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Claire Miller

The issue of climate change played a
pivotal role in the rollercoaster ride
that was the recent Australian federal
election. The country’s first female
Prime Minister, Julia Gillard of the
Australian Labor Party – installed by
way of a Labor leadership coup just 8
weeks before the election – clung to
power by forming an alliance with the
Greens Party and two conservative
independents. The alliance gives
Labor 76 votes in the Lower House –
the minimum needed to form a gov-
ernment – against 74 for Australia’s
longstanding Coalition of the conser-
vative Liberal and National Parties.

The Labor Government’s contro-
versial decision, earlier this year, to
abandon a much vaunted emissions
trading scheme (ETS) until 2013 cost
it the election, as voters embraced the
Greens Party instead. An exit poll
conducted by the Sydney-based
Climate Institute on election day
indicated that almost a third of the
Greens voters in key marginal seats
would have voted Labor had it not
postponed the ETS. The Institute’s
CEO, John Connor, believes that the
poll findings support its broader mar-
ket research on public attitudes. “Cost
of living pressures were, and are, a
concern for citizens, but it appears a
simplistic mistake [on Labor’s part] to
respond by freezing any policy that
may have an impact on electricity
prices”, he comments. “It is also a mis-
take to see climate change as a stand-
alone issue; it is integrated with lead-
ership, economic reform, and health,
as well as the environment. Aus-
tralians want policies that amount to
a credible and detailed plan on pollu-
tion and climate change.”

The voting shift helped to deliver
the Greens Party its first ever seat in
the Lower House and boosted its
Senate seats from five to nine. This
means the Greens hold the balance

of power in the Senate, since neither
Labor nor the Coalition have
enough votes on their own to
approve or reject Lower House deci-
sions needing Senate approval.

Prime Minister Gillard was left fight-
ing for her political life when Labor
and the Coalition finished in a dead
heat in the Lower House. The out-
come remained in limbo for more than
2 weeks, while Gillard and the Coa-
lition’s leader, Tony Abbott, wooed the
Greens and five regional independents
in a desperate bid for the four Lower
House votes both sides needed to form
a minority government.

Gillard eventually won over the
Greens by offering parliamentary
reforms and the formation of a climate-
change committee to advise on federal
policy. The Tasmanian independent
then went to Labor on local issues,
while the Western Australian indepen-
dent backed the Coalition. This left
only three kingmakers, all from conser-
vative regional seats and all identifying
environmental issues as key factors
when they finally decided whom to
support, 17 days after the election.

Queensland’s Bob Katter went to
the Coalition, because it promised to
mandate more ethanol in gasoline,
which would assist farmers, but also
promised to override tough State laws
to protect rivers. Global warming was
among the deal breakers for the last

two independents, and it came down
to a choice: Gillard, who believes in
climate change, but supported delay-
ing the ETS, and Abbott, who
described climate-change science as
“absolute crap” before becoming the
Coalition leader late last year, when
Coalition ranks split over whether to
back Labor’s ETS. Abbott ruled out a
carbon tax in favor of carbon seques-
tration programs and rebates for busi-
nesses that reduce emissions. This led
New South Wales (NSW) indepen-
dent Tony Windsor – after voting
against Labor’s ETS a year ago
because it did not go far enough – to
conclude that Labor was nonetheless
taking climate change more seriously.
“I see enormous opportunities where
others fear the whole climate-change
debate”, he said. “It’s obvious to me
that regional Australia would be a
major beneficiary of a lot of the
renewable energy sources.” The last
undecided independent, NSW’s Rob
Oakeshott, agreed, adding that he
also considered who could work best
with the Greens-dominated Senate
to deliver stable government.

“Doing nothing on climate change
is no longer an option”, observes
political commentator Nick Econo-
mou (Monash University, Melbourne,
Australia). “But Labor is in a difficult
position between its two constituen-
cies: the blue-collar workers in the
outer suburbs, and the white collar,
socially progressive inner city.”
Economou points out that support for
the Greens was strongest among the
more affluent urban electorate, who,
he says, can afford to advocate poli-
cies that will increase the costs of
energy.

“So”, says Economou, “Prime
Minister Gillard now depends on the
Greens and two independents who
want to see action on climate change,
but if she comes up with a policy that
results in blue-collar voters having to
pay higher energy costs, she will
struggle in the next election, which
could be called any time in the next 3
years. Because the fact is that, while
everyone approves of the idea of
doing things to protect the environ-
ment, no one wants to pay for it”. n

M
 J

on
es

 (
A

us
pi

c)

Prime Minister Gillard signs the alliance
deal with Greens leader Bob Brown.

Greens Party tips the balance in Australian elections
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Kicking the coal habit
cleans Ontario’s air
Janet Pelley

Despite record temperatures and
abundant sunshine – the usual recipe
for smog – residents of Ontario have
enjoyed relatively clean air this sum-
mer. Some experts link the improve-
ment to the province’s moves to shut
down all its coal-fired power plants
by 2014. Although Ontarians wilted
in the heat, the province issued smog
alerts for only 12 days this summer,
down from 53 issued during the
smoggy summer of 2005. “Closing
coal plants and ramping up renew-
ables has helped in clearing the air”,
says Gideon Forman, executive
director of the Canadian Association
of Physicians for the Environment
(CAPE; Toronto, Canada). 

Ontario Power Generation closed
the 1140-megawatt (MW) Lakeview
generating station in Oakville in
2005 and will shut down an addi-
tional 1910 MW of capacity at two
coal-burning units at its Nanticoke

station near Simcoe and two units at
its Lambton plant near Sarnia by
October 2010. “In fact, coal-fired
generation is at its lowest level in 45
years – down 70%”, notes Andrew
Block, press secretary for Ontario’s
energy minister. The province has
made up for the lost coal power by
switching to natural gas, hydro,
wind, and nuclear power. 

Ontario aims to permanently
mothball its remaining 4484 MW
of coal-fired units by 2014, making

it one of the first regions in the
world to eliminate coal-based elec-
tricity generation. One of the keys
to this success is an aggressive pro-
gram to promote conservation and
renewables.

“But there are still four plants left,
including Nanticoke, one of the
largest in North America”, Forman
points out. CAPE has estimated that
about 1000 people with respiratory
and cardiac illnesses will die prema-
turely between now and 2014
because of pollution from the
remaining plants. Because Ontario
now has 29 000 MW of coal-free
capacity – more than the 25 000
MW demanded during this summer’s
peak – Forman believes that the
province could shut down the
remaining plants immediately. Block
responds that “total capacity is what
we have if everything is running at
full strength”, but not all sources can
run at full strength all the time, so
coal is still needed to ensure a con-
trolled and orderly transition to new
sources of energy by 2014. n

Mackerel wars 
Nancy Bazilchuk

Thanks to sustainable management,
Atlantic mackerel (Scomber scom-
brus) is one of the few wild-caught
ocean fish that can be consumed
without a guilty conscience. But in a
politically explosive example of the
havoc that can be caused by climate
change, the humble mackerel has
become the center of an interna-
tional dispute over fishing quotas. 

Rising temperatures in the North
Sea have pushed mackerel northward,
into Iceland’s 200-mile territorial limit
– and into the nets of eager Icelandic
fishermen. In response, instead of its
normal 2000-ton catch, Iceland uni-
laterally expanded its quota to 130 000
tons – 100 000 tons of which had
already been caught by the end of
August. The Faroe Islands – a con-
stituent country, along with Green-
land, of the Kingdom of Denmark –
has also expanded its take, to 85 000

tons, roughly triple its current quota.
Iceland justifies its position by arguing
that it has been excluded from interna-
tional negotiations over the mackerel
quota, set at 570 000 tons by the Inter-
national Council for the Exploration
of the Sea.

In protest, Scottish fishermen have
blockaded their own ports and
Norway has banned the landing of
mackerel from Iceland and all but a
tiny portion of the Faroe Islands
catch. The European Commissioner
for Fisheries and Maritime Affairs,
Maria Damanaki, has also warned
Iceland that its petition to join the
European Union (EU) could be in
jeopardy. “Should the current anar-
chic situation in the mackerel fish-
eries continue....the Commission will
contemplate all necessary measures to
conserve the mackerel stock and safe-
guard EU interests”, she said in an
official statement.

Species shifts further strengthen
the argument for strong interna-

tional management of fisheries
stocks, according to Steve Simpson
(School of Biological Sciences,
University of Bristol, UK). “What
used to matter was how well you
managed your own fisheries. But [cli-
mate change] means that nothing is
static, and you now need to know
who’s managing the fish today that
you’ll be fishing for tomorrow.”

Keith Brander (National Institute
of Aquatic Resources, Technical
University of Denmark, Charlotten-
lund) says that, while it is difficult to
predict how climate change will
affect fish stock movements, fisheries
managers and their governments
must anticipate and plan for such
shifts. Brander further points out that
climate change makes it even more
imperative that existing fisheries
problems be addressed: “If we don’t
manage to deal with overfishing,
then we won’t need to worry about
climate-change impacts, because
there won’t be any fisheries.” n

Coming down – a coal-fired power plant
on Lake Ontario is destroyed.
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Sudden rise in human
triclosan levels
Adrian Burton
Updated tables for the Fourth
National Report on Human Exposure
to Environmental Chemicals (www.
cdc.gov/exposurereport/), published
by the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC), suggest that
levels of triclosan in human urine
have increased by over 40% in just 2
years. Owing to its bactericidal prop-
erties, triclosan (2,4,4’-trichloro-2’-
hydroxydiphenyl ether) is added to
soaps, toothpastes, mouthwashes,
deodorants, acne medications, wound
disinfectants, and other types of
goods. Although not all such products
contain triclosan, many people are fre-
quently exposed; the urine of some
75% of US citizens contains triclosan.

The CDC tables show that the
mean urinary triclosan concentration
in a sample of over 2500 people
included in the National Health and
Nutrition Examination Survey rose

from 12.7 mg L–1 in the survey years
2003–2004 to 18.5 mg L–1 in
2005–2006. The greatest percentage
increases in exposure during the same
period occurred in individuals over 20
years of age, women, and Mexican
Americans.

“The reason for this increase in tri-
closan is not clear and it is important
that we find out why”, says Caren
Helbing (University of Victoria,
Canada). Although there is no direct
evidence that triclosan causes human
health problems, concerns have been
raised over its possible role in aller-

gies, the disruption of endocrine sys-
tems, antibiotic resistance, and its
accrual in the environment. A study
in 2000 found that triclosan was pre-
sent in 56.7% of US waterways, for
instance, and Helbing’s research
team has shown that it can affect
endocrine functioning in frogs.

A US Food and Drug Administra-
tion (FDA) consumer information
webpage (www.fda.gov/ForConsumers
/ConsumerUpdates/ucm205999.htm)
notes that triclosan is effective against
gingivitis when added to toothpaste,
but that there is no evidence that its
inclusion in antibacterial soaps and
body washes provides any benefit over
regular soap and water.

Sarah Janssen, Senior Scientist at
the Natural Resources Defense
Council (Washington, DC), which
has sued the FDA for a final rule on
triclosan’s safety and effectiveness,
told Frontiers, “With no proven ben-
efit, yet with possible health and
environmental impacts, triclosan use
should be stopped”. n

Exxon Valdez oil still
biodegradable
Jane Bradbury 
More than 19 years after the Exxon
Valdez oil spill, scientists report that
lingering crude oil in subsurface sed-
iments in Alaska’s Prince William
Sound is still biodegradable, includ-
ing the heavily weathered oil that
previous studies suggested would not
be amenable to bioremediation. But,
says Makram Suidan (University of
Cincinnati, OH), “without active
intervention, it might take 100 years
for this oil contamination to disap-
pear completely”.

Although microbes that degrade
crude oil are common throughout
the world’s oceans, these bacteria
require nutrients and oxygen to
digest oil. Thus, in the recent Gulf of
Mexico spill, dispersants were widely
used to break up the oil. “Dispersant
use makes the oil more toxic initially
but enhances the probability of
[microbial] access to oxygen and

nutrients”, explains Stanley Rice,
Program Manager for Habitat Assess-
ment and Marine Chemistry, NOAA
Auke Bay Fisheries Laboratory (Juneau,
AK). Dispersants were not used after
the Exxon Valdez spill, and substantial
amounts of oil are now buried in
oxygen-poor coastal sediments.

Suidan and his colleagues took sedi-
ments contaminated with oil residues
that had undergone varying amounts
of weathering from three sites in
Prince William Sound and loaded
them into “tidal-simulating micro-
cosms” – tanks containing sediment
washed at regular intervals with sea
water taken from the same site. They
then used gas chromatography and
mass spectrometry to measure oil bio-
degradation in each microcosm (En-
viron Sci Technol 2010; doi:10.1021/es
101042h).

“The oil in all of the sediments
degraded. In fact, the most weathered
oil degraded the most”, explains
Suidan, adding that, “Nutrient addi-
tion increased the rate of degradation,

but the amount of degradation by
natural attenuation was apprecia-
ble.” The researchers conclude that
oxygen is the primary limiting factor
in the biodegradation of the linger-
ing oil and suggest that oil removal
might be facilitated by digging up
the sediments, by aerating them
through the drilling of holes, or by
adding oxidants, such as hydrogen
peroxide, to contaminated soils.

“The buried oil in Prince William
Sound remains an environmental
problem”, says environmental micro-
biologist Terry McGenity (Univer-
sity of Essex, UK). However, both he
and Rice question whether the engi-
neering involved in aerating sedi-
ments in Prince William Sound is
feasible on a large scale, and whether
it might now do more harm than
good. “If such an intervention had
been proposed in 1990 or even 1995,
we would have been right to go
ahead and get more cleaning done”,
Rice comments. “But now it is
harder to justify.” n

Triclosan: how much is in your bathroom
cabinet?
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An icy insurance policy for
corals
Chris Emery

With coral species around the
world threatened with extinction,
scientists have established the first
frozen repository for Hawaiian
coral, to help ensure that the state’s
reefs survive in the face of warming
oceans, pollution, and other stres-
sors related to human activities.
The bank, established by the
Smithsonian Institution and the
Hawaii Institute of Marine Biology
(University of Hawaii at Manoa),
currently stores frozen sperm and
embryonic cells from mushroom
coral (Fungia scutaria) and rice
coral (Montipora capitata), but plans
to expand its holdings with other
species of Hawaiian coral as well.

“We’re doing this to provide a kind
of insurance policy – we don’t know
what’s going to happen in terms of
global warming and ocean acidifica-
tion”, says Mary Hagedorn, a scien-
tist with the Smithsonian Institution
(Washington, DC) and the lead
researcher on the project. The burn-

ing of gasoline and other fossil
fuels is warming the oceans
and making them more acidic.
This stresses the coral, leading
to bleaching and increasing
their susceptibility to disease.
Pollution, nutrient run-off,
and bottom-trawling fishing
methods are also harming reef
systems.

Scientists studying coral
reefs in the Caribbean recently
reported that coral in some
parts of the Caribbean are no
longer spawning, a process cru-
cial to maintaining healthy
reefs. “If the Caribbean is any
indication, corals are in a lot of trou-
ble”, continues Hagedorn. Although
Hawaii’s reefs are relatively healthy,
some have been infected with dis-
eases that were not expected to affect
the islands for at least another
decade. “Hawaiian corals still spawn
yearly and robustly”, admits Hage-
dorn, “but we can’t count on that
happening forever”.

The coral-bank scientists are still
experimenting with the best ways to
freeze coral sperm and eggs and hope

to develop methods to keep them
viable indefinitely. Currently, they
can keep the reproductive tissues
alive for about 8 hours. Hagedorn
hopes to teach researchers in other
countries how to start frozen coral
banks, particularly scientists in
Australia, the home of the Great
Barrier Reef, the world’s largest reef
system. “The decline of coral in
Australia is a big concern”, she con-
tinues. “The reefs provide about
US$6 billion to their economy.” n

Casinos gamble on green
programs
Madeline McCurry-Schmidt

Las Vegas hotel giant MGM Resorts
International, which owns properties
like Mandalay Bay and the Bellagio,
recently partnered with eco-ratings
program Green Key to help “green”
their chain of casino resorts. MGM’s
new environmental program aims to
increase the efficiency of energy use,
waste management, and building
construction practices. However, for
a chain of resorts in the middle of a
desert, the most crucial changes will
involve water conservation mea-
sures. For example, the company
replaced 27 000 square feet of grass at
the Excalibur resort with synthetic
turf, a change that, according to a
Green Key report, will save the com-
pany an average of 1.7 million gal-
lons of water annually.   

The green casino project is an

example of how responsible environ-
mental practices can also be eco-
nomically beneficial – conserving
water saves MGM Resorts Inter-
national money. The city of Las
Vegas obtains 90% of its water from
the artificial Lake Mead; this year,
however, the lake is 100 feet below
normal levels. “Our water system
starts and ends with Lake Mead”,
says Kristen Howey, public informa-
tion officer for the Southern Nevada
Water Authority (Las Vegas, NV).
But with the dwindling water supply
at Lake Mead comes skyrocketing
water costs. 

“If you are a high water user, you
are paying significant water bills”,
says Dale Devitt, a professor of soil
and water science at the University
of Nevada, Las Vegas. Water conser-
vation programs look at all the city’s
water sources, including a shallow
saline aquifer. Devitt explains that a
layer of impermeable clay under-

neath the city prevents water used
in landscaping from seeping further
down, through deeper soil layers,
and this extra water causes instabil-
ity in building foundations. The
casinos help to relieve this problem
by using shallow belowground water
for the famous fountains along the
Vegas Strip.

MGM’s greening projects might
not in themselves save the city from
further water woes, but they do help
to raise awareness of the water crisis.
Though Las Vegas receives about 36
million tourists a year, the casinos
use only 3% of the water in the city,
Howey explains, while local resi-
dents use about 60% of the water,
mainly for landscaping purposes.
“Las Vegas gets a bad rap due to the
fact that we are 2 million people liv-
ing in a desert”, points out Devitt.
“Clearly, more has to be done to
reduce the amount of water used per
person.” n

Sperm and embryonic cells from Hawaiian coral
species such as this mushroom coral (Fungia scutaria)
will be deposited in the frozen repository.
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Conserving India’s
elephants 
Dinesh C Sharma 

India’s Ministry of Environment and
Forests has designated the Asian ele-
phant as the country’s National
Heritage Animal, in recognition of
its dual identity as a cultural and eco-
logical symbol. The decision comes
in the wake of a new report,  Gajah:
Securing the Future for Elephants in
India, prepared by the Ministry’s
Elephant Task Force, that reviewed
the status of elephants in India.  

There are approximately 26 000
wild and 3500 captive elephants in
India. Although poaching of male
elephants for tusks has declined
somewhat in recent years, it has left
elephant populations on shaky
ground in many reserves and parks
by skewing the sex ratio, according
to the report – in some areas there is
just one male for every 100 females.
Elephants require not only large
areas over which to roam for forage,
but also more evenly balanced male-
to-female ratios to ensure the preser-
vation of genetic diversity.

Ongoing ecosystem degradation
and habitat fragmentation are
restricting elephants to limited geo-
graphical areas. This in turn, is fuel-
ing human–animal conflicts, as
encroaching human development is
increasingly forcing elephants into
contact with villagers and their crops
– about 400 people are killed by ele-
phants and about 100 elephants are
killed by people each year. Pre-
venting such conflict is, in fact, the
biggest conservation challenge, says
Mahesh Rangarajan, lead author of
the report.

According to the report, the
long-term conservation of
India’s elephants, cannot be
achieved just by focusing on
protected areas or elephant
corridors. Instead, the Task
Force recommends that unified
“Elephant Landscapes”, incor-
porating contiguous reserves in
adjacent states, should be cre-
ated. Ten such landscapes have
been identified, encompassing
32 existing and proposed ele-
phant reserves. “These land-
scapes can be focal points for

land-use planning, to avert  rather than
simply manage human–elephant con-
flict”, explains Rangarajan.

“The complexity of elephant con-
servation and the management of its
territory, movements, breeding, and
reasons for conflict [with humans]
are not fully understood, despite the
species being so important to Indians
in so many ways”, says Ravi Singh
(Secretary General, WWF India,
New Delhi). “Hopefully, implemen-
tation of [recommendations in] the
Task Force report will improve con-
servation efforts.” n

Fast food boosts urban kit
foxes 
Robin Meadows
New research may explain why the
San Joaquin kit fox (Vulpes macrotis
mutica) does better in Bakersfield,
CA, than in nearby wildlife pre-
serves. This endangered species
chows down on the same fast food
that humans do, according to a
study led by Seth Newsome (Uni-
versity of Wyoming, Laramie) to be
published in an upcoming issue of
the Journal of Mammalogy. The
unusual food source allows urban kit
foxes to live longer and have more
pups than those in natural pre-
serves. “They have a very constant,
high-calorie food supply, while in
the wild this varies considerably
from year to year”, explains coau-
thor Katherine Ralls (Smithsonian
Conservation Biology Institute, Wash-
ington, DC).

Previous work had shown that
droppings (scat) from city-dwelling
kit foxes are laced with bits of food
wrappers. But scat analysis is not
enough to differentiate the occa-
sional snack from a whole-hearted
indulgence in human junk food. The
evidence that urban kit foxes gobble
people food comes from their fur,
which reflects the distinctive chem-
istry of various food items. Stable
nitrogen and carbon isotopes reflect

the plants at the base of a particular
food web: 15N varies with the abun-
dance of water where the plants grow
and 13C levels are higher in the corn
prevalent in human food compared
with that in most of the plants
native to the San Joaquin Valley.  

Fur analysis revealed that urban kit
fox and human diets are indistin-
guishable. The stable isotopes in fur
collected from kit foxes in wildlife
preserves matched the isotopes found
in kangaroo rats, grasshoppers, and
other natural prey, but isotopes found
in the fur of urban kit foxes and in
the hair of people both matched
those found in fast-food beef and
chicken.

The vigor of the Bakersfield popu-
lation may help save this species,
which has lost 95% of its habitat and
is down to 7000 individuals. “If we
ever wanted to reintroduce kit foxes,
we might be able to take them from
the city”, Ralls suggests. n

Will it be burgers or pizza for supper
tonight?
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Group of wild Asian elephants in Kaziranga
National Park, India
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