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Rain dance
Brazilian companies are praying for
precipitation, because of fears that low
levels of rain during the November to
April rainy season could lead to energy
rationing. By the middle of March,
dam reservoirs were only one-third

full, potentially meaning reduced
hydropower capacity – a serious issue
for Brazil, which generates 75% of its
electricity from hydro schemes. Brazil
has a back-up fleet of fossil-fuel
power plants, but companies could
still be obliged to make energy cuts.
The last time the rains failed, in 2001,
electricity users were told to reduce
consumption by a fifth or face fines.
Brazil’s industrial output was cut by up
to 20% as a result.

Voluntary disclosures
The European commission has
proposed its version of Section 1502 of
the US Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform
and Consumer Protection Act, which
requires companies to report their use
of minerals from conflict zones. Unlike
the mandatory requirement in the US,
European companies will be asked to
report voluntarily on their use of gold,
tantalum, tin and tungsten, which are
used in high-tech products such as
consumer electronics. However, the EU
rule would have global scope, rather
than just covering minerals from the
Democratic Republic of Congo and
surrounding countries. The US rule
had penalised legitimate exporters in
those countries because “risk averse”
companies simply switched to other
sources of supply, the commission
said. According to one survey, only
12% of relevant EU companies not
already covered by Dodd-Frank report
on conflict minerals. An EU official
says the bloc wants to “double these
numbers to 24%”. Campaigners say
this shows the likely “limited impact”
of the EU measure. 

Analysis: ozone depletion

Are we punching
another hole? 

By Eric Marx 

The unexplained discovery of new 
accumulations of ozone-depleting gases 
is ringing alarm bells

Remember the ozone hole? The signature
environmental concern of the 1980s all 

but dropped from popular media attention
after a total global ban on production of chlo-
rofluorocarbon (CFC) gases came into force 
in 2010.
Researchers thought the giant ozone hole

over Antarctica was on its way to being
completely eliminated by 2065, but that assess-

ment is now being called into question with
the discovery of accumulations of four gases
by scientists at the University of East Anglia
(UEA). Three of the gases are CFCs and one is
a hydrochlorofluorocarbon (HCFC), which can
also damage ozone. 
There is a strong international treaty – the

Montreal Protocol – that regulates these ozone-
depleting substances. But there are loopholes
in the rules that allow for their use under
certain circumstances, which, some say, may
be linked to the new ozone-attacking gases. 

Scientists are concerned. “The identification
of these four new gases is very worrying as they
will contribute to the destruction of the ozone
layer,” says Dr Johannes Laube, from UEA’s
school of environmental sciences. Before this
recent discovery, seven types of CFC and six
types of HCFC had been shown to contribute to
stratospheric ozone destruction. 
The UEA’s research shows that the new

gases have only been in the atmosphere since
the 1960s – which indicates that they are
manmade. 
So, where are they coming from? “We don’t

know where the new gases are being emitted
and this should be investigated,” Dr Laube
says. “Possible sources include feedstock chem-
icals for insecticide production and solvents for
cleaning electronic components.” 
When potentially ozone-depleting subs-

tances are used in non-dispersive processes
such as feedstock and chemical
production, they are technically
allowed under the Montreal Protocol.

Who measures? 
The responsibility of tracking ozone-
depleting substances around the
world lies with government and
some university-based researchers.
Support continues in this community
for the Montreal Protocol’s oversight
function.
“One of the protocol’s main

strengths is the way in which it is regu-
larly adjusted and amended,” says
Steve Montzka, an earth systems
research lab scientist at the US
National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, who is involved with
measuring these trace gases. 
Demonstrating this strength, envi-

ronmental NGOs were successful in
lobbying for the protocol to also
regulate the hydrofluorocarbons
(HFCs) that replaced the CFCs and
HCFCs that the protocol had phased

out. HFCs are a powerful greenhouse gas,
1,000 times more so than carbon dioxide.  
As HFCs don’t contain chlorine they don’t

directly deplete the ozone layer, though it’s
been established that small amounts of CFCs
and other chemicals used for feedstocks in the
production of HFCs are ozone-depleting
substances. 
While the science is complex, and the scale

of the potential problem and its rate of devel-
opment unclear, experts agree that more
research is required.
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Brazil to dampen power use?

Are we going back to the 80s?
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