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Showdown near in D.C.

Release of text confirms TPP fears

continued on page 3

We are now entering a critical
stage of the Trans-Pacific Part-
nership (TPP) fight. President

Obama is planning to sign the trade
deal in early 2016, after which Con-
gress will be able to vote on this dan-
gerous trade pact.

Hundreds of Sierra Club chapters
and volunteers have been working
with labor, environment, and human
rights allies to educate their commu-
nities about the TPP and convince
members of Congress to oppose the
deal. If you have not been engaged
yet, this is the time to join.

Based on our initial analysis of the
TPP text, the Sierra Club confirms
that the TPP would not only fail to
protect our environment, but would
threaten our air, water, and climate.

Multilateral rollbacks
The TPP actually takes a step back

from the environmental protections
of all U.S. free trade agreements
(FTAs) since 2007 with respect to
multilateral environmental agree-
ments (MEAs). Past deals have re-
quired each of our FTA partners to
“adopt, maintain, and implement

laws, regulations, and all other mea-
sures to fulfill its obligations under”
seven core MEAs. The TPP, however,
only requires countries in the pact
to “adopt, maintain, and implement”
domestic policies to fulfill one of the
seven core MEAs — the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES). This regression violates:

■ The bipartisan “May 2007”
agreement between then-President
George W. Bush and congressional
Democrats;

■ The minimum degree of envi-
ronmental protection required un-
der the Bipartisan Congressional
Trade Priorities and Accountability
Act of 2015, also known as “fast
track;” and

■ The minimum obligation
needed to deter countries from vio-
lating their critical commitments in
environmental treaties in order to
boost trade or investment.

Weak conservation rules
While the range of conservation

issues mentioned in the TPP may be
wide, the obligations are generally

very shallow. Vague obligations com-
bined with weak enforcement, as
described below, may allow coun-
tries to continue with business-as-
usual practices.

■ Illegal trade in flora and fauna:
Rather than prohibiting trade in ille-
gally taken timber and wildlife —
major issues in TPP countries like
Peru and Vietnam — the TPP only
asks countries “to combat” such

trade. To comply, the text requires
only weak measures, such as “ex-
changing information and experi-
ences,” while stronger measures like
sanctions are merely listed as options.

■ Illegal, unreported, and unregu-
lated (IUU) fishing: Rather than obli-
gating countries to abide by trade-
related provisions of regional fishery
management organizations (RFMOs)
that could help prevent illegally
caught fish from entering interna-
tional trade, the TPP merely calls on
countries to “endeavor not to under-
mine” RFMO trade documentation —
a non-binding provision that could
facilitate increased trade in IUU fish.

■ Shark finning and commercial
whaling: Rather than banning com-
mercial whaling and shark fin trade
in, for example, Japan and Singapore,
the TPP includes a non-binding list of
suggested measures that countries
“should” take.

Climate change omission
Despite the fact that trade can

significantly increase climate-disrupt-
ing emissions by spurring increased

by Moisha Blechman

There is good news from the
Paris COP21. Most of the nations
of the world, 196 of them, agreed
to override their many differences
and sign the Paris Climate Agree-
ment of December 2015. That fact
alone is a significant turning point.
It merits the euphoria many
people feel.

This is not the same as the sci-
entific consensus that we have
had for years. The agreement is
political. It puts climate deniers
out of business. Climate denial has
made the American public the
most oblivious to climate change
of any nation in the world. The
revelation that Exxon Mobil has
spent millions on climate decep-
tion for almost 40 years should
help create a new understanding
in the U.S.; there should be no
debate about climate change and
its consequences.

The next piece of good news is
that this accord is a triumph of
public demonstration. The govern-
ments on their own would never
have done it without a public out-
cry. The governments admit it, and
the lesson has been learned. We
have seen that demonstrations can
create a political atmosphere that
is irresistible. I marvel at the taste
and creativity of the demonstra-

tions in Paris in spite of the terrorist
attack. They turned the focus away
from terrorism to climate justice. This
is the most moving part of COP21.

At the Copenhagen conference in
2009, the guidepost for understand-
ing climate change was changed to a
temperature goal, 2°C, rather than
parts per million of CO

2
 in the atmo-

sphere. The substitution deflected
focus from the seriousness of our
polluted atmosphere. For six years
the IPCC sang the 2°C tune without
adjustment, as negative climate im-
pacts became impossible to ignore.

The new Climate Agreement does
contain an adjustment.  It now says
that the world must hold tempera-
ture well below 2°C and limit tem-
perature increase to 1.5°C. We are
now at slightly less than 1°C.

A New York Times report, “Key
Points of the Paris Climate Pact,” says
that it is the beginning of a universal
intention to limit global warming.
That is an important point. Just as
the agreement is weak and contains
loopholes, its very plasticity leaves
room for negotiation. This is where
public demonstrations can, and I
believe will, demand continual im-
provement.

The pact requires the 196 nations
of the world to meet every five years
to strengthen their commitments.
The pact does say that the 196 na-
tions need to accelerate the transi-

tion away from fossil fuels and to-
ward 100% renewable and non-pol-
luting energy. Every four years, na-
tions meet to discuss climate change
in preparation for the five-year con-
ference.  As Mae Boeve of 350.org
says, “Pressure from people will close
the gap between what was signed
and the action we need.”

Mae Boeve is referring to the fact
that the agreement will not deliver a
livable climate. That’s the bad news,
and many activists are upset.  As she
says, “The deal represents important
progress, but progress is not our goal.
Our goal is a just and livable planet.”

James Hansen is also very upset,

calling the climate agreement a
“fraud.”  This is understandable.
Hansen is a scientist, and the very
basis of the negotiation, which
discusses temperature and not the
CO

2
 content of the atmosphere, is

a false platform on which to cre-
ate an agreement.

The public should be aware
that the creators of the document
are politicians, not scientists, and
it is the politicians who are mak-
ing the decisions. But something,
and something real, has been ac-
complished.

Moisha Blechman chairs the
Chapter’s Climate Crisis Committee.

Paris climate pact is weak scientifically, but politically significant

The world—and the U.S. in particular—has one possible trick up its
sleeve to help keep the 1.5°C target in reach, but it would mean banning
shale gas, said Robert Howarth, a professor at Cornell University who has
done some of the most cutting-edge research on fracking.

Shale gas is composed largely of methane, a greenhouse gas that has es-
caped notice in the official proceedings at the Paris summit, where the focus
is overwhelmingly on carbon dioxide. But methane is actually a much more
powerful trapper of heat than is carbon dioxide over the short term.

“If we continue methane production at current rates, the world will run
up against the 1.5° limit in 12 to 15 years,” Howarth said. “If we stop produc-
ing methane, which means stop doing fracking of natural gas and oil, the
world wouldn’t run up against that limit for about 50 years.

“So we could buy ourselves 25 to 35 years of time, which is critical. That
could allow us to improve our political and socioeconomic responses to
climate change and de-carbonize our societies accordingly. But if we’re seri-
ous about a 1.5° target, or even the 2° target, we can’t keep on fracking.”

Source: The Nation

Frack ban would make  target easier to hit

Please call these New York
House members and urge them
to vote against the TPP:

Peter King (Nassau & Suffolk)
516-541-4225

Kathleen Rice (Nassau)
516-739-3008

Gregory Meeks (Queens)
718-725-6000

Elise Stefanik (North of Abany)
518-743-0984

Richard Hanna (Southern Tier East )
607-723-0212

Tom Reed (Southern Tier West)
607-222-2027

What you can do
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Message from the Chair
by Carl Arnold

String of triumphs no reason to stop pressing ahead

by Laurel Hopwood and Erin Riddle

Chestnut trees, which have been
bountiful along the East Coast,
are being devastated by blight

fungus. In the fall edition of the Si-
erra Atlantic, an article (“The mighty
American Chestnut: New York con-
servationists lead epic tree restora-
tion effort”) discussed both tradi-
tional and biotechnology efforts to
save these majestic trees.

Unfortunately, the article could
have given the impression that the
Sierra Club approves the release of
genetically engineered organisms
into the environment.  According to
Sierra Club’s policy, “Based on the
precautionary principle, the Sierra
Club calls for a ban on the propaga-
tion and release of all genetically
engineered organisms, including field
crops, orchard and forest trees.”

Genetic engineering (GE) is a new
technology that, unlike traditional
breeding methods, allows the trans-
fer of genetic material from one or-
ganism into a host organism of an
unrelated species, thus bypassing the
natural reproductive barriers be-
tween species. The genetic manipula-
tion resulting from genes inserted by
genetic engineering cannot be re-
called and the altered characteristics
will be passed on to future genera-
tions and continue to be reproduced
in the environment.

A May 30, 2015 article in the New
Scientist reveals that the first GE
chestnut was planted in 2006, and
there are now over 1,000 GE chest-
nut trees growing at various test
plots in New York. Charles Maynard,

The mighty American Chestnut

Tree research and survival viable without genetic engineering

of the State University of New York,
stated, “We hope to obtain regulatory
approval for trees to be grown out-
side permitted plots within three to
five years.”

In the documentary A Silent For-
est: The Growing Threat, Genetically
Engineered Trees, award-winning
geneticist Dr. David Suzuki discussed
how GE trees may adversely impact
ecological systems.  As Dr. Suzuki
explains, the problem with genetic
engineering has to do with the fact
that GE plants and animals are cre-
ated using horizontal gene transfer,
as contrasted with vertical gene
transfer, which is the mechanism in
natural reproduction. Vertical gene
transfer is the transmission of genes
from the parent generation to off-
spring via sexual or asexual repro-
duction. By contrast, horizontal gene
transfer involves injecting a gene
from one species into a completely
different species, which yields unex-
pected results.  According to Dr.
Suzuki, the assumption that the prin-
ciples of vertical inheritance can be

applied to horizontal inheritance is
flawed and is “just lousy science.”

“Forests are already under tremen-
dous pressure from climate change
and human interaction,” says Dr.
Ricarda Steinbrecher, who has a PhD
in molecular genetics. “Compared to
crops that have been cultivated for
thousands of years, trees are wild. If a
GE trait enters a forest species, the
implications could be absolutely hor-
rendous. We could see the ecological
system weaken and collapse.”

According to Dr. Steinbrecher,
“You cannot design a biological sys-
tem that’s 100 percent foolproof.”
Data backs her up.  According to the
United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization, even at a 95 percent
success rate, it is nearly impossible to
control gene flow through pollen
and seed dispersal.

The good news is that the Ameri-
can chestnut still exists throughout
the forests of the Eastern U.S.  Many
of the trees that were killed off by
the blight resprouted from the
stumps. Many of these have survived
to the point where they are produc-
ing chestnuts that are being har-
vested by people and feeding wild-
life. There is also active work being
undertaken to identify and breed
naturally resistant wild American
chestnut trees. The Sierra Club ap-
proves and encourages these non-GE
methods being used to bring back
the chestnut.

Laurel Hopwood (lhopwood@roadrunner
.com) chairs the national Club’s Genetic
Engineering Action Team. Erin Riddle
(riddleriddle@gmail.com), is vice chair of
the Atlantic Chapter.

A t the time of this writing, it’s
been a rather extraordinary
week.

• Obama nixed the Keystone XL
pipeline.

• Cuomo vetoed the Port
Ambrose LNG project, upping the
ante from his December 17 frack
drilling prohibition. (See page 4.)

• The New York Department of
State refused Entergy the certificate
required for future use of the
Hudson River for Indian Point.

• NYS Attorney General Eric
Schneiderman is suing Exxon for its
records to explain its deep well of
deception since the late ’70s.

• On the West Coast, the Portland,
Oregon, City Council just passed a
resolution — unanimously — oppos-
ing all new fossil fuel infrastructure.

Of course, the issues the Chapter
continues to work on are vital, such
as water, natural gas pipelines, and
bomb trains — and all their accom-
panying infrastructure.

What we all must remember,

however, is a looming threat that
could jeopardize everything we do.
The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
will be voted on in Congress, possi-
bly in January.  The documents
from years of secret negotiations
have finally been made public. (See
page 1.) While there are many
sources that describe the details of
how bad it is, for me one area stands
out: any dispute under TPP will be
adjudicated by a secret tribunal.  A
law passed by a national legislature
can be overturned if deemed to
diminish the plaintiff’s profits.

This has already happened under
NAFTA. The TPP accentuates this na-
kedly corporate control, as will the
TTIP (Trans-Atlantic Trade and Invest-
ment Partnership) and TAFTA (Trans-
Atlantic Free Trade Agreement).

Which means that any law regard-
ing health, labor, the environment —
passed by Congress, the Japanese
National Diet, various parliaments —
will be out of our hands. It is nothing
less than a direct assault on democracy.

Which means that our attention
must focus on our representatives
in Congress to defeat this mon-
strous power grab. For more on the
Club’s position, see what Ilana
Solomon, director of the Club’s
Responsible Trade Program, has
said. http://www.huffingtonpost
.com/ilana-solomon/

Our movement must rise to an-
other level of energy and commitment
in the coming months.  As Bill
McKibben says at Op-ed News.com,
“Don’t expect President Obama (or
President Clinton) to be out in the
lead, and don’t expect Congress to do
a damn thing [unless we push them]…
The job of movements is to keep
brewing up the gale-force winds that
shifted our political landscape last week
— and to hope we can do it before hur-
ricane-force winds, drought, flood and
sea level rise shift our landscape.”

The title of his article says it: We
Must Keep Brewing Gale-Force
Winds to Shift the Political Land-
scape. Our survival depends on it.

You cannot design a

biological system that’s 100

percent foolproof, say

geneticists critical of

bioengineered chestnut

trees.  Sierra Club favors only

natural breeding to resist

devastating blight.

E X P L O R E ,  E N J O Y  A N D

P R O T E C T  T H E  P L A N E T
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Support Chapter’s work in NYS

We need your help to fight fracking infrastructure, maintain the
Chapter’s other critical conservation efforts and continue print
publication of the Sierra Atlantic. Your membership dues prima-

rily support the Club’s national priorities. Your additional support is
needed to strengthen the Chapter’s work in the state legislature and
throughout the state.

Please use the coupon below to send us your donation. Contributions
and dues to the Sierra Club are not tax deductible. Thank you for your
generosity.

Yes, I want to help the Atlantic Chapter preserve and protect
the environment of New York state. I am enclosing my gift of:

❑ $500     ❑ $250     ❑ $100     ❑ $60     ❑ $35     ❑ Other $______

❑ Check made payable to Sierra Club Atlantic Chapter is enclosed.

❑ I’d like to make a single payment by credit card.

❑ I'd like to become a sustainer with a $____ monthly or

$____ quarterly credit card donation.

Bill to:  ❑ Mastercard     ❑ Visa    ❑ Discover

Acct. no.________________________________ Exp. date____________

Signature____________________________________________________

Name_______________________________________________________

Sierra Club membership no.____________________________________

Street_______________________________________________________

City__________________________________  State ______ZIP________

Mail this completed form with your check or
credit card information to:

Sierra Club Atlantic Chapter, PO Box 38225, Albany, NY 12203
A copy of our latest financial report can be obtained by writing to Sierra Club Atlantic

Chapter, PO Box 38225, Albany, NY 12203, or the NYS Attorney General.

by Linda DeStefano

My husband and I raised our
cups (only filled with hot
tea!) in celebration when we

heard Entergy announce that it will
close the FitzPatrick nuclear power
plant in upstate Oswego County by
the end of 2016 or beginning of 2017.

But our joy was shaken when Gov.
Andrew Cuomo and U.S. Senator
Chuck Schumer responded with
strong words of support for keeping
FitzPatrick running and said they
would do everything in their power
to re-open negotiations and con-
vince Entergy to change its decision.

Keeping FitzPatrick open is a bad
idea for the people who live in Os-
wego County as well as those of us
(humans and other beings) who live
in other parts of upstate New York,

Unneeded Fitzpatrick nuke plant should be closed with a just transition
as a catastrophic accident or terrorist
attack would contaminate a wide
area with long-lasting radiation.

FitzPatrick has the same contain-
ment vessel design as the reactors
that melted down in Fukushima, Ja-
pan, causing the death of some and
forcing others to flee.  These people
will never be able to return to their
homes because of the long-lasting
radiation. The natural disaster that
caused the battery system to fail and
a subsequent meltdown at Fukushima
could be repeated in Oswego if there
were a severe ice storm. Further,
FitzPatrick is the only reactor of its
design that did not follow the recom-
mendation of the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission to install a hardened
vent.

Instead, the owners of FitzPatrick
came up with a jerryrigged system

that endangers workers there even
more. In the case of a meltdown and
the failure of the containment vessel,
radiation would be vented through
another building and then out into
the air at ground level.

A member of the team conducting
the research, Joji Otaki, said on Aug.
15, 2012, that his group’s findings
show radiation emitted following
catastrophic meltdowns in three of
the plant’s reactors is affecting the
environment after the reactors were
damaged by a 9.0-magnitude earth-
quake and tsunami on March 11, 2011.

The Alliance for a Green Economy
(AGREE) and the Nuclear Informa-
tion and Resource Service (NIRS)
recently released a white paper, “Re-
placing FitzPatrick: How the Closure
of a Nuclear Reactor Can Reduce
Greenhouse Gases and Radioactive
Waste, While Creating Jobs and Sup-
porting the Local Community.”

The authors concluded:
■ FitzPatrick’s full electricity gen-

eration could be replaced with en-
ergy efficiency and wind at less than
the current cost of electricity from
the nuclear plant.

■ Diverting all of FitzPatrick’s
revenue to clean energy could result
in additional reductions in green-
house gas emissions, equivalent to a
264 MW coal plant or 330 MW com-
bined cycle natural gas plant.

■ Replacing FitzPatrick with effi-
ciency and wind could create more
than twice the number of jobs cur-
rently provided by Entergy at
FitzPatrick.

■ Municipalities and workers af-

Contact Gov. Cuomo and Sen.
Schumer to say that you want
them to let FitzPatrick close and
to use their good offices to pour
greater resources into safe jobs for
Oswego County, such as retrofit-
ting buildings for energy effi-
ciency and installing solar panels.
Subsidizing the tax base in Os-
wego County during a transition
would also help the community.

Reach Gov. Cuomo at (518)
474-8390. Press #2 to leave a re-
corded message. Or press #3 to
leave your message with a person.

Reach Sen. Schumer at (202)
224-6542.

For those who are represented
by Congressman John Katko (who
has joined the chorus of politi-
cians trying to keep FitzPatrick
open), call him at (315) 423-5657.

What you can do

fected by FitzPatrick’s closure could
be supported through the economic
transition for a lower cost than subsi-
dizing FitzPatrick, if the state
proactively negotiates with Entergy
for a responsible and immediate de-
commissioning.

For more information, visit
www.allianceforagreeneconomy.org/
replacing_fitzpatrick.pdf

Also, http://beyondfitzpatrick.org/

Linda DeStefano, a member of the
Iroquois Group, represents the Atlantic
Chapter in the AGREE coalition.

shipping, consumption, and fossil
fuel exports, the TPP text fails to
even mention the words “climate
change” or the UN’s Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change — the
treaty that all TPP countries are party to.

Lack of enforcement
Even if the TPP’s conservation

terms included more specific obliga-
tions and fewer vague exhortations,
there is little evidence they would be
enforced. The U.S. has never once
brought a trade case against another
country for failing to live up to its
environmental commitments in trade
agreements — even amid docu-
mented evidence of countries violat-
ing those commitments.

For example, the U.S.–Peru FTA,
passed in 2007, included a forestry
annex that not only required Peru
“to combat trade associated with
illegal logging,” but included eight
pages of specific reforms that Peru
had to take to fulfill this require-
ment. The obligations were far more
detailed than any found in the TPP
environment chapter, and were sub-
ject to the same enforcement
mechanism.

But after more than six years of
the U.S.–Peru trade deal, widespread
illegal logging remains unchecked in
Peru’s Amazon rain forest.

In a 2014 investigation, Peru’s
own government found that 78 per-
cent of wood slated for export was
harvested illegally.

For years, U.S. environmental
groups have asked the U.S. govern-
ment to use the FTA to counter
Peru’s extensive illegal logging. Yet to
date, Peru has faced no formal chal-
lenges, much less penalties, for violat-
ing its trade pact obligations. It is
hard to imagine that the TPP’s
weaker provisions would be more
successful.

New rights for fossil fuel
corporations

The TPP would undermine efforts
to combat the climate crisis, empow-
ering foreign fossil fuel corporations

to challenge our environmental and
climate safeguards in unaccountable
trade tribunals via the controversial
investor-state dispute settlement system.

■ The TPP’s extraordinary rights
for foreign corporations virtually
replicate those in past pacts that
have enabled more than 600 foreign
investor challenges to the policies of
more than 100 governments, includ-
ing a moratorium on fracking in Que-
bec, a nuclear energy phase-out in
Germany, and an environmental
panel’s decision to reject a mining
project in Nova Scotia.

■ In one fell swoop, the TPP
would roughly double the number
of firms that could use this system to
challenge U.S. policies. Foreign inves-
tor privileges would be newly ex-
tended to more than 9,000 firms in
the U.S. That includes, for example,
subsidiaries of BHP Billiton, one of
the world’s largest mining compa-
nies, whose U.S. investments range
from coal mines in New Mexico to
offshore oil drilling in the Gulf of
Mexico to fracking in Texas.

Locking in natural gas
exports and fracking

The TPP’s provisions regarding
natural gas would require the U.S.
Department of Energy to automati-
cally approve all exports of liquefied
natural gas (LNG) to all TPP coun-
tries–including Japan, the world’s
largest LNG importer. This would:

■  Facilitate increased fracking.
Increased natural gas production
would mean more air and water pol-
lution, health risks, and earthquakes.

■ Exacerbate climate change. LNG
is a carbon-intensive fuel with signifi-
cantly higher life-cycle greenhouse
gas emissions than natural gas.

■ Increase dependence on fossil
fuel infrastructure. LNG export re-
quires a large new fossil fuel infra-
structure, including a network of
natural gas wells, terminals, liquefac-
tion plants, pipelines, and compres-
sors that help lock in climate-disrupt-
ing fossil fuel production.

Source: national Sierra Club

continued from page 1

TPP fears confirmed
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Chapter beats Shell, stops Painted Post sale of water for fracking

Two victories in gas infrastructure battle

by Ann Aurelio

A fter approximately three years
of petitions, phone calls, rallies,
and hearings, Gov. Cuomo took

center stage in Long Beach on No-
vember 12, when he rejected the
proposed Port Ambrose liquefied
natural gas (LNG) terminal.

Had this offshore terminal been
built it would have been sited near
the shipping lanes of New York har-
bor. It would have interfered with
proposals for a wind farm project.
Recently, the director of the Bureau
of Ocean Energy Management stated
that New York offshore wind
projects are a top priority for the
Obama Administration.

The terminal’s purpose was to
import LNG through a series of pipe-
lines that would have been sub-
merged in the waters off the coast of
Long Beach. Since the Southern Tier
of the state is potentially rich in natu-
ral gas, it was feared that high-volume
fracking would feed this facility, os-
tensibly an import terminal, and
transform it into an export hub that

Cuomo blocks Port Ambrose LNG terminal

would encourage fracking and possi-
bly turn much of the Southern Tier
into a natural gas field.

The governor’s veto of the Port
Ambrose project means that the
state will not be exposed to new
sources of fugitive gas escaping into
the air. LNG is not only highly flam-
mable; it is a source of potent green-
house gases in the form of methane.

Residents were also concerned
that in cases of severe storms, such
as Super Storm Sandy, the terminal

was at risk of being damaged. It also
could have been a target for terror-
ism. Economically, it would have only
added six permanent jobs for New
York, but a wind project in the area
could offer many more jobs perma-
nently.

Governor Cuomo’s rejection fol-
lows a series of actions taken to pro-
tect New York’s environment and
lessen its dependence on fossil fuels,
including a fracking ban, a commit-
ment to achieve a 40% carbon emis-
sion reduction statewide by 2030
and 80% by 2050, and a pledge to
source 50% of New York’s energy
from renewables by 2030.

“We applaud Governor Cuomo’s
decision to put the health of families
in New York and the region before
the demands of big polluters,” said
Sierra Club Executive Director
Michael Brune. “Permitting the con-
struction of natural gas infrastructure
would only further the devastating
effects natural gas has had on our
climate.”

Ann I. Aurelio is vice chair of the
Chapter’s Long Island Group.

After three years of

opposition, Long Island is

spared from a risky offshore

facility exposed to storms,

terrorism, and accidents

near a major shipping lane.

Instead, the site may be

viable for offshore wind.

Highest state court rules

favorably on “standing”;

lower court then

unanimously blocks

village’s attempt to avoid

full SEQRA review.

by Hal Smith

Following more than three years
of litigation, a state appellate
court has decided in favor of

the Sierra Club and other petitioners
in the Chapter’s suit challenging the
decision of the Village of Painted
Post to sell up to 1.5 million gallons
of municipal water per day to a sub-
sidiary of Royal Dutch Shell to frack
gas wells in Pennsylvania.

In the last two months, two state
courts have issued two decisions
that could have sweeping repercus-
sions in upstate communities that
are selling, or may want to sell, mu-
nicipal water.

First, on November19, the Court
of Appeals, the state’s highest court,
overruled a lower court, the Appel-
late Division (Fourth Department),
which had decided that the Sierra
Club and its fellow petitioners
(other environmental groups and
individuals) had no legal standing to
sue Painted Post over violations of
the State Environmental Quality Re-
view Act (SEQRA).

The decision is precedent-setting
on the issue of standing to sue under
SEQRA — a legal concept that shel-
ters many development projects
from scrutiny. For more than 20
years, the Court of Appeals has ruled
that only those who suffer special
harm from a project are eligible to
sue and force an environmental re-
view.  Persons who cannot show “a
direct harm or injury that is in some
way different from that of the public
at large” are barred from going to court.

In this case, the Court of Appeals
clarified that the injury suffered by a
petitioner, while having to be differ-

ent from the public at large, does not
have to be unique, and the fact that
other people suffer the same or simi-
lar injury does not preclude standing,
explained Sierran and attorney Rich-
ard Lippes of Buffalo.

The Court of Appeals’ favorable
decision on standing sent the case
back to the Appellate Division to de-
cide whether a SEQRA violation had
occurred.

On New Year’s Eve, the Appellate
Division issued its decision, unani-
mously affirming the decision of the
original trial court judge, Supreme
Court Justice Kenneth Fisher. In
March 2013, the trial court ruled that
Painted Post’s bulk water sale was
not exempt from review under
SEQRA. Judge Fisher determined that
the surplus property exemption
claimed by the village does not apply
to bulk water sales, stating “[A] large
volume daily withdrawal of a re-
source vital to the wellbeing of our
state is not a mere surplus sale of
Village property akin to selling a bus
or fire engine no longer needed by
the Village.”

Consequently, Judge Fisher invali-

dated the bulk water sale agreement
and issued an injunction against fur-
ther water sales.

The Court of Appeals decision
awards costs to the petitioners —
Sierra Club, People for a Healthy En-
vironment, Inc., Coalition to Protect
New York, and five local residents.

Painted Post may still sell water if
it does a proper SEQRA review, said
Treichler, who provided her services
pro bono. “Our next step is to get
involved in that review and get the
village or DEC, depending on which
is acting as lead agency, to consider
how heavy withdrawals from one
well in the aquifer impact all the
water users in the aquifer.  Since
Painted Post’s municipal wells are at
the deepest part of the aquifer, oth-
ers will experience impacts from
Painted Post’s excessive use before
the village does.”

Painted Post draws its water from
a shallow, rain-dependent aquifer
that it shares with several communi-
ties, including the Town of Corning.
The Corning aquifer is one of the
state’s 18 primary aquifers and it is
the only one of those18 that is “po-
tentially approaching or has ex-
ceeded the sustainable limit” of the
resource, according to the Susque-
hanna River Basin Commission.

Since the aquifer is rain-depen-
dent, there is some concern that it
could not withstand periods of
drought resulting from growing cli-
mate instability.

“The amicus brief filed by the
New York Council of Mayors in the
case asks the Appellate Division to
consider that it will be very costly
and burdensome for New York mu-
nicipalities to do SEQRA reviews

before they enter into bulk water
sales,” Treichler said. “This position
strongly suggests that many munici-
palities are currently entering into
bulk water sales without conducting
SEQRA reviews.

“We encourage Sierrans across the
state to check if their local munici-
palities are engaging in bulk water
sales and to make sure that any new
sales are made with SEQRA reviews.

“We also invite people to join the
Chapter’s new water listserve to
share ideas about water issues.” Sier-
rans who want to subscribe should
contact Caitlin Pixley
(caitlin.pixley@sierraclub.org).
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Albany Update

by Roger Downs, Chapter Conservation Program Manager

Change is difficult. Even when we
know it will lead to something
better, we always seem to resist

the transition.
With the criminal convictions of

former Assembly Speaker Sheldon
Silver and Senate Majority Leader
Dean Skelos, change in how the 2016
legislative session is managed seems
inevitable as lawmakers brace for
who will be next in the cross hairs of
U.S. Attorney Preet Bharara.

The removal of high-ranking fig-
ureheads to date has not been
enough to inspire action on real po-
litical reform, but it may momentarily
weaken the stranglehold special in-
terests have on the legislature. In
Albany’s current pay-to-play culture it
is generally assumed every transac-
tion is being watched, every conver-
sation wiretapped. Will the added
scrutiny make 2016 a year for doing
the people’s business or produce a
do-nothing legislature crippled by fear?

So far we have seen some promis-
ing signs that change, no matter how
difficult, is coming.

On the environmental front, the
governor’s first year of his second
term in office has been something of
a political rebirth — starting with the
bold banning of fracking, the revolu-
tionary Revising the Energy Vision
(REV) process, and a public declara-
tion to make New York a global
leader on climate — by mandating
that at least half of our energy comes
from renewable sources by 2030.

This commitment is backed by
billions of dollars of potential state
investment in solar, wind and effi-
ciency programs that, coupled with
proper market signals and a smart
transmission grid, could positively
transform New York’s economy and

combat climate change.
But Cuomo’s rebranding as a cli-

mate champion has inconveniently
strained his administration’s obses-
sion with retaining jobs in western
New York — many of which are
steeped in uneconomic coal and
nuclear plants that are failing and
looking to close.

While retiring the state’s four re-
maining coal plants (Dunkirk, Ca-
yuga, Huntley, and Somerset) would
immediately remove 13 percent of
carbon emissions from the state’s
electric sector, it would also remove
their central financial contributions
to local tax bases — hurting employ-
ment, gutting school funding and
other ancillary benefits. These have
sustained small upstate communities
for years.

While a diminished demand for
electricity and a glut of cheap natural
gas have made these dirty plants un-
economic, the Cuomo administra-
tion, through the Public Service
Commission, has provided bailouts
to these plants, on the backs of rate-
payers, for hundreds of millions of
dollars. These bailouts have proved
to be a clumsy, expensive way to
prop up community tax bases and
job retention.

The governor is fully aware that
he cannot reach his greenhouse gas
emission cuts alone through renew-
able energy development without
phasing out coal, oil, and gas. Yet the
inevitable transition will be difficult
without the apparent political fallout
that comes with hurting labor and
local economies.

It is abundantly clear that the en-
tire reconstruction of New York’s
energy grid, efficiency retrofits, and
the manufacturing of solar panels,
wind turbines, and smart grid hubs
will create tens of thousands of new
jobs. But the timing and ramp-up of
the workforce is still uncertain. What
is needed is political leadership and
outside funding to help workers and
float community tax bases during
this transition.

Cuomo’s conflict with the
socioeconomics of phasing out fossil
fuels in pursuit of carbon neutral
alternatives is not uniquely his own
conundrum. The Sierra Club and the
larger environmental community
have also struggled with building
support for this transition — and we
have often been callously uncon-
cerned with the plight of workers
and environmental justice communi-
ties in our own pursuit of green-
house gas reductions.The marginal
gains we have made in combating
climate change have often dispropor-
tionately benefited more privileged
New Yorkers.

But as the severity of climate
change has accelerated and the
chasm of financial inequity has wid-
ened, we have also seen the climate
movement crack open and envelope
a much wider spectrum of participa-
tion. NY Renews, an exciting new
coalition of labor, faith and environ-
mental justice groups, is forming and
poised to pound the halls of Albany,
demanding real action on climate —
and the kind of just transition to a
renewable energy economy that re-
stores prosperity and dignity to
workers and their families.

The idea is that we can address
both the climate crisis and the in-
equality crisis with the same set of
policies. As the impacts of climate
change mount, the crises of inequal-
ity and democracy will continue to
grow as well.

The Sierra Club is proud to be a
part of this coalition that includes
and is excited by the possibilities of
what such a broad coalition can ac-
complish. In the coming legislative
session we will be demanding a cli-
mate mandate codified in statute,
ensuring that the existing resources
and revenue streams are intention-
ally targeted and allocated toward
vulnerable, impacted, historically
disadvantaged, and front line commu-
nities. But existing resources will not
be enough. To move as rapidly as
possible, we need new revenue and a
broad vision to support a game-

changing transition. Our platform is
as follows:

■ New York State commits to cli-
mate sustainability with a binding
goal of 80% emission reductions by
2050 and sets a path toward 100%
clean renewable energy, with an in-
terim goal of a 40% cut in climate
pollution by 2030 and 50% renew-
able energy by 2030.  This mandate
will be implemented across all as-
pects of state government with an
environmental/climate equity screen
to identify impacted and disadvan-
taged communities that ensures the
development of community benefits
and good jobs.

■ A legal requirement is created
to equitably disburse 40% of funds
collected pursuant to an order of the
PSC or from NYSERDA into environ-
mental justice and low-income com-
munities. Such environmental justice
“filters” will facilitate the transition
to a new clean energy economy that
is supportive of localized economies,
healthy environments, community
well-being, and local control of re-
sources.

■ Local jobs in clean energy are
created and workers impacted by
the current transition are protected
through public investment, renew-
able energy retraining programs,
mandated job standards and targeted
local hiring commitments.

Schools and communities are
compensated for short-term local tax
revenue losses where the energy
industry is in transition.

■ New York allocates substantial
funding beyond what’s currently
projected to create a worker and
community-centered transition to a
100% clean, non-extractive economy
through projects in energy efficiency,
renewable energy, energy transmis-
sion, transportation (including public
transit and zero-emission vehicles),
telecommunications, agriculture, and
other infrastructure. To pay for these
programs, a climate pollution penalty 
— a price on greenhouse gas pollu-
tion and other co-pollutants — is cre-
ated that would increase each year.

The platform is ambitious, but
certainly not as daunting as the chal-
lenges climate change has placed
before every New Yorker.

The Sierra Club sees value in the
NY Renews campaign far beyond
just the components of the legisla-
tion. What we are building is a politi-
cal movement — one that is diverse,
resilient and powerful. For too long
the environmental community has
ignored the connection between the
exploitation of nature and the subju-
gation of people, and we have much
to gain by tackling both.

Please join us in pushing for this
transition to a just and equitable
clean energy economy in New York.
We could all use the change.

Clean-energy economy requires diverse political movement

For too long, the

environmental community

has ignored the connection

between the exploitation of

nature and the subjugation

of people, and we have much

to gain by tackling both.

This will be the
last issue of The Si-
erra Atlantic edited
and produced by Hal
Smith and Dorinda
White. Due to health
issues, Hal has de-
cided to cut down
on his professional
responsibilities.

We extend our
best wishes and im-
mense gratitude for all that they
have done to make the Sierra At-
lantic a joy to read, inspire, and
inform.

The Publications Committee

Farewell to our editors
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The Pope’s Encyclical Revisited

by Joseph Bonasia

Pope Francis’s encyclical about
the environment is more than a
call for policymakers to take

significant action on climate change.
To think otherwise is to diminish its
meaning and significance.

The Pope does indeed address
climate change, taking nations to task
for having thus far mustered so weak
a response to this issue, but his pri-
mary concern is with the root cause
of the environmental crisis: our con-
sumer culture, a culture that at once
severely compromises the quality of
life of individuals and the health of
the planet.

Lesser actions — a few laws here
or a new policy there — although
laudable in their intent and certainly
steps in the right direction, will not
provide sufficient and lasting change.
The Pope calls for nothing less than
what is needed: a “cultural revolu-
tion,” a dramatic change in lifestyle
based upon values and attitudes
other than those of a psychologically
and spiritually corrosive consumer
culture, and this change must begin
with the individual.

“The ecological crisis,” the Pope
writes, is a “summons to profound
interior conversion.”

Real life illustrates the Pope’s
point.

“What’s your favorite pastime?” I
once asked two students. “Shopping!
It’s all about the money!” the first
young lady replied. The other quickly
added, “I even have shopping strate-
gies. Sometimes I focus on socks,
other times I focus on shirts and
hoodies. Most of the time, I focus on
jeans. I have over 35 pairs of jeans.”

Do these remarks disturb you?
It takes about 1,500 gallons of

water to grow the cotton needed for
one pair of jeans. It takes another
1,360 gallons to dye and finish the
jeans, and 1,500 gallons more to
launder them after being purchased
and worn.

Furthermore, cotton is one of the
most pesticide-laden crops grown:
two-thirds of a pound per pair of
jeans. Cotton also requires herbicides
and synthetic fertilizers harmful to
soil and water. Stonewashed jeans
are washed using pumice stones that
had to be mined with large equip-
ment that burns oil and gas, and
spews greenhouse gases into the air.

Much of the stone and the cotton
gets shipped — lots of greenhouse
gases — to China, because China
doesn’t have the environmental pro-
tection laws we do, so they can dye
the cotton with synthetic indigo
made from coal or oil and then send
the dirty water into rivers, which
discolors the water and kills the river

by depleting the water of its oxygen.
Then, of course, the jeans have to be
shipped to stores and we drive our
cars to and from the mall — in both
cases involving more burning of fos-
sil fuels, more greenhouse gases. Long
before they wear out, these jeans end
up in landfills or incinerators.

It is not surprising if the negative
impact of jeans upon the planet isn’t
what you found disturbing in these
ladies’ remarks. The environmental

of ecological disaster, it isn’t true.
My mother is 89 years old and in

poor health. Last year, on Christmas
Eve, she refused to go to the hospital
as instructed by her doctor. “This
could be my last Christmas with my
family!” she argued and declared she
wasn’t stepping foot out of her
house, where everyone would be
gathering.

Later, when she was saying grace
over dinner, she suddenly began cry-
ing. For 63 years it had been my fa-
ther who had been the one to say
grace, and he had died just two short
years earlier. My mother misses my
father every day, still. That’s why she
was crying, and there is no number
of jeans or new phones that can
mean to her what her relationship to

That is meaningful and satisfying
to her.

There is a grace there that she
can’t get from any material item.

“What do you want for Christmas,
Mom?”

“Nothing! Don’t get me anything!
I have enough things!”

She knows what makes for the
truly good life and what doesn’t.

In his encyclical, Pope Francis
makes it clear that a truly satisfying
human life is to be found in the culti-
vation of one’s gifts and in the rich-
ness of relationships with family and
friends, God and Earth — by living
according to the values espoused by
the great spiritual traditions and cor-
roborated by modern psychology —
not in the shallow pursuit and acqui-
sition of material goods so much
promoted by consumer culture that
it has become the focus of daily life.

Because “the mere amassing of
things and pleasures is not enough
to give meaning and joy to the hu-
man heart,” modern man — the con-
sumer — is left feeling empty, and
the emptier a person’s heart, the
Pope writes, “the more he or she
needs things to buy, own, and con-
sume.” Driven as it is by our dissatis-
factions, “the pace of consumption,
waste, and environmental change has
so stretched the planet’s capacity
that our contemporary lifestyle, un-
sustainable as it is, can only precipi-
tate catastrophes …”

The ecological damage we have
inflicted upon the planet is, in fact,
indicative of how negatively we our-
selves have been damaged by our
consumerism.

The only viable way to save the
planet, because it is the only re-
sponse that gets to the root cause of
the environmental crisis, is to live
according to “an ancient lesson…the
conviction that ‘less is more’.” One
does not need yet another pair of
jeans or shoes or the latest phone or
a bigger car or house or hot tub.
One needs to live simply in attentive
appreciation of the satisfactions one
experiences in one’s relations with
each person and the natural world,
and in the creative development of
one’s gifts, a life so much richer than
one marked by the obsessive pursuit
of consumption.

“To be serenely present to each
reality,” writes the Pope, “however
small it may be, opens us to much
greater horizons of understanding
and personal fulfillment…It is not a
life lived with less intensity. On the
contrary, it is a way of living life to
the full.” It is a lesson to be taught
and learned and lived if we are to
help ourselves and effectively con-
front environmental crisis.

The Pope is not the first to offer
such insights. Many other individuals
and organizations have said the same,
the Worldwatch Institute being a
notable one. In its 2010 edition of
“State of the World:  Transforming
Cultures: From Consumerism to Sus-

After Paris: Climate 

continued on next page

From consumerism to voluntary
simplicity: can we make a
profound cultural change?

What makes the good life? Shopping and unsustainable consumption? True satisfaction comes
from cultivating one’s gifts and relationships, good citizenship, living simply and serenely in the
moment and in harmony with nature.

consequences of buying what we
don’t need isn’t apparent and isn’t
on our minds at the point of pur-
chase. More likely what disturbed
you was that something seems un-
healthy, perhaps even wrong, in
these young ladies’ values.

Why would anyone think they
needed or should even want 35 pairs
of jeans? Similarly, why, in three
months’ time, did 75 million people
rush out to buy the iPhone 6 last
year? Obviously, they thought having
these things would improve the
quality of their lives and make them
happy. This is the basic tenet of our
consumer culture: the acquisition of
things makes us happy. And while it
is also driving the planet to the brink

my father meant, nor what her rela-
tionships with her existing family
mean.

When my son announced he was
going to marry the lovely young lady
sitting next to him at the table,
whom we all recognized to be his
soul mate, that was, to my mother, a
gift far more valuable than any thing
under the Christmas tree.

And to whom was she praying, but
to the God she has believed in all her
life and in whose name her wedding
vows were sanctified, the God she
prayed to when she and my father
had their heart attacks.

My mother can no longer travel to
church for Mass, but she never
misses watching it on television.
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by Moisha Blechman

P resident Obama, Pope Francis,
and the Paris COP21 climate
conference all agree: we have a

climate crisis. We all agree that it is
the most pressing issue of our time,
that it is more dangerous than any
other issue confronting humanity.

The cause is understood.  The In-
ternational Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), an agency of the United Na-
tions, states that the CO

2
 pollution

warming the planet and acidifying
the oceans is caused by human activ-
ity. We all know what activity that
really means. It means burning fossil
fuels, which have given us an unpar-
alleled life of convenience and com-
fort, and our dependence on this
delusionally “cheap” energy is deep
in our culture.

At the same time, the by-product
of burning — cumulative CO

2
 pollu-

tion — is changing every function
on the planet. It is changing the aver-
age temperatures, the weather pat-
terns, the sea levels, the rainfall fre-
quency and intensity, animal distribu-
tion and plant growth. It is disengag-
ing ecosystem synergy, leaving birds
and animals starving. The additional
heat on every square meter of the
planet is sucking soils dry and killing
the microbes that make soils produc-
tive. Agriculture itself is increasingly
unreliable, due to drought and floods
that are also caused by the changed
climate. For all this, human activity,
especially burning fossil fuels, is re-
sponsible.

If there were no human beings,
none of these problems would exist.
Fewer people would automatically
diminish the impact. What a joyful
prospect that would be for the plants
and animals of the world!  Given our
population, is it possible to have a
green economy? Can we convert to
zero emissions by 2050 when we
need to feed, clothe and shelter 7 to
9 billion people?

As the IPCC states, the root prob-
lem of climate change is people—
their expectation of convenience,
comfort, even luxury for those with
money. For our way of life, the world
is highly over-populated.

Here are some examples.
■ When a baby is born in the U.S.,

we have a new consumer. He will use
10 disposable diapers every day
which are made with oil-created plas-
tic and synthetic material, which will
immediately be trucked to a landfill
where they will sit for the next 500
years before they finally disintegrate.
A baby can be toilet trained as soon
as he can walk, usually at one year of
age. Today, disposable diapers are
made to be so comfortable that the
average child is not using a toilet
until he is 3 years or older. That is
10,680 plastic diapers for every new-
born, 7,000 of which are not necessary.

If the child is not nursed for a few
years, he will be fed formula that is
highly processed with heat. In the
fossil-fuel free life, no baby bottles
are needed and formulas can be dis-
pensed with. But corporate propa-
ganda overwhelms the federal rec-

ommendation to nurse infants, even
in non-industrialized nations.

■ When I ride the New York sub-
way in winter, I notice that almost
every passenger is wearing what we
could call quilted oil. The wool coat
has been replaced with a coat made
with oil. With the existing popula-
tion, wool is no longer an option. It
would require more sheep than the
planet can support. I don’t think
there is a green way to provide win-
ter wear for the present population,
much less an increasing one.

■ No one has yet identified the
misuse of oil for recreation in the
form of motorized recreation, mean-
ing motor boats and yachts, off-road
vehicles, snow mobiles, snow making
for ski slopes, car racing and so on.
As the population increases the in-
dustry expands. It becomes harder to
abandon and replace with green op-
tions.

■ Today, a growing economy really
means growing the consumer base
(or increasing population), which
grows the tax base, which in turn
grows income available for the mili-
tary. Fifty-two percent of our federal
taxes go to the military. The U.S. mili-
tary uses more oil than any other
entity in the world. A diminishing
population in the U.S. would shrink
the money available for industrial
military intervention, or any kind of
war. If we are serious about saving
life on Earth, we have to recognize
that real security will shut off the oil
spigot for military activity.

■ The health of the American
economy is often measured in hous-
ing starts. Yet the plumbing in new
houses is made of plastic/oil. The
wood needed for all housing de-
prives the planet of the forests that
would otherwise be a CO

2
 sink.

Driveways and new roads are made
of asphalt, a petroleum derivative.
The mechanical systems that make
new houses work cost more CO

2

emissions to manufacture and oper-
ate. A rising population base encour-
ages new housing, but it is a huge
planetary negative.

The biggest CO
2
 cost to the planet

is probably just feeding people. The
entire system of growing food has
morphed away from the family farm
for local consumption to an indus-
trial system that uses oil to plow,

We won’t end the crisis until
we deal with overpopulation

Perspectives

plant, fertilize, irrigate, spray with
chemical herbicides, harvest, and
finally ship all over the U.S.  This in-
cludes importing food from and to
distant nations on ships that burn
especially dirty oil. China and India
import American grain to feed their
own overpopulated nations. Califor-
nia is a huge source of food grown
on vast mechanized farms. Americans
enjoy summer foods from South
America all winter. Both California
and South American produce arrives
by fuel-expensive air freight every
day.

■ Each birth accelerates the
growth of this system and is depen-
dent on it for life. There other major
challenges for increasing population
numbers. One is having sheer space
on which to settle and create a
home. Increasingly, we either take
away habitat from birds and animals,
or we deform and reshape the land
itself to create housing space.

Another challenge is the looming
water crisis. Aquifers in China, Saudi
Arabia, and the American Midwest
are either gone or in the process of
rapid depletion. Even water-rich re-
gions have a housing limit for water
use. These are major and universal
trends.

A key step to meeting the climate
crisis is to understand its underlying
and fundamental cause: humanity is
really mired in a population over-
shoot crisis. In the world of nature,
overshoot is solved with starvation
and disease. We want to avoid that.

When people realize that the
American dream is evaporating pri-
marily because there is less pie for
everyone, they might choose to have
fewer children. Otherwise, what will
their future be?

The least we can do to build a
sustainable future, including a safe
climate, is to make all the benefits of
Planned Parenthood freely available,
and create a social environment that
encourages families to take advan-
tage of it. It is proven that education
for women, and freedom for each
and every woman to decide her own
life, promotes rational choices when
it comes to child bearing.

We all agree that we have a climate
crisis. But we must also agree that a
surging population will cancel every
other measure to save our planet.

continued from page 6

From consumerism to voluntary simplicity
tainability,” a section reads, “Preventing the collapse of human civilization
requires nothing less than a wholesale transformation of dominant cul-
tural patterns. This transformation would reject consumerism — the cul-
tural orientation that leads people to find meaning, contentment and ac-
ceptance through what they consume — as taboo and establish in its
place a new cultural framework…”

In a chapter titled “Inspiring People to See That Less Is More,” Worldwatch
writes, “Voluntary simplicity is an age-old philosophy that advocates turning
away from the pursuit of money, possessions, and greed in order to live more
deeply and fully — limiting outer wealth for a greater inner wealth.” But  The
Worldwatch Institute isn’t Pope Francis, whose combination of position and
character wields enormous influence. He brings global attention to the root
cause of the environmental crisis as few others can.

Of course, revolutionizing a culture is an intimidating task, a great “spiritual
and educational challenge” (which would have to be the focus of another ar-
ticle). But the change we need begins with the individual, and moves to a col-
lection of individuals, who ultimately have the power to bring pressure to bear
upon the political and economic entities whose actions impact the environ-
ment.

If we distort or ignore Pope Francis’s main thesis — if we view it merely as
a call for action on climate change and not as one for profound cultural
change — we do so at our own peril and that of the planet. If we don’t change
on so fundamental a level, it may well be easier for a camel to go through the
eye of a needle than it will be for us and our children to avoid the environ-
mental and social catastrophes scientists say are coming.

 Joseph Bonasia, a member of the Long Island Group, lives in Smithtown.
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by Mary Finneran

When this was being written,
New Yorkers were finalizing
their plans to celebrate

Thanksgiving. We like to think of it as
a day commemorating the time
when immigrants from England
joined the local inhabitants in shar-
ing their bounty.

Alternatively, some would say that
holiday is more a time to reflect on
how the historical Pilgrims usurped
the homes, land, and universal rights
of the indigenous peoples.

This second scenario parallels in
several ways how today’s Pilgrim
Pipeline Company tries to come
across as a good neighbor in New
York and New Jersey when, in es-
sence, its objective would usurp the
people’s rights to a healthy home
and environment. The company in-
tends to profit from the export of
refined petroleum products, which
would be of little or no benefit to
citizens who would have to live with
the dangers and decimation inherent
in oil pipeline construction and
maintenance.

Pilgrim Pipeline Holdings LLC is a
company whose president, Errol
Boyle, and vice president, Roger Will-
iams, are both former executives of
the well-known — some might say
nefarious — Koch Industries. Their

Communities on planned route rallying against Pilgrim Pipeline

proposed Pilgrim project would in-
volve the construction of two oil
pipelines sharing the same six-foot
ditch for a 170-mile stretch through
the Hudson Valley and south. The
requisite pumping stations, the
equivalent to compressor stations for
natural gas, are planned to be at
about 50-mile increments. Five lateral
pipelines are also in the plans.

One of the main parallel pipelines
would carry Bakken crude oil (and
quite possibly tar sands crude) from
Albany to refineries in Linden, New
Jersey.  (These products would reach
Albany via infamous “bomb trains.”)

A second pipeline would trans-
port the refined petroleum, includ-
ing such products as kerosene, gaso-
line, or heating oil, back to the port
of Albany.  According to Pilgrim, “The
pipeline would handle an estimated
200,000 barrels in each direction
each day (a total of 73 million barrels
annually), roughly the amount of
fuels currently transported along the

Hudson by other modes of transpor-
tation.”  Despite the implication of
this statement, there is no evidence
that the “other modes of transporta-
tion” would be replaced by the pipe-
line, nor that pipelines would be
preferable.

The Pilgrim Pipeline(s) path plan in
New York would, for the most part,
follow I87, the eastern part of the NYS
Thruway.  It would traverse numerous
creeks and rivers, including the Hudson,
and very deep and wide gorges — the
Catskill, Cauterskill, Esopus, and oth-
ers.  Where the geography of the thru-
way precludes this path (for some
reason wide gorges don’t seem insur-
mountable to them), the company
would hope to follow electric power
rights of way and other utility ROWs,
although both National Grid and Cen-
tral Hudson Gas and Electric have
stated that they would not allow their
ROWs to be used by Pilgrim because
of liability concerns.

Kate Millsaps, formerly of the New
Jersey Sierra Club, helped spearhead
the opposition there in 2014. New
Jersey led the charge so that eventu-
ally all the townships on the pipeline
path in the state have filed either
resolutions or ordinances against the
pipeline. New York is rapidly adding
resolutions by the week opposing it
as well. Between the two states, 58
towns have passed resolutions. There

have also been anti-pipeline zoning
ordinances and county resolutions.

In November, Pilgrim announced
it had filed an application, including
a draft environmental impact state-
ment (dEIS), with the NYS Thruway
Authority in August, three months
earlier. So much for timely transpar-
ency!

Subsequently,  Robert Magna of
the Thruway Authority wrote a letter
to the DEC, offering it the opportu-
nity to take on the role of lead
agency due to the SEQRA Title I sta-
tus of the project.  The DEC re-
sponded that it “will participate in
the Thruway Authority’s coordinated
and rigorous review of the project
application to ensure that all the po-
tential environmental impacts are
adequately identified and addressed.”

In a press release sent out by the
Coalition Against the Pilgrim Pipeline
NY (CAPPNY), the Atlantic Chapter’s
conservation director, Roger Downs,
said the following regarding Pilgrim
Pipelines’ dEIS:

“...The document’s dismissive
tone about the risks associated with
these pipelines starkly contrasts
[with] our national experience with
catastrophic crude oil pipeline spills
and explosions that have resulted in
billion-dollar cleanup costs and dev-
astated communities.”

Refined oil, gasoline, kerosene,
etc., are even more volatile than
crude, and to see the two paralleling
each other seems to be more than
just doubling the danger — espe-
cially considering the natural gas
pipelines they would cross.

New Yorkers associated with
CAPP have requested that towns
on the path reject the Thruway
Authority’s request to be the lead
agency to review the Pilgrim Pipe-
line application, and request that
the DEC be granted that position.
Recently the DEC said it would
work with the Thruway as co-lead
agency, but this does not resolve
the Thruway’s conflict of interest
— it would receive revenue for use
of the Thruway’s ROW.

Also, as Roger Downs said,
“Pilgrim’s twin pipelines would
threaten our drinking water supplies,
gravely endanger every community
in [its] path, and bring even more oil
trains into New York … to service
the southbound crude oil pipeline.”

In other words, this new assault
against New Yorkers by the oil indus-
try must be stopped.  This writer
personally would like to see the ap-
plication be denied immediately by
the Thruway Authority due to the
lack of feasibility of two parallel,
volatile pipelines running along a
route that sees megatons of vehicles
vibrating the ground through which
the pipelines pass.  As a former
welder I would not want to guaran-
tee my welds would meet such a test.

Regardless of the strategy, let us
hope that before the next Thanksgiv-
ing, we will be proud and grateful to
have sent this Pilgrim packing.

For more information, visit
www.stoppilgrimpipeline.com.

Mary Finneran is an art teacher and
member of the Mid-Hudson Group. She
serves on the Chapter’s Gas Task Force.

by Bob Ciesielski

In the last quarter of 2015, the
Atlantic Chapter was busy moni-
toring, advocating and, in some

cases, applauding a number of im-
portant energy developments in
New York.

Here’s a roundup:
■ The Atlantic Chapter, the Club’s

Beyond Coal Campaign (BCC), and
numerous environmental organiza-
tions have made formal comments to
the Public Service Commission (PSC)
on the New York Energy Plan and
the Reforming the Energy Vision
(REV) plan, and to NYSERDA on its
Clean Energy Fund (CEF) and the
Green Bank proposals.

■ This summer, the release of the
New York Energy Plan set goals of
producing 50 percent of the state’s
electricity from renewable sources
by 2030, reducing greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions by 40 percent by
2030, and a 600 trillion Btu increase
in energy efficiency.  On October 8,
Governor Cuomo restated the goal of
reducing GHG emissions by 40 per-
cent by 2030. In December, the gov-
ernor directed the PSC to establish a
Clean Energy Standard to mandate
50 percent renewable energy genera-
tion and the GHG reduction targets
by 2030.

■ The governor has also an-
nounced an initiative to work with
the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initia-
tive (RGGI) to increase payments for
the burning of carbon.  In other ac-
tions, NYSERDA has pledged $1.5
billion over the next ten years to-
wards development of utility-scale
renewable energy solar and wind

projects.
The Chapter and BCC continue to

advocate mechanisms to insure these
goals are met.  Goals must be manda-
tory, with interim targets to measure
progress.  Penalties could be im-
posed for failure to meet renewable
energy installation targets.  Variable
contracts such as renewable energy
power purchase agreements (PPAs),
requests for proposals (RFPs) and
the feed-in-tariff (FIT) can all be
implemented to guarantee that pro-
duction and installation goals are met.

■ In the private sector, NRG,
which owns the Huntley (Tonawanda)
and the Dunkirk coal plants, has an-
nounced plans to close Huntley and
mothball Dunkirk.  Testimony given
in PSC hearings concerning the Ca-
yuga coal plant indicate that trans-
mission line upgrades could elimi-
nate the need for the plant.  Studies
have shown that all three plants
could close without electricity reli-
ability issues.

■ Meanwhile, Entergy has an-
nounced the closure within the next
several years of the FitzPatrick
nuclear plant on Lake Ontario, which
employs 600 workers. (See page 3.)
In this realm, the Chapter and the
BCC have been working to promote
a “just transition” strategy in the state,
which would provide replacement
jobs and/or job training for union
workers employed at these plants,
and reimburse municipalities and
school districts for lost revenue from
reduced property taxes.

It is necessary to rapidly increase
renewable energy facilities and en-
ergy efficiency to replace energy
from closing coal, nuclear and oil

plants.  We must also prevent the
buildout of a fracked methane gas
infrastructure in the state.  The artifi-
cially low price of methane gas is
being used to promote the fuel.  Yet
the economic opportunities of re-
newable energy and energy effi-
ciency are enormous.

For example, the Solar City plant
in Buffalo has already started hiring
some of its initial 1,500 workers to
manufacture one gigawatt of solar
panels per year.  The economics of
increased onshore and offshore wind
construction would also be a great
boom to the state.  The cost of solar
and wind is now competitive with
fossil fuels and nuclear in many areas.

■ The momentum brought about
by the Paris Climate Summit is no-
ticeable.  During the summit, New
York State Comptroller Thomas
DiNapoli announced a proposed in-
crease of $3.5 billion in sustainable,
low-carbon investments in the state
pension fund. (See page 9.)

We applaud his announcement as
trustee of the pension system, but
will be monitoring investments to
prevent “low-carbon” investments
from going to nuclear power or
fracked methane gas corporations.

While methane produces less car-
bon dioxide at combustion than coal
or oil, the gas itself is 86 times more
potent a greenhouse gas than carbon
dioxide in its first 20 years in the
atmosphere.  Nationwide leakage
above 2% of fracked methane has
proven the gas to be the most dan-
gerous producer of greenhouse gases.

Bob Ciesielski chairs the Chapter’s En-
ergy Committee.

Pilgrim, led by former Koch

executives, faces stiff

opposition as 58 towns, so

far, stand against pipeline.

Last-quarter progress moves state’s energy needle
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Enviro Close-Up
by Karl Grossman

We’ve had solar power energiz-
ing our house in Sag Harbor
on Long Island for six years

now—and it’s a bonanza!
Once the photovoltaic panels are

up on your roof, nothing more needs
to be done. They harvest electricity
from the sun even on cloudy days.
Never in the half-dozen years have
the 38 panels on our roof needed
any care. And frequently, looking at
the Long Island Power Authority
(LIPA) meter attached to the house, I
see the numbers going backwards —
we’re producing electricity for
which LIPA reimburses us.

Then there are the two thermal
solar panels heating up water and
sending it — very well-heated — into
the house.  The other day, it was 64°F
outside but the thermometer on the
hot water tank in the basement
showed water from the thermal pan-
els coming down at 130°F.  Amazing!
And these panels are also care-free.

Meanwhile, the price of solar pan-
els has plummeted since the panels
were installed at our house in 2009
— and efficiencies have gone up,
Dean Hapshe of Harvest Power was
saying the other day on a visit to
check our installation.

Hapshe is the dean of solar energy
installers on Long Island. He got into
the solar energy field in 1980 and

with his decades of experience has
served as a teacher of others in the
industry.

When he and his crew put our
system in, the cost of the photovol-
taic panels, which produce 7,500
watts — an average-size system —
was $6 a watt. “Now it’s down to
$3.65,” Hapshe was saying. The effi-
ciency rate has risen to 21 percent
— getting close to the 25 percent
efficiency of solar panels on space
systems such as satellites and the
International Space Station. That
means more electricity is generated
for every ray of sunlight.

The thing about solar power is
that once it’s installed, the sun sends

no bill.
And that has been vexing for elec-

tric utilities around the nation.
Indeed, the motto of Harvest

Power, based in Bay Shore, Long Is-
land, is: “Let The Sun Pay Your Electric
Bill.”

“Utilities wage campaign against
rooftop solar” was the headline of an
article in March 2015 in The Wash-
ington Post. The story by Joby
Warrick, a Pulitzer Prize-winner who
often writes about energy issues,
begins: “Three years ago, the nation’s
top utility executives gathered at a
Colorado resort to hear warnings
about a grave new threat to opera-
tors of America’s electric grid: not
superstorms or cyberattacks, but
rooftop solar panels.

“If demand for residential solar
continued to rise, traditional utilities
could soon face serious problems
from ‘declining retail sales’ and a ‘loss
of customers’ to ‘potential obsoles-
cence,’ according to a presentation
prepared for the group. ‘Industry
must prepare an action plan to ad-
dress the challenges,’ it said.

“The warning, delivered to a pri-
vate meeting of the utility industry’s
main trade association, became a call
to arms for electricity providers in
nearly every corner of the nation.”
The article continued. “Three years

later, the industry and its fossil-fuel
supporters are waging a determined
campaign to stop a home-solar insur-
gency...”

The New York Times, in an April
2014 editorial, “The Koch Attack on
Solar Energy,” spoke of how “the
Koch brothers and their conservative
allies in state government have found
a new tax they can support. Natu-
rally it’s a tax on something the
country needs: solar energy panels.”

The Times noted how the Koch
brothers, their Koch Industries based
on oil refining, “have been spending
heavily to fight incentives for renew-
able energy, which have been
adopted by most states. They particu-
larly dislike state laws that allow
homeowners with solar panels to
sell power they don’t need back to
electric utilities. So they’ve been
pushing legislatures to impose a sur-
tax on this increasingly popular prac-
tice, hoping to make installing solar
panels on houses less attractive.”

“Oklahoma lawmakers,” the edito-
rial said, “recently approved such a
surcharge at the behest of the Ameri-
can Legislative Exchange Council,
the conservative group that often
dictates bills to Republican state-
houses and receives financing from
the utility industry and fossil-fuel
producers, including the Kochs.”

On Long Island, support for solar
power by LIPA — created with a
mission to encourage the develop-
ment of solar and other forms of re-
newable energy on the island — has
gone down and down. The once
hefty rebate LIPA provided for solar
installations has now descended to a
paltry 20 cents a watt.

But New York State still provides
up to $5,000 in support, and the fed-
eral government offers a tax credit of
30 percent of the cost of a system.

The capacity and economics of
renewable energy are wonderful. The
New York Times ran a front-page
story last November headlined: “In
Texas, Night Winds Blow in Free
Electricity.” It told of how in Texas
“wind farms are generating so much
electricity” that it is being “given
away.”

There are those who seek to make
money from expensive electricity
generated by gas, coal, oil, and
nuclear power — and they would try
to quash the renewable energy revo-
lution now underway. They need to
be stopped, and the bonanza of safe,
green, inexpensive electricity be al-
lowed to flow.

Journalist and Sierran Karl Grossman is
a member of the Long Island Group and
professor of journalism at the State Uni-
versity of New York/College at Old
Westbury. He is the author of six books
and his investigative reporting appears
regularly online at CounterPunch, the
Huffington Post and other sites. For
nearly 25 years, he has hosted a nation-
ally aired TV program, Enviro Close-Up.continued on page 10

At our house, the sun pays the electric bill
Three years ago, top utility

executives gathered at a

Colorado resort to hear

warnings about a grave new

threat to operators of

America’s electric grid: not

superstorms or cyberattacks,

but rooftop solar panels.

Letter to the editor

NYC developers likely to pounce on EPF for waterfront pork

Gov.  Andrew Cuomo and state
legislators are likely to propose
misspending Environmental

Protection Fund (EPF) and other
funds on environmentally damaging
boondoggles in disaster-prone loca-
tions in and over the lower Hudson
River and other waters in the next
few months — unless the Sierra Club
mobilizes to prevent this.

These illegal, environmentally de-
structive, in-the-water, pork-barrel
projects will be hyped as “natural,”
“sustainable,” “resilient,” “park,” “wet-
land restoration or mitigation,” “envi-
ronmental education,” “public access,”
and/or other “multi-use” projects.

But subsidizing rebuilt “piers” and
buildings for non-water-dependent
uses in and over near-shore waters
will put people in the path of deadly
storms and hurricanes, degrade or
destroy irreplaceable marine habi-
tats, and ruin scenic views of open
water.

The federal Clean Water Act effec-
tively prohibits building non-water-
dependent projects and buildings in
public waterways because it’s essen-
tial to protect and preserve existing,
naturally occurring habitats in rivers,
wetlands and coastal  waters for
navigation, and for sustaining coastal
and global fisheries, marine mam-
mals and other living marine re-

sources. But our governor and some
state legislators and their political
allies seem to think it’s okay to disre-
gard this basic national environmen-
tal law when they plan how to spend
state taxpayers’ money.

There are more than enough desir-
able, proven-to-be-effective measures
for preventing storm and hurricane
damage by investing public funds in
genuine “resiliency” measures in up-
land areas — that is, not in the water.

These include billion-dollar
projects for storm-proofing Housing
Authority buildings and for keeping

mass transit viable. But the single
most important measure for what
climate change experts refer to as
“adaptation” involves not spending
money — that is, simply shifting
new real estate development away
from coastal waters by ending public
subsidies for building in floodplains
and, especially, for building in the
water. Subsidizing new development
not just along the water but right in
it moves in exactly the wrong direction.

Reducing carbon emissions with
energy efficiency/conservation mea-
sures should be a top Club priority.
But so should ending public subsi-
dies for new or rebuilt real estate on
fills, “piers,” pile-supported platforms
etc., and buildings on top of those
structures for amphitheaters and for
office, performance space, retail, mu-
seum, parking, classroom or other
non-water-dependent uses (at Piers
26, 40, 54, 55, and 57 in the Hudson
River offshore, for example).  The
Hudson River Estuary Committee
works to prevent this kind of misuse
of our rivers and other offshore wa-
ters and of limited public funds.

As for the national and interna-
tional big picture: there are likely to
be mass migrations in search of
drinkable water and food — espe-
cially protein — all too soon.  The
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continued from page 9

No, it is not an oxymoron! Yes,
vegan foods, devoid of dairy
and meat and eggs, can indeed

be comfort foods even if you did not
grow up eating them and are new to
the idea.

 I was searching for inspiration for
this column when I sat down at my
laptop and then there it was in my e-
mail! Not what you might imagine; it
was not one of the many recipes I
get from gluten-free or vegan cook-
ing websites. It was a discount offer
for a local Italian restaurant, showing
a photo of a large scoop of mashed
potatoes topped with a round of
beef topped with mushrooms and
gravy with three whole carrots
snuggled up beside it. “Now, that is
comfort food,” I thought.

Coincidentally I have been work-
ing on a go-to recipe for a sorta
veggie burger meatball that I can
appease my husband with. It is diffi-
cult to find gluten-free, non-GMO,
non-soy burgers or meatballs at the
grocery store, and when you do they

are very pricey. I have one below for
you to try.

And, a replacement for those tradi-
tional mashed potatoes, and yes, a
mushroom gravy. I think you can
figure out the carrots, yes?

Ramped-up Mashed Potatoes
(Well, they really are only “ramped-

up” in the spring when ramps are
found at the local market, but garlic
and leeks fill in nicely here.)

1T extra virgin olive oil
1 leek, white and light green part

only, washed and finely chopped
1 clove garlic, chopped fine
2 or 3 medium sized potatoes (I

like Yukon Gold or Idaho) washed
and cut into 1-inch chunks (Peeling
is optional if they are organic.)

a head of garlic, not a clove, sepa-
rated and peeled, not chopped

1/2 head of cauliflower, or 1 small
one, washed and cut into large pieces

1C of white beans, cooked and
drained — navy, flageolet, cannellini
or even garbanzos. (Rinse if you are

using canned beans.) Mash beans
with a fork.

extra virgin olive oil to taste
sea salt to taste
freshly ground black pepper, to

taste
Heat the oil in a large pot, not a

skillet. When hot, add the chopped
garlic and leek, turn heat to medium
low, stir and cook until it is soft and
translucent, not browned.

Add potatoes, cloves of garlic
and cauliflower to pot along with a
cup or so of water. Cover and cook
until the potatoes are tender. Watch
to be sure the pot does not cook
dry; add a bit more water if neces-
sary.

When cooked, drain, saving any
liquid. Add beans and mash all to-
gether with a potato masher or
quickly process in food processor. If
you use the food processor be sure
not to process too much because the
potatoes will become too gluey. If
needed for the consistency you like
(I prefer a chunky, rustic, kind of tex-

ture) add cooking liquid; add olive
oil, salt and pepper to taste.

Veggie/Meatball Burger
1 clove of garlic, chopped fine
2 portobello mushrooms, or about

2C of another mushroom of your
choice

1C of pecans, toasted
2 stalks of celery, roughly

chopped
1 small onion, roughly chopped
1 carrot, roughly chopped
1/2 to 1C of rolled oats
2T ground chia or flax seeds
seasonings to taste: Italian season-

ing blend (for more meatball-y fla-
vor) basil, oregano, salt, and pepper

This is most easily prepared in a
food processor. I start with the gar-
lic and chop it into small pieces in
the processor, then add the mush-
rooms and chop those fine. Then
add the pecans, celery, onion, and
carrot, and process further, but
stop before it is pureed completely.
A rough-ish blend is best.

Turn out into a bowl and stir in
oats and seeds. Add seasonings of
your choice to taste. Let sit about 20
minutes to soak up seeds and oats. If
mixture is still too wet after that
time, add a bit more oats. If it is too
dry to form into a ball or burger, add
a bit of water, stir and let sit a few
more minutes.

 These can be made into balls or
burgers and can be baked on an
oiled sheet in the oven at 350 de-
grees or sauteed in a pan with a
small amount of oil.

Nutty Mushroom Gravy
1C of raw cashews, soaked 4

hours or overnight, drained
1/2T extra virgin olive oil
2 cloves garlic, finely chopped
1/2 onion, finely chopped
your choice of mushroom — I like

the wild mushroom blend with lots
of shiitakes

1t dried thyme or one tablespoon
chopped fresh thyme

salt and pepper to taste
In a large skillet, lightly brown the

garlic and onion in the oil, then add
the chopped mushrooms and thyme
and saute over medium heat, stirring
occasionally, until mushrooms are
tender and have released their liquid.

Meanwhile, drain and rinse cash-
ews and place in a blender with just
enough water to blend thoroughly.
Add it sparingly as you blend. When
mushrooms are cooked, add blended
cashews to the pan, cook briefly to
warm through and season with salt
and pepper and more thyme if you wish.

Place a burger or three balls on
top of a large scoop of mashed pota-
toes and top with a generous amount
of mushroom gravy. Snuggle up your
carrots. Be comforted. Be very com-
forted.

Betsy Naselli owns The Holistic Lifestyle
Company in the Syracuse area. Contact
her at bnaselli@twcny.rr.com or visit her
on the web: www.youngliving.org/oils
wellagain; or www.us.nyrorganic.com/
shop/betsyn

The Atlantic Chapter encourages you to move
toward a plant-based diet to protect the environ-
ment, human health and wildlife, and to make
better use of natural resources. To learn more and
receive more recipes, contact the Biodiversity/
Vegetarian Outreach Committee at
LDESTEFANO3@twcny.rr.com, (315) 488-2140 ,
5031 Onondaga Rd., Syracuse, NY 13215-1403; or
go to www.newyork2.sierraclub.org/conservation/
biodiversity.

Cooking for a Small Planet
by Betsy Naselli

‘Vegan comfort foods’ — an oxymoron?

human body cannot make its own
protein.

Fisheries are the single most im-
portant source of protein on the
planet — for subsistence fishers in
coastal waters off NYC, and off low-
lying nations like Bangledesh alike.
Without aquatic habitats there can
be no wild fisheries.

Please read www.WestwayThen
andNow.org and its FAQ links for
more information. It’s crucial that
Sierra Club activists and leaders be
aware of the points in this letter and
on that website before taking inad-
equately informed positions (or en-
dorsing plans like NYC Mayor
deBlasio’s OneNYC plan, which are
decidedly mixed bags).

It’s profoundly important that
good, long-standing Sierra Club posi-
tions in favor of preserving existing,
naturally occurring aquatic habitats,
ecosystems and fisheries be inte-
grated with the Club’s climate
change, “sustainable food” and state

budget positions, and that more ac-
tivists speak out about these issues
in upcoming public forums.

The next few months are likely
to be a make-or-break time for sav-
ing the lower Hudson River from
harmful development — and sav-
ing the great laws and Sierra Club
case law that are supposed to pro-
tect these waters. Please contact
the Hudson River Estuary
Committee’s co-chair (allison
tupper@verizon.net) if you can
help, or if you need more informa-
tion.

We hope New Yorkers throughout
the state will become more active
and vocal before EPF and other funds
allocated through the state budget
are misspent destroying priceless
natural resources instead of saving
them.

MARCY BENSTOCK

Marcy Benstock is a member of the
Hudson River Estuary Committee and a
long-time member of the Sierra Club’s
NYC Group.

Developers will seek waterfront pork

Cuomo wants to nearly double environmental fund

Gov.  Andrew Cuomo’s 2016–17
budget plans include a $300-
million appropriation to fully

fund the NYS Environmental Protec-
tion Fund (EPF) for the first time
since the fund was created in 1993.

The Cuomo plan will nearly
double the size of the EPF, bringing it
up to full funding for the first time in
its history.

The fund is a source of support
for capital projects that protect the

environment and enhance communi-
ties. Capital projects are usually large
projects that purchase land or con-
struct facilities. Most projects that
receive grants of EPF money com-
bine it with other funding sources
that require matching funds.

The EPF is the most important
source of funding for new park lands
and campgrounds statewide, as well
as new forest preserves in the Ad-
irondack and Catskill parks. It also

supports smart growth grants to
small communities, municipal recy-
cling projects and farmland protection.

The EPF approved by the Legisla-
ture in 2015 currently stands at $177
million. Recent polling shows that
New York voters strongly support
additional spending on environmen-
tal priorities.

Polling conducted in 2015 by the
Adirondack Council, Open Space
Institute, The Nature Conservancy
and the Trust for Public Land
showed broad voter support for in-
creased conservation spending. Poll-
ing showed that New York voters are
by far most supportive of conserva-
tion spending on water quality and
rebuilding infrastructure. They also
support funding programs that pre-
serve forests and wildlife habitat,
improve air quality, keep parks open
and well-maintained, and provide
public access to waterfronts.

Specifically, voters strongly sup-
port fully funding the Environmental
Protection Fund. Of those who were
offered a description of the state’s
EPF, more than seven in ten (73%)
said they support full funding.

Cuomo has also proposed putting
another $100 million in a new state
fund that provides grants to local
governments for faltering sewer sys-
tems or clean-water infrastructure.

The EPF has been raided during
difficult budgetary times, dropping
to as low as $134 million in the
2010–11 fiscal year. The funding
level still has to be approved by the
legislature during negotiations with
Cuomo over the next three months.
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by Peggy Kurtz and Gale Pisha

Rockland activists won a major
victory for the environment on
December 17 with the defeat of

a massive desalination proposal for
the Hudson River.  As soon as the
news hit the internet, one of our
friends called immediately to ask, “Is
this a true victory?”  This was, indeed,
a groundbreaking decision by the
Public Service Commission! But
these things are never simple.

What did we get and what
didn’t we get?

In this decision, the Public Service
Commission (PSC) ordered Suez to
formally abandon plans to desalinate
Hudson River water for Rockland
County’s drinking water and instead
work with the community on
greener, less expensive water sources.

For eight years the Sierra Club and
other citizen and environmental
groups have fought Suez’s desalina-
tion plan because of potential harm
to irreplaceable river habitat, con-
cerns about drinking water drawn
3.5 miles downstream from a leaking
nuclear power plant, and increased
greenhouse gas emissions from en-
ergy intensive desalination.

Following this decision, ratepayers
will still have a battle ahead over the
$40-plus million surcharge for desali-
nation planning costs.  We also will
still need to hire experts to ensure
that the company plans are the best
they can be.  And yes, we have our
work cut out for us to realize a full
conservation plan here in Rockland.

But this decision means that the

community can now concentrate on
creating a sustainable water policy,
rather than fighting desalination.

After 8 years, what did we win?
What we achieved here was some-

thing remarkable: a huge David-and-
Goliath victory that stopped a bad
proposal from the second biggest
water company in the world. This
was an empowering victory for citi-
zens, working with a coalition of
professional groups, elected officials,
and experts. Sierra Club and other
activists were key to this victory.

Here’s some of what we accom-
plished:

■ We brought the issue of public
accountability for state agencies to
the fore.

■ We have forged an invaluable
partnership among local environ-
mentalists, and a close working rela-
tionship with regional environmental
groups and elected officials.  These
relationships have already proven
their effectiveness on other issues,
such as stopping the development of
a casino in Sterling Forest and, now,
the Pilgrim Pipeline.

■ Most important, we are helping
change water policy. With this deci-
sion, the PSC has taken the first steps
toward a water policy that looks be-

yond big, energy intensive construc-
tion projects, such as desalination, in
favor of more energy-saving, climate-
resilient and holistic solutions.  The
PSC is currently in the midst of final-
izing REV, a big, sweeping package of
energy reforms, and it anticipates
that a big water re-envisioning is
next. So the PSC is watching the
work of the Rockland County Water
Task Force closely.

What’s ahead?
Everything we have accomplished

was to get us to this point, where we
can put our energy and resources
into creating a sustainable water policy.

Now the challenge is for Rockland
County to build a model water

Amajor component of world
action to greatly reduce green-
house gas emissions and curb

global warming is to take action
ASAP in our communities, at the
ground level.  The Sierra Club, with
its massive grassroots possibilities, is
an important catalyst and activist in
these efforts.

At the Paris summit on climate
change, after critical and challenging
negotiations, nearly 200 countries
made concrete commitments to re-
duce climate change.  This obviously
needs to be a comprehensive ap-
proach for all sectors of the world’s
economies.

However, much of New York’s
work to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions has focused on the large-scale
production and transmission of elec-
tricity. Governor Cuomo’s recent
announcement about his Clean En-
ergy Standard is encouraging be-
cause it emphasizes the need to act
in all sectors and set some new, ear-
lier targets for action.  The Cuomo
administration needs to work with
many stakeholders to set and enable

hard but realistic targets with time
deadlines for emission reductions.

Much of the creativity and con-
crete initiatives for action need to
start in our localities with the in-
volvement of the full range of stake-
holders, including local government,
the business community, environ-
mentalists, the environmental justice
community, labor, faith-based com-
munities, and others.

Living in Albany, I have been
pleased to learn about some local
actions affecting my community and
others like it.  In conjunction with
the People’s Climate Movement and
the Paris Summit, Albany Mayor
Kathy Sheehan recently issued a
press release emphasizing Albany’s
major actions to move toward sus-

tainability by signing the global
Compact of Mayors. (New York City
and Rochester are also Compact cities.)

Albany has been taking action in
many sectors for some years, includ-
ing becoming a Climate Smart Com-
munity under the NYS Department
of Environmental Conservation’s
program.  Leaders of the Hudson-
Mohawk Group have been working
on the Mayor’s Sustainability Com-
mittee. (To read more, go to http://
www.albanyny.org, then News and
then Press Release, 12/8).

My Assembly representative,
Patricia Fahy, recently announced
that the governor signed legislation
she sponsored to enable localities to
purchase their street lights from
utilities and to then convert them to
LED lighting, thereby reducing
greenhouse gas emissions and saving
utility costs. This is an example of
the many ways localities and their
stakeholders can work to curb cli-
mate change. “Sustainable” cities,
towns, and counties can also pool
resources to produce solar energy
in their communities. This is just a

short list of what can be done, espe-
cially by linking with other stake-
holders as part of the People’s Cli-
mate Movement.

To get involved with the Sierra
Club, you can reach out to our Chap-
ter Energy Committee and Gas Task
Force and to leaders in your regional
Sierra Club Group. (Go to the Chap-
ter website for contact information
at newyork.sierraclub.org).

We are eager to engage with our
members and supporters around the
state and multiply efforts to drasti-
cally reduce global warming in con-
structive and effective ways. If you
are not doing so, you can also reach
out to others in your locality who
are working on these issues — link-
ing our efforts is core to the People’s
Climate Movement.

Please speak with me and other
Chapter and Group leaders about
your interests, concerns and efforts
in your community.

Susan Lawrence is conservation vice
chair and legislative chair of the Atlan-
tic Chapter and conservation chair of
the Hudson-Mohawk Group.

Conservation Action
by Susan Lawrence, Conservation Vice Chair

Local communities need to step up climate change efforts

‘True’ victory at PSC clears way for new drinking water approaches

New partnerships ready

to formulate holistic

alternative to desalination

of Hudson River.

The Sierra Club Board of Directors has approved a change to the energy
resources policy, adding new gas-fired electric generating units to the list of
energy resources the Sierra Club opposes. The new policy language, added to
Section E, Resources Opposed by the Sierra Club, states as follows:

“Natural Gas:  The Sierra Club opposes new electric generating units pow-
ered by natural gas, including peaking and combined cycle units. Consistent
with the board’s goal of eliminating all fossil fuels from the electric sector no
later than 2030, it is critical that the U.S. avoid further high-capital investments
in new natural gas plants and related infrastructure.”

This new policy follows the updated fracking policy adopted by the board
in January.

The board’s decision was informed in part by supportive comments from
the national Beyond Coal Campaign leadership team, which expressed con-
cerns that “extraction, transport and burning of natural gas is causing signifi-
cant environmental harm, including releasing large amounts of methane and
carbon dioxide, and constructing new natural gas plants and related infrastruc-
ture diverts desperately needed funding away from accelerating the transition
to 100% clean energy.”

The revised policy language is posted in the Conservation Policies section
of Club’s website.

Club: no more gas-fired power plants

policy based on green solutions,
such as conservation, efficiency, re-
pair of leaking pipes, and smaller
supply sources. We will also need a
vigorous and sophisticated public
education program to foster a strong
water conservation ethic.

We will also need to continue to
retain experts to review Suez’s plans
to be sure we are able to achieve the
high goals set by the PSC decision.

Join us in this next phase of the
work! Learn more about the issue
and how you can help at
sierralowerhudson.org and
www.sustainablerockland.org.

Peggy Kurtz and Gale Pisha are co-
chairs of the Lower Hudson Group De-
salination Committee.

To get involved, find

contact information

on the Chapter’s website:

newyork.sierraclub.org
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Case study: how ‘zone defense’ can turn the tide in rural organizing
by James Britell

A rural Oregon coastal county
decided to file a lawsuit to
weaken the endangered species

protection of the western snowy
plover, a seabird that nests on
beaches along the Pacific Ocean.

The habitat protection strategy for
this bird involves closing many miles
of beaches to motorized vehicles
from Canada to Mexico so the nests
and the birds are not disturbed.

In Oregon, virtually the entire
coastline is undeveloped state park,
so weakening plover protections
could open new miles of beaches to
ATVs. The county sought to persuade
other rural counties, towns, and orga-
nizations to join their suit.

By the time environmentalists
realized that resolutions to join the
suit were appearing on agendas of
public bodies in a four-county area,
some municipalities had already
signed on. The challenge to the cam-
paign was to mobilize local citizens
in widely separated places to stop
their local elected officials from join-
ing the suit and to persuade organi-
zations that had already passed reso-
lutions to rescind them.

None of the 20 or so environmen-
tal groups with members in the county
had more than a few hundred local
people as paid members although,
together, the groups had almost
1,400 members in the area (about 3
percent of the total population).

Fortunately, although Oregon and
West Coast groups in general have
strong individual identities, they have
a history of working closely together
on ancient forest campaigns. In par-
ticular, Audubon, Sierra Club, and
statewide umbrella groups have of-
ten worked closely together. So the
leaders of the groups developed a
new strategy to deal with this prob-
lem that was beyond the ability of
any one group to solve.

Oregon conservation groups, with
and without local chapters, joined
forces to collectively identify their
members in the area and to treat
them as a single entity for the pur-
pose of the campaign. The groups
merged their mailing lists and sent a
joint alert to all their members in the
region under a masthead, which
listed all the groups. Each group paid
for its own postage.

This alert informed everyone
about the issue, kicked off the cam-
paign and solicited volunteers. Hav-
ing a pre-approved, off-the-shelf alert,
with many groups on the masthead,
meant any organization had pre-
approval to oppose any local resolu-
tion with the authority of its own
and all the other major groups in the
state and, later, dozens of major
groups on the whole West Coast,
without pre-clearing it with anyone.
As a result of just this initial joint
alert, several legislative bodies voted
to either not join the lawsuit or re-
scind previously adopted resolutions.

The campaign was faced with one
big, final, important public meeting
(in the county that instigated the
suit) at which the county was to fi-
nally decide to authorize the suit. In
organizing for that meeting, this cam-
paign broke some new ground.

The campaign didn’t know when
the meeting would be scheduled but
it did have the contact information
for the 1,400 members of those 20
organizations. To prepare for the
meeting, the campaign used the 15
people who came forward in re-
sponse to the request for volunteers
in the first mailing to phone all the
1,400 people and ask them to com-
mit to stand by to attend a public
meeting whenever it might be called.
About 200 of the 1,400 members
agreed to do this.

When the meeting was finally an-
nounced a week later, it was with
only 48 hours’ notice. The 200
people on standby were then called,
and 125 of them showed up for the
meeting. The meeting went on all day
because so many wanted to testify.
Although the county had only
60,000 residents and covered a thou-
sand square miles, and the campaign
only had 48 hours to get ready, there

was a large turnout.
Turning out five times as many

people as the opposing side changed
the perception that motorized inter-
ests controlled and dominated the
public process, which till then they
had. The 125 people in that meeting
were drawn from a dozen different
national and regional environmental
groups, but collectively they were the
activist base of the county.

Those who attended the meeting
were astounded to find their county
had so many environmentally active
people and immediately after the
public hearing formed a new
countywide organization.

No organizational or turf issues
surfaced during this effort. Each
group paid for its own alerts and
chipped in for common expenses.
Only one grant for $1,000 was
needed to pay phone bills. The rest of
the expenses, including a full-page
$1,600 ad and all the mailings, were
raised through contributions.

The 20 groups involved in alerts
and phoning included the Green
Party and the Democratic central
committees of two counties. Ulti-
mately, 20 Oregon groups contrib-
uted people and 14 other California
and Washington state groups contrib-
uted other support. Organizations in
San Diego and Seattle furnished two
attorneys for legal advice, as the
county had an aggressive conserva-
tive legal foundation that had agreed
to finance the lawsuit.

A note on confidentiality: Each
group’s membership list was called
only by one of its own members; lists
were not retained or reproduced and
the originals were returned. No caller
saw any names other than the seg-
ment for their own organization.

Update for 2015: Despite the great
turnout, the county proceeded 3–0 to
file the lawsuit, but it was not suc-
cessful and the county lost. The three
county commissioners who voted to
proceed with the lawsuit left office,
two defeated in subsequent elections,
in part because this group stayed
together to work against them in sub-
sequent campaigns.

The ocean beaches in this county
and Oregon are as closed to ATVs
today as they were in 2002 and the
population of snowy plovers has in-
creased from 100 to 300. (The sign-
on letter and ad for this campaign
and website are discussed and illus-
trated in the chapter on sign-on let-
ters in my handbook “Organize to
Win,” downloadable at Britell.com

Calling through member lists
Members of environmental organi-

zations don’t mind being called and
won’t hang up as long as you initially
identify yourself as a member of, and
are calling on behalf of, their own
organization. Only an organization’s
members should call the members of
that organization.

Members of organizations with a
name like Save or Protect or some
plainly pro-environmental name are
the most motivated and usually 40-
50% or more will agree to do what
you ask. Organizations with aggres-
sive reputations attract more activists.

 Audubon members are less moti-

vated than the Sierra Club but even
15–25 percent of their members will
agree to be active — Sierra Club per-
haps 40 percent.

 The biggest problem in any con-
tact effort is inaccurate phone num-
bers and getting through answering
machines. But you may have better
luck getting people to return mes-
sages than you think.

 About 5 percent of the people you
call will be exceedingly grateful for
the call and volunteer to not just
come to a meeting but also be tele-
phone tree captains or become really
active. These people have apparently
decided already to become active and
were just waiting for someone to ask.

Most people belong to only one or
two organizations, and there is not a
lot of overlap between local member-
ships of environmental organizations.
Most of the members of Audubon are
not members of the Sierra club and
vice versa. But even the most ex-
tremely conservative counties in the
U.S. have lots of potential activists.

Never “cold call” without a script
 Some people are far better mak-

ing calls than others, so check on
success after a dozen or 20 calls.
People who don’t get results should
be taken off this duty. People who are
good at making cold calls love doing
it and vice versa.

 If you are using email, ask poten-
tial volunteers to add you to their
address book so your future emails
won’t be rejected as spam.

Members of environmental groups
don’t distinguish among and between
them and don’t much care who pre-
pared an alert. People are interested
in issues, not organizations, and are
just grateful that someone got busy.

When groups work, together it will
generally increase the membership of
both groups. When people become
more active, they increase the num-
ber of groups they join. The most
likely potential Audubon member is a
currently inactive member of the
Sierra Club (and vice versa).

For non–fundraising matters, a writ-
ten appeal to take an action (like write
a letter) has a success rate of a half
percent — or probably less — but a
phone call might appeal to 10 to 15
percent.

Active people always know other
active people; so when somebody
commits to take action, right then,
always ask them who else in their
community might want to get in-
volved. Sometimes potentially active
people belong to no group at all or
belong to civic groups such as the
League of Women Voters.

For broad-based community cam-
paigns, many of your best activists
will always end up being conserva-
tive and Republican. Broad-based ecu-
menical campaigns function best
when they confine discussions to
campaign issues.

Sierran Jim Britell, who lives in Malone,
is a retired federal manager and has
been an organizer on behalf of wilder-
ness in 30 states. He is the author of a
handbook on grassroots organizing,
Organize to Win. He maintains a website
for grassroots organizers at Britell.com.
©2008 Jim Britell

How you can turn out five

times as many people as the

opposing side, with just 48

hours’ notice, even if your

side consists of small groups,

in distant places.


