option. Currently global carbon emissions are still going up.  Evidently good intentions are not enough.    

THE AGE OF STUPID IN CRICKHOWELL

The screening of “The Age of Stupid” in the Clarence Hall on June 2nd drew an audience of over 50 people.  Seeing it for the second time really brought it home to me how much more we need to do and how urgent the situation is.  The documentary is interspersed with cartoons, one of which illustrates the relative carbon footprints of citizens of the USA, Europe, Asia and Africa.  The average annual carbon footprint In the USA is 20 tonnes per person; in Europe it’s 10 tonnes; in Asia 4 tonnes and in Africa less than 1 tonne.  So we see a fat American, a well rounded European, a slim Asian and a skinny African walking towards us along a future time line.  As they approach 2050 the American, the European and the Asian gradually lose weight and the African puts weight on.  They all end up the same size, on 1 tonne of carbon per person per year.  This is called “contraction and convergence”.  It’s a way of sharing out the carbon equally among the people of the world.  Some of us have to go on a very strict carbon diet!
THE GREEN VALLEYS PROJECT

After the film there was a lively discussion led by Chris Blake, a director of CRiC, who organised the screening of the film, Grenville Ham, who is coordinating the Green Valleys Project, and representatives from local communities involved in the project.  The film prompted several passionate pleas for urgent action, including a call for more wind turbines on the hills of the BBNP, even though it’s an area of outstanding natural beauty.  In the film an engineer who installs wind turbines meets concerted opposition from locals who don’t want the turbines to “spoil the view”. It’s a classic case of “NIMBYism” (Not In My Back Yard - ism) and the frustration of the engineer who is trying to do his bit for the planet is keenly felt.  

The Green Valleys Project is going full steam ahead with plans for a number of small hydro-electric schemes which can produce renewable energy in a cost-effective way.  However the project also encourages energy conservation alongside the generation of renewable energy.  Local communities are trying to reduce their carbon footprint (improving insulation, taking steps to reduce electricity consumption, driving less, producing less waste, buying less stuff) and there are other ideas in the pipeline such as setting up allotments and planting fruit trees on green spaces. The project is hoping to win first prize in the Big Green Challenge competition. 
The Age of Stupid certainly makes you feel you must do something to make a difference but can leave you feeling depressed and helpless.  So it is important to emphasise the practical measures that we can all take. Domestic energy use accounts for about a quarter of total energy consumption so individual actions do count.  As one person in the audience said; “Let’s all go home after this meeting and make sure we do at least one thing to stop global warming.”

FRIENDS OF THE EARTH CYMRU’S ANNUAL CONFERENCE

A public meeting on the topic of “Low Carbon communities in Wales” was held at the start of the Friends of the Earth Cymru’s annual conference at Ty’r Morwydd Environmental Studies Centre in Abergavenny on the weekend of May 22nd – 24th.  On the platform were John Cook, chief executive of the BBNP;  Gordon James, director of FOE Cymru ; Juliet Davenport, chief executive of Good Energy  and Jane Davidson, the Minister for the Environment at the Welsh Assembly. 
John Cook stressed how the National Park has reduced its own carbon emissions by cutting out unnecessary staff transport and creating less waste.  
Gordon James spelt out his vision for the future; how low carbon communities would work for the benefit of everyone. His key message was that we do have the power to change things. The year 2015 must be the peak of our CO2 emissions and after that they must start to decline to avoid climate catastrophe.  Individual actions can affect one third of CO2 emissions; the remaining two thirds is up to the government.
Juliet Davenport represents the UK’s only supplier of 100% renewable energy.  Her company, “Good Energy”, helps individuals and small generating sites to export their excess energy to the national grid. 
Jane Davidson reported that the Welsh Sustainable Development Scheme was launched that very day.  It was to be the central organising principle at the heart of all government initiatives.  She reported that:-

· According to the Renewable Energy Route Map by the year 2025 Wales could produce more electricity from renewable sources than it consumes. 
· Building regulations are being updated so that new homes in Wales will be built to more sustainable standards. There are plans to improve the energy efficiency of existing homes to avoid fuel poverty.

· The target for recycling in Wales is 70% by 2025.  Monmouthshire is currently on 40%.

· Every person in Wales needs to become an energy champion. 70% of people see climate change as important but only 30% are prepared to do something about it.

On Saturday 23rd Dr. Calvin Jones from the Cardiff Business School, Grenville Ham from the Green Valleys project and Mike Childs from FOE spoke about how we might stimulate the economy through a “Green New Deal” and help to tackle climate change at the same time. The common theme running through all three presentations was the need to change systems; planning; land use; building regulations; investment; grants.  Practical suggestions included setting up a Climate Change bank, expanding and improving the National Grid and the introduction of a Carbon Tax. 
Two new Friends of the Earth campaigns are being launched: the first is the Low Carbon Communities “Get serious” campaign which seeks to reduce CO2 emissions from Local Authorities and the second is the “Food Chain” campaign which aims to raise awareness of the impact on climate change of modern unsustainable farming practices. 
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