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In early July, 2020, two major oil and gas pipeline projects were delayed by U.S. courts and one was cancelled by the sponsors. The Dakota Access pipeline ( oil from the Bakken fields in N.Dakota to Southern Illinois  ) was ordered to shut down until the Army Corps of Engineers completes a more comprehensive environmental impact statement. More recent court decisions have not settled the fate of Dakota Access and left it operating illegally. Construction of the Keystone pipeline ( tar sands oil from Alberta, connecting to existing pipelines to S. Illinois and Texas  ) was not allowed to go forward  by the U.S. Supreme Court for the same reason. And the proposed Atlantic Coast gas pipeline was cancelled by its sponsors ( Dominion and Duke Energy). The major reasons for the court decisions are the lack of consideration of climate change in the impact statements, and the accelerated permitting process and shoddy review by federal agencies. Legal uncertainties were cited as the reason for canceling the Atlantic Coast pipeline. Environmental activists are now emboldened by Washington's poor environmental record, its recent failure to promote pipelines and its losses in court.

 PFAS--TOXIC "FOREVER CHEMICALS"

PFAS are a class of over 5000 industrial chemicals containing Fluorine that are used to manufacture many household and commercial products, such as Teflon, Scotchgard, Gore-Tex, food packaging and many other products. They are classified as "Forever Chemicals" because they are persistent in the environment, they bioaccumulate, and some of them are known to cause liver damage, birth defects, cancer and immunological problems. Currently, there are over 700 sites in the U.S. with PFAS contamination in soil and groundwater, and over 100 million Americans have been exposed to PFAS through drinking water. The USEPA has no regulations on PFAS in drinking water, but many states have imposed limits. Almost all Americans are exposed to PFAS through food packaging, esp. fast food containers and wraps, microwave popcorn bags, pizza boxes and fiber food bowls. These chemicals are used in packaging because they repel grease, oils and water. The USFDA has banned some of the more toxic PFAS from food packaging, and recently confirmed an agreement with producers to eliminate some others within the next 5 years. In the meantime, all Americans have a significant body burden of PFAS in our tissues.

RENEWABLES ARE SURPASSING COAL

Renewable energy sources used in the U.S. accounted for 11% of total energy produced in 2019, while coal power fell to 10% of the total (gas-32%; oil-37%). Coal use declined 15%, while wind increased 10% and solar increased 8% in 2019. And U.S. utilities announced the planned shutdowns of 13 more coal plants. These changes in energy sources were evident globally too, as 70% of capacity expansions in the energy markets were for renewables. These statistics are very encouraging because they reflect a strong trend away from dirty coal power to clean renewables, such as wind, solar, biofuels, geothermal, and hydro. This will help slow global warming. However, we should not think that society has become altruistic; the main driver of this trend is economics, as wind and solar have become the cheapest and most efficient forms of energy in most regions of the world.


HUMAN-CAUSED PANDEMICS?

Disturbance of nature and human invasion of natural ecosystems are now considered to be prime reasons for known diseases to spread, and for new epidemic and pandemic diseases to arise. Deforestation creates breeding sites for tropical diseases like malaria. Trafficking, close contact with and consumption of some wildlife species has exposed humans to diseases like SARS and COVID-19. Climate change is allowing many diseases, like malaria, to spread northward into warming regions. Global warming and melting of the permafrost in far north and south regions are releasing many previously frozen pathogens into those ecosystems, resulting in potential exposure to humans and other organisms. These unintended consequences of human activities are dangerous examples of human arrogance and our desire to expand economies without applying any precautionary principles.

BP OIL SPILL--10 YEAR LATER

On April 20, 2010, the BP Deepwater horizon oil rig failed and spilled 130 million gallons of crude oil into the Gulf of Mexico, the largest oil spill ever in the U.S. After 10 years of studying the impacts of this massive oil spill on wildlife and marine animals, it appears that many species were impacted in various ways. Some suffered from high mortality rates, such as thousands of waterfowl and dolphins, while other species experienced long term population declines, mainly due to reproductive failures (e.g. deep sea coral, common loons, spotted sea trout). Dolphin species in this area currently have only 20% successful pregnancies, compared to 80% success in unaffected regions. A few species seem to have recovered their population numbers, such as the brown pelican and menhaden. Despite the massive die-offs and long term effects on this ecosystem caused by an oil rig failure, the U.S. Department of Interior recently scraped safety regulations that were enacted after the Deepwater Horizon spill.
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