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Reconnect with your environment
Learn about environmental issues, their effect on your community and actions for your involvement.

Behrend lecture focuses
on coal, clean energy
By ANNA MCCARTNEY
Contributing writer
Do you think the U.S. is making
a fast enough transition to renewable energy to limit hazardous
emissions produced by coal and
other fossil fuels?
Ramping up clean sources of
energy is the key to curbing toxic
emissionsandclimatedisruption
responsible for economic, environmental and health-related
problems. Yet the U. S. got only
12.3 percent of its electricity from
renewables in 2011 while power
plants powered by fossil fuels
continued to produce mercury
and other toxic emissions.
This pollution is responsible
for tens of thousands of premature deaths, heart attacks,
asthma and chronic bronchitis
every year. But these plants also
spewed about 2.2 billion tons of
carbondioxideemissionsin2011,
according to data released by the
U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency in February. Scientists
and meteorologists agree that
carbon pollution is a major contributor to climate disruption,
which includes rising extreme
weather events that are taking
an enormous toll on people and
wildlife throughout the world.
Learn how you can speed up
thetransitiontorenewablesources by attending “Beyond Coal
Pennsylvania”Wednesdayat7:30
p.m. at Penn State Behrend. This
presentation by Jeff Schmidt,
executive director of the Sierra
Club’s state chapter, will be held
at the Jack Burke Research and
Economic Development Center,
5101 Jordan Road. Admission is
free and parking is available in
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Replacing coal with local clean
energy is the topic for
Wednesday’s lecture.
the deck south of Burke, off Technology Drive.
Penn State Behrend’s B.F.A. in
creative writing degree program,
the student History Club and Political Science Society are sponsoring this event. For additional
information, contact John Rossi,
associate professor of history, at
jpr2@psu.edu.
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The combustion of coal is a dominant source of mercury pollution and climate change. Attend the Behrend lecture on Wednesday at 7:30 p.m. to
learn about moving beyond coal.

Pick your poison

Toxic chemicals in waterways harm humans and wildlife
By ANNA MCCARTNEY
Contributing writer
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Earth Action Education Manager Nate Millet and Pfeiffer Burleigh
student Josh lead students in the “Water Cycle Rap.”

Students learn ways
they can save water
By ANNA MCCARTNEY
Contributing writer
Rapping,throwingbeachballs,
and pretending to be water were
some of the activities that made
the Earth Action Youth Training Day on March 19 a fun way
to learn about water and how to
conserve it.
Presenters
from
Asbury
Woods, the state Department of
Conservation and Natural Resources, the Erie County Conservation District, Environment
Erie and PA Sea Grant shared
their expertise with more than
130 students and teachers from
Wayne, Pfeiffer Burleigh, Fort
LeBoeuf, Joanna Connell and
Erie Rise Charter schools.
Students rapped the “Water
Cycle” song and learned about
human changes that upset the
natural cycle. Some brushed

their teeth as teammates acted
as human faucets to demonstrate
how much water is wasted during this simple activity. Others
learned about the amazing world
of water with Fred the Fish, the
history of Lake Erie and Presque
Isle Bay water use and misuse,
the worth of water and about the
limited water resource.
Beforeleaving,studentssigned
the pledge to conserve water at
home and school, and agreed to
share what they learned with
their classmates, friends and
families.
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How are the toxic chemicals
accumulating in the Great Lakes
ecosystem affecting wildlife and
humans?
Widespread effects on fish and
wildlife prompt fish consumption advisories and concern for
drinking water safety.
Economies that depend on
tourism, fishing and other water-related activities also suffer
when water quality and ecosystem health declines.
Even with the progress in reducing active discharges of toxic
chemicals from industrial and
municipal sources, many chemicals from the past continue to
persist in lake sediments, sometimes in high concentrations.
Furthermore, known toxins
like mercury that have not been
banned and contaminants of
emerging awareness like plastics, pharmaceuticals and personal care products (PPCPs) are
added to this toxic brew on a
regular basis.
Coal-powered energy plants
are responsible for the majority
of mercury emissions that contaminate bodies of water.
Bacteria in soils and sediments convert mercury into a
more toxic form called methylmercury, which can easily move
up the food chain from small
plants and animals to people.
Mercury is toxic to humans
and wildlife because it can harm
neurological and reproductive
systems, especially in children
and developing fetuses.
Exposure at high levels can
also harm the brain, heart, kidneys, lungs and immune systems
of all ages; that’s why many states
issue fish-consumption warnings.
Old pollutants in buried sediments can be resuspended by
storms, ship propellers, dredging and bottom-dwelling organisms and then they re-enter
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Coal-powered power plants and municipal waste incinerator emissions
are the largest source of mercury pollution to the Great Lakes.
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Pennsylvania recommends that
you eat no more than one meal of
recreationally caught sport fish
per week. Learn more at http://
fishandboat.com/fishpub/
summary/sumconsumption.pdf.
food webs. PCBs, which were
chemicals used as coolants and
insulating fluids in transformers
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and electric motors, have been
banned for decades but they still
persist in the environment.
They are known to cause
reproductive disruption, neurobehavioral and developmental deficits in children, and liver
disease, diabetes, thyroid and
immune-system problems, and
increased cancer risks.
Contamination from the metals lead, nickel, copper, zinc
and cadmium can also harm organisms at low concentrations.
Aquatic organisms typically accumulate copper through their
food.
Bottom-feeding invertebrates
exhibit the highest concentrations of copper, which can be
highly toxic at low concentrations to invertebrates and to
fish in early life stages and can
result in disruption of the food
web.
Even small concentrations of
some chemicals such as mercury, PCBs and other biomagni-

fying toxins can have enormous
impacts, because they can be
magnified by 1 million to 10 million times from small plants and
animals to fish and shellfish that
feed on them and then by animals that eat fish, like loons or
people.
Toxic metals like copper, agricultural pesticides like Atrazine, and toxins like mercury and
PCBs often exceed water quality
and sediment guidelines.
To make matters worse, there
are no recommended water
quality and sediment guidelines
for PPCPs or plastics.
Yet these contaminants are
accumulating in the environment and some, like Triclosan,
an antibacterial agent used in
soaps and other personal care
products, also bioaccumulate in
the food web.
Many are endocrine disruptors and evidence is mounting
that these chemicals are responsible for changing male fish into
female or intersex fish and causing other problems.
What can you do to limit anthropogenic (human-added) toxins in your environment?
Use less energy, insist on replacing fossil fuels with clean
energy sources (see story with
details about Wednesday’s “Beyond Coal” presentation at Penn
State-Behrend) and learn more
about your food and products
you use on a daily basis, including PPCPs.
Choosing organic foods and
products that do not introduce
toxic ingredients into the environment will go a long way to
limiting these toxins in our food
and water.
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Find articles about energy and water use. Are any of them about water
problems?
Using less energy addresses climate change and protects water by
decreasing the amount of CO2, and mercury and other toxic emissions
produced by fossil fuel energy plants. Using less water when you brush
your teeth or for other daily activities also protects water
resources.
What are you doing to conserve and protect
water and the environment ? What can others
do to reduce their energy and water use? Send
your ideas for conserving energy and water to
axm40@psu.edu for possible publication in the
“your space” feature.

