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Editors’ Summary: It is often remarked that the global problem of climate







Table 2. Environmental Accounting (Cost-Benefit
Analysis) of Clean Energy Projects and Offshore
Drilling in Marine Ecosystems

As shown in Table 2, the question is not one of knowing
whether there will be potentially destructive projects in
coastal and marine areas, but rather, whether these projects
will be devoted to clean energy or the further exploitation of
hydrocarbon resources known to contribute greatly to cli-
mate change. In both cases, local communities are often vo-
cal intheir opposition to such developments. States like Cal-
ifornia have succeeded in opposing federally mandated off-
shore oil exploration, while others, such as Alabama, Loui-
siana, Mississippi, and Texas, have been more welcoming,
anticipating economic benefits from such developments, es-
pecially in the wake of a new law returning a greater portion
of the revenue to states’ coffers.

Perhaps the best-known example of local opposition to
coastal energy development is playing out in the near-shore
waters off Cape Cod in Massachusetts, where eight energy
generation wind farms have been proposed. The wind farms
are expected to provide alternative sources of energy to sup-
plement other more conventional sources to meet prospec-
tive energy demand, and to thus improve air quality and con-
tribute to a reduction in GHG emissions. There has, how-
ever, been strong and vocal opposition from local communi-
ties and environmental groups who are opposed to the pro-
jects on aesthetic and habitat disruption grounds. The Cape
Wind project includes a proposal for a 130-turbine wind farm
in Nantucket Sound and is the first offshore wind energy
project to go through the federal permitting process. Oppo-
nents believe that the project will have negative impacts on
navigation, fishing, boating, birds, and commercial recre-
ation and tourism. In this location, some groups seek re-
sponsible project implementation, while others seek ocean
protection, aesthetic protection, and no project alternatives.

Recently, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (the Corps)
issued its draft environmental impact statement on the Cape

Wind project,® which states that while the project would
have adverse visual impacts, it would do little or no harm to
fish, birds, and the surrounding sea floor, and would not cur-
tail tourism or drive down local property values. It should be
noted, however, that the Corps has indefinite discretion be-
cause no federal standards exist for, e.g., how many bird
deaths are tolerable at a wind farm. On the other hand, the re-
port estimates the public health savings from generating en-
ergy without emitting pollutants at about $53 million per
year. According to a Boston Globe news article, the “re-
port’s release promises to intensify the controversy over the
wind farm, which has been a political flash point since it was
proposed three years ago.”’

There are numerous reasons to be concerned about pro-
jects like Cape Wind and others requiring the expansion of
energy infrastructure in marine and coastal ecosystems.
These include the disruption of the benthic communities and
other ecosystems on the ocean floor; routine discharge of
contaminated drilling muds, cuttings, and produced waters;
disturbance of toxic muds along coastal waters that would
release polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), heavy metals,
and other poisons now capped; disruption of migratory
paths for large pelagic species and interference with their
ability to communicate; additional release of mercury into
the oceans through oil drilling?; spill-induced mortality of
marine mammals, seabirds, and other animals; noise pollu-
tion, including from seismic techniques used for oil explora-
tion and the constant vibrations throughout the exploitation
stage; and possible permanent changes to near-shore fisher-
ies through alteration of key ecosystems.

To build anything in the oceans will induce change, which
is a major reason why marine and coastal conservation
groups have worked so hard to get restrictions on construc-
tion of everything from piers to drilling platforms. Clearly,
the Cape Wind opposition has to decide whether a Cape
Wind project is worth the sacrifice of the benthic commu-
nity and seabirds, as well as disturbance of other marine
plants and animals. Some groups will continue to answer
no, often on not-in-my-backyard grounds, while others are
clearly arguing that the local sacrifice is justified in the face
of the larger global threat of climate change.






grams have not yet reconciled their ocean conservation
funding with their climate change reductions efforts or en-
ergy policy reform funding. As noted above, when we ex-
amine conflict resolution models, we find few focused spe-
cifically on energy or oceans, much less both. As a result,
decisions are based upon each side’s relative strengths and
weaknesses, rather than on the best long-term outcomes for
the ocean ecosystem.*? It is within this context that a more
systematic approach to conflict resolution is necessary.

1V. Scenarios for Conflict Resolution

The status quo allows the tension between climate
change/energy policy advocates and ocean conservation
advocates to serve as a balancing mechanism in some
ways—preserving some important ocean and coastal areas
while allowing renewable energy installations in other loca-
tions that are not the subject of so much scrutiny. The result
is policies based on the louder local voice, rather than sound
arguments. Project developments are likely to be inequita-
ble at best and self-defeating at worst. One can imagine
cases where a more vulnerable and valuable ecosystem
will be damaged because it lacked powerful champions,
while the sites that are effectively protected are simply
those that gathered the most reaction from the public and
conservation organizations, regardless of their productiv-
ity as marine ecosystems.

While there is no perfect solution, there appear to be sev-
eral scenarios that can help resolve the current dilemma.

A. Option 1: Implementing the Best Policy

The first scenario is simply to try to determine and then im-
plement the best policy. This process could include under-
taking a study of at least two pilot projects to examine in de-
tail the environmental cost-benefit trade offs. The goal of
the study should be determining which projects balance in
favor of ocean protection. Such a study might be carried out
by the National Center for Ecological Analysis and Synthe-
sis (NCEAS) at the University of California at Santa
Barbara, or by a similar institution. This approach is precau-
tionary in nature and does not account for the urgency that
may be desirable given expert warnings on the imminence
of climate change. Conversely, lessons learned from pilot
studies may be applicable to future projects, allowing for
more decisive action in the longer term.

B. Option 2: Using Available Strategies

A second attractive option is to implement those strategies
that can reduce human contributions to climate change in
the near term until hydrogen or other technologies fully re-
place fossil fuels. The near-term strategy, if chosen wisely,
could be fully supported by the ocean conservation commu-

nity as well as the climate change and energy policy advo-
cacy communities. In other words, pursue a “co-strategy” in
which groups respond to the full range of threats to the
oceans with an increased awareness and focus on climate to
speed up implementation of these replacement technologies



C. Option 3: Mapping/Zoning Development and Protected
Areas

The best and most effective map would require a consensus
approach to identify energy development zones as well as
key marine areas that should be off limits for development.
Part of this effort would involve convincing ocean conser-
vation groups that climate change is such a threat to the
ocean that it is necessary to have certain sacrifice zones for
the installation of renewable energy generation facilities in
the ocean and on the coast.'® On the other hand, the consen-
sus may focus on whether the ocean and its systems are so
important and/or are already under so much threat from
other human impact that the ocean and the coastal waters
should not even be considered in siting renewable energy
generation facilities.

Regrettably, this option would be very difficult to imple-
ment given the difficulty in drawing marine-protected area
boundaries. In addition, it is unclear how long the parties in-
volved would be committed to the map when local pressure
near “sacrifice zones” intensifies.

D. Option 4: Energy Project Criteria

This option calls for the creation of siting criteria and a re-
view process that can be followed when examining all fu-
ture alternative energy projects. The criteria and process
should articulate the information needed from each project
and clearly lay out what elements the project must include.
The review process may require drafting some credible vol-
untary industry principles along the lines of the Ceres Prin-
ciples (formerly the Valdez Principles), which lay out a
10-point code of corporate environmental conduct to be en-
dorsed by companies as an environmental mission state-
ment or ethic.’
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sional hearings. For instance, the U.S. House of Representa-
tives’ Committee on Natural Resources recently held a hear-
ing to explore carbon sequestration technologies, some of
which may involve carbon sequestration in the seabed.'®
Another sign that Congress may be willing to explore this is-
sue further is the recent creation of the Select Committee on
Energy Independence and Climate Change. In fact, one of
the first steps should be to identify a forum within which
these divergent interests can be brought together. While
congressional action can sometimes move at a glacial pace,
Congress can be a place where the interests of the coastal
states, who may have the most to lose from marine-based
clean energy projects, are meshed with those of the whole of
the United States, which can and should see the urgency of
taking remedial actions to address the growing threats of cli-
mate change.

Another set of fora where these interests could meet is
that of international institutions, such as the IPCC, the meet-
ing of Parties of the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC),? or even the Convention
on Biological Diversity (CBD),? which has a good track re-
cord of addressing threats from climate change and threats
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to marine biodiversity. Likewise, the World Bank and agen-
cies such as the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) and the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDEP) are likely to become involved in the financing of
ocean-based clean energy projects, and they need to be
brought in this debate and informed of the potential risks
and cost-benefit analyses. Otherwise, we can expect the
same internal conflict within these institutions as we have
witnessed elsewhere.

An interesting lesson can be drawn from the so-called cli-
mate camp. Organized by the World Wildlife Fund in April
2006, the camp brought together 150 climate and conserva-
tion exerts from 34 countries for a week-long educational
gathering in Washington, D.C., to redesign conservation ap-
proaches to include climate change. This initiative so far has
focused on salmon and Bering Sea fisheries issues but could
well be replicated to address head-on the relationship be-
tween clean energy projects and ocean conservation. In any
event, the largest environmental NGOs should feel obli-
gated to pick up this issue. We can only anticipate that this
transition will be facilitated if NGOs coordinate their efforts
and share their experiences in the matter, rather than going at
it alone.

In the end, it does not matter which forum is used to bring
these divergent interests together. In fact, the transition is
likely to be so difficult that it will need to take place at all
levels simultaneously: politically, through congressional
action; locally, with better coordinated efforts on the part of
local governments; by civil society, through NGOs large
and small; and at the international level, through the work of
international institutions and treaties. Action is needed, and
it must be taken soon. The lack thereof will only aggravate
this conflict between two competing but equally important
priorities, addressing climate change and protecting our
oceans from further threats.



