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Manchester Guardian Weekly 

January 1, 2003 

Science's last frontier lies beneath our feet 

      BYLINE: Tim Radford 

      BODY: 

      Scientists have launched a systematic study of the last great unexplored territory of the globe: the few

      centimetres of soil beneath our feet. With a $ 26m grant, researchers in seven countries have begun a

      five-year discovery of the tiny, unknown plants and animals that make the rest of the world work. 

      Tiny creatures -- microbes, worms, fungi, beetles and mites -- turn the soil, break down dead wood and

      leaves, fix nitrogen from the air, produce fresh nutrients for crops, manage the water cycle, release carbon

      dioxide, methane and other greenhouse gases and underpin all life above ground. Forests, savannahs and

      farmland are all supported by a huge and largely unknown suite of creatures living in the first metre of soil

      below the surface. They have yielded some of the world's most important antibiotics, and have saved

      farmers billions of dollars in fertilisers and pesticides. They could launch a new agricultural revolution and

      yield untold riches for the industries of the future, yet they are the least studied organisms on the planet. 

      "When people think of where new species might be found, they tend to think of rainforests, mangrove

      swamps, or places like mountain peaks -- not millimetres below their toes," says Klaus Toepfer, the director  of the UN environment programme. 

      The nations in the UN-backed programme are Ivory Coast, Uganda, Kenya, Indonesia, India, Brazil and

      Mexico. Research will begin in the tropics, because these regions are the least studied. 

      Jo Anderson, of Exeter University and chairman of the programme's advisory group, says: "We have this

      image of this incredibly fragile, and critically important skin across the Earth which is maintaining just about  everything we are familiar with. It is vital to life as we know it. But we are simply unaware of the diversity of organisms supporting that." 

      There is probably greater biological diversity in a handful of soil from a garden in Devon than there are plants   and animals in the tropical rainforest. A piece of soil the size of a sugar lump might hold five metres of fungal filaments of the kind usually visible on mouldy bread. 

      "We are dealing with incredible numbers," he says. Researchers have identified 15,000 nematode worms:

      there could be 100,000 species. There are probably twice as many earthworms as the 3,600 so far studied. 

      Streptomycin and penicillin are both made by soil-dwelling bacteria. Chemical industries and pharmaceutical   giants have launched massive programmes to screen soil organisms for unusual and useful properties. But  the biggest rewards may lie in managing soil organisms to save on pesticides and fertiliser use. Releases of  native earthworms in tea plantations in India boosted productivity almost threefold and raised profits by $5,500 a hectare each year. 

      The right strains of nitrogen-fixing bacteria sprinkled on soybean plantations in Brazil had replaced artificial fertilisers and were now saving the national economy $ 1bn a year. 

      Researchers will also work with farmers and indigenous peoples in each country to make the best of local

      knowledge. They will also look at ants and termites. These play a huge role in enriching tropical soils.

      Termites also provide health supplements as they spread new soil from deep underground over fresh leaf

      litter and animal dung. 

      "That is immensely fertile," Professor Anderson says. "In some areas of Africa, the women when they are      pregnant have a tradition of eating this termite soil. Analysis shows it is very rich in available iron and zinc. It is like a vitamin tablet." 

      GRAPHIC: Picture, A soil mite is an example of the diversity of life to be found underground 

      LOAD-DATE: January 3, 2003 _________________________________________________________________________________________

World Watch 

January 1, 2003 

Insurance companies warn global warming will cost $ 70 billion annually; Environmental

      Intelligence. 

Natural disasters in 2002 may cost more than $ 70 billion, according to Germany-based Munich Re, one of

      the world's largest insurance companies. Company experts attending UN talks on climate change in New

      Delhi, India, in October 2002, attributed the vast majority of the damages to climate change. As of

      September, natural disasters had cost countries and communities an estimated $ 56 billion. In a separate

      report, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) estimated that in the next decade losses from climate

      would reach close to $ 150 billion, if current trends continue. The report, "Climate Change and the Financial  Services Industry," calculated that losses due to natural disasters appear to be doubling every decade and in the past 15 years add up to $ 1 trillion. 

      "Climate change, linked with human-made emissions, is already underway," said Klaus Toepfer, head of the UNEP. "The world is facing a rise in extreme weather--events of the kind witnessed in 2002--that will

      impact on every facet of life including agriculture, health, water supplies, and wildlife." The floods in Europe  in August 2002, the worst in 150 years, incurred insured losses amounting to $ 5 billion. Typhoon Rusa, which hit South Korea in late August and early September 2002, cost $ 6.6 billion. 

      Insurance companies and reinsurance banks are increasingly concerned with the potential effects of global

      warming. A continued upsurge in severe climatic events could overwhelm the industry. Some experts in

      corporate governance have warned that lawsuits from governments could hold company officers

      accountable for failing to protect their companies from climate-related risk. "The insurance business is first in  line to be affected by climate change," said Franklin Nutter, President of the Reinsurance Association of

      America. "It is clear that global warming could bankrupt the industry." 

      Swiss Re, Munich Re, Gerling, Skandia, Storebrand, and other large insurers are working to forge

      public-private partnerships through which governments would help cover some portion of the insured losses owing to natural catastrophes. Swiss Re has also introduced a questionnaire for its clients as a measure to  encourage corporate efforts to mitigate climate change. 

      "Given the financial muscle available to them, these institutions could move markets and minds to deliver a

      cleaner, healthier and less vulnerable world for the benefit of the world economy, for the benefit of people

      everywhere," said Toepfer. 

 ________________________________________________________________________________________

Africa News 

January 3, 2003 Friday 

Zimbabwe;  Clean Water, Sanitation Remain Elusive Thrown Into Oblivion 

Clean water remains elusive in many areas in the country as the economy faces a number of challenges such  as the critical shortage of food due to the drought. 

      While the Government and the donor community have been providing food aid to various critical areas where   thousands of hungry people have been identified, the provision of water and sanitation has not received      similar attention. 

      Apart from causing severe food shortages, the drought that affected most of Southern Africa has also

      presented serious health challenges mainly in rural and resettlement areas. 

      These problems can only be resolved if adequate facilities for water and sanitation are made available. Some  time last year, the executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme, Dr Klaus Toepfer,      explained that the water crisis, unlike the energy crisis, is life threatening. 

      Already impoverished communities in rural and resettlement areas in the country are beginning to feel the

      effects of not having adequate and clean water. 

      In some areas, the level of suffering and misery owing to the inadequacy of clean water is almost beyond

      comprehension judging by the number of pregnant women and children who suffer from diarrhoeal diseases  such as cholera and dysentery. 

      Statistics compiled by the Ministry of Health and Child Welfare indicate that more than 600 people have died of cholera since January this year. In Manicaland alone a total of 188 people have lost their lives owing  to  this highly infectious disease. 

      Because of poor sanitary conditions, Zimbabwe is still among the countries with high fatality rates from

      water-borne diseases. 

      When there is a drought, the main focus of different organisations, be it governments, religious or

      non-governmental groups, is always on what the affected people are eating and rarely is there concern over

      the provision of clean water and good sanitation. 

      It is against this background that a number of non-governmental organisations have teamed up with various

      Government departments and communities to try and give this much-needed relief to affected areas, by

      drilling boreholes and constructing toilets. 

      The United Nations Children's Fund (Unicef) in Zimbabwe recently went out and sunk 100 boreholes and 600  blair toilets in Gokwe North for the benefit of more than 600 families, at a cost of US$80 000. 

      The programme was implemented in an area that has been at the peripheral of most of the national

      development programmes. 

      It is also expected to improve the health status of the districts covered as more women and children are

      expected to benefit from the exercise. 

      Gokwe has not fitted well into the national fabric and a humanitarian disaster is likely to affect the area

      mainly due to poor infrastructure and underdevelopment. 

      Another NGO, the Zimbabwe Red Cross Society, is currently involved in a number of water and sanitation

      projects throughout the country to improve the living conditions of most families in the rural areas. 

      The society is constructing toilets, drilling boreholes, rehabilitating wells and protecting natural sources of

      water like springs. 

      "Our main objective is to improve water and sanitation in order to minimise chances of disease outbreaks,

      especially in areas that have been affected before," said the society's information officer, Mrs Varaidzo

      Dongozi. 

      Because the Zimbabwe Red Cross Society has a yearly budget for these projects, quite a number of

      communities in the country have benefited and new areas will also be considered. 

      The new areas include Chimanimani, Zaka, Chivi, Rushinga, Matopo, Gwanda and Beitbridge. 

      The projects, some of which have been completed, were initiated in 1998. 

      Mrs Dongozi said hundreds of families in Zaka would soon benefit from another similar project being

      implemented in the area at a cost of US $100 000 (Z$5,9 million). 

      "The money would be used in phases until the project is complete. In Zvimba, for instance, we have since

      completed similar projects and communities are now enjoying the benefits," she said. 

      It is estimated that about 1,2 billion people worldwide, do not have access to safe drinking water, 2,9 billion  have no adequate sanitation facilities while four billion people do not have proper sewer systems. 

      In 1998, water-related diseases caused an estimated 3,4 million deaths, mostly children, throughout the

      world. 

      The main diseases are diarrhoea (2,21 million) and malaria (1,11 million), trypanosomiasis, intestinal worm infections, dengue, and schistosomiasis (bilharzia). 

      The picture is a macrocosm of the situation in many Third World countries, which contribute significantly to  such statistics. 

      Such a scenario is made worse when there is a drought, war or an economic crisis. 

      While the amount of water on earth is always the same, demand is always growing, putting stresses on arid

      countries and on the infrastructure in the world's rapidly growing cities. 

      According to the World Bank's World Development Indicators, between 1985 and 1993, 24 countries saw the decrease in their urban populations' access to safe drinking water. 

      Zimbabwe is one of the identified countries, others being Colombia, Ecuador, Ethiopia, The Gambia,

      Guatemala, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Haiti, Jamaica, Jordan, Madagascar, Mali, Mauritania, Mozambique, Nepal,  Nicaragua, Saudi Arabia, Tanzania, Togo, Trinidad and Tobago, United Arab Emirates, Uruguay and      Venezuela. 

      While there was a lot of enthusiasm and effort to ensure that Zimbabwe got enough clean water after

      independence in 1980, the enthusiasm has died down and the pressure resulting from the current economic

      downturn has seen resources being allocated to more pressing sectors. This means that the rural

      communities always fail to get clean drinking water. 

      Realising the need to prop up water supplies in the country, the Minister of Finance and Economic

      Development Cde Herbert Murerwa in the 2003 budget, allocated $3 billion and $511 million for the

      construction of water conservation works and water supplies respectively. 

      From the money allocated to the construction of water supplies, $40 million would be channelled towards the conservation of water in rural areas. 

      The allocation would also boost water supplies and be used to repair boreholes, sunk after independence

      that have since broken down. 

      The allocation from the finance ministry comes barely a month after the Government made available an initial  $80 million for the provision of clean water and sanitation in resettlement areas. 

      The provision of water and toilets has also some far-reaching effects on the general livelihood of the people  residing in rural areas, particularly children. 

      Without clean drinking water, people get chronically ill from diarrhoea and a host of other intestinal problems.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Africa News 

January 3, 2003 Friday 

 Kenya;    Governments Urged to Curb Poor Waste Disposal Practices 

The governments and Industrialists have been urged to accelerate investments in cleaWastener production

      technologies and processes that can reduce wastes. 

      Parties to the Basel Convention on the Transboundary Movement of Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal

      were asked to work together to improve the recycling systems and treatment plants. The United Nations

      Environment Programme Executive Director Klaus Toepfer observed that poor countries have suffered a

      setback because they lack the necessary legislation and facilities to cope with the growth in wastes. 

      Toepfer noted that communication, entertainment and information revolution of the past two decades has

      compounded the increase in electronic and electrical wastes (e-waste). 

      Developing countries have been identified as main recipients of these wastes from other developing

      countries that include e-waste, biomedical and healthcare wastes, dismantled ships that endanger marine

      life among others. 

      The meeting expects to adopt technical guidelines on the disposal and recycling of lead-acid batteries,

      plastic wastes, biomedical and healthcare wastes and obsolete ships. 

      The conference also aims to double efforts to combat illegal trade of hazardous wastes, a decision to

      establish a mechanism for compliance and implementation. 

      Development of regional centres as main instruments of the convention to assist in capacity building in

      member governments also features in the Convention. 

      The Basel Convention on the Transboundary Movement of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal regulates

      the movement of these wastes and obliges its member countries to ensure that such wastes are managed

      and disposed of, in an environmentally sound manner. ________________________________________________________________________________________

SUNDAY TELEGRAPH(LONDON) 

January 05, 2003, Sunday 

 Afghan snow leopard faces extinction as aid workers buy pelts 

      WESTERN AID workers and soldiers are pushing the snow leopard - one of the world's rarest cats - towards  extinction by buying pelts for pounds 1,000 each in Afghanistan. 

      The pelts - used to make fur coats and rugs - are sold in shops used by foreigners in Kabul, the Afghan

      capital, and Faizabad in the north-east, despite an international ban on the trade. 

      The United Nations Environment Programme, which is seeking to preserve the endangered animal, says

      that many of the buyers are aid workers, who have moved to Afghanistan in large numbers since the end of

      the war with the Taliban last December. 

      The UN also accuses soldiers from the international peacekeeping force, which includes British troops, of

      purchasing the leopard skins and says it is "appalled" that Westerners are buying the pelts of an endangered

      species. One official from the UN Environment Programme told The Sunday Telegraph: "The pelts are

      being bought by the growing number of Westerners in Afghanistan, mostly soldiers and aid workers. 

      "It is a disturbing development and will encourage poachers to kill even more snow leopards." 

      The official added that the killing of snow leopards appeared to have increased significantly since the fall of  the Taliban regime, which restricted foreign access to Afghanistan, although precise figures were impossible  to establish. 

      The International Snow Leopard Trust said that it was "sad that so many Westerners don't know or don't

      care that they are helping to wipe out an endangered species". 

      A spokesman added that there was also evidence that the snow leopard pelts were being bought by gangs

      who sold them for profit in the West. Research for the trust indicated that the poachers were killing the

      leopards at a faster rate than they could reproduce, he said. 

      There are estimated to be fewer than 100 snow leopards left in Afghanistan - and only about 3,500

      throughout their Central Asian habitat. In Afghanistan the hunters' pursuit of the snow leopard has been

      helped by the large numbers of guns that were available during and after the war. 

      Faced with desperate poverty and starvation, the Afghans are also hunting the snow leopard's prey,

      including goats and sheep, delivering a double blow to the big cat. From the mountains the pelts are brought into Kabul and Faizabad where they catch the eye of Westerners. 

      Lucy Morgan Edwards, a British writer based in Kabul, said that there were many different pelts on sale in

      Chicken Street, the capital's main shopping area for Westerners. 

      "They are not being bought by the locals because they are too expensive but by soldiers and the aid

      workers. The aid workers are much more careful with their money, perhaps because they are not very well

      paid. They tend to spend more time haggling over prices than the soldiers." 

      Sue Lieberman, the international species programme director for the World Wide Fund for Nature, said that it was "alarming" that Westerners were buying the pelts. 

      "We are talking about one of the world's most threatened cats and we have supposedly well-educated

      Westerners buying their skins to make fur coats and rugs," she said. "It beggars belief." 

      Ms Lieberman added: "Maybe the aid workers and soldiers who are buying them do not realise that they are from a highly endangered species. 

      "But our message is, 'If in doubt, don't buy'. You can't blame the Afghans - millions of them face a daily

      battle for survival. Westerners have no excuse." 

      The spending habits of Western soldiers in Afghanistan - whose official title is the International Security

      Assistance Force - are well-known, and much appreciated, by the locals, who refer to them as the

      "International Shopping Around Force". 

      The snow leopard (uncia uncia) is found at heights of about 10,000ft in the rugged mountains of

      Afghanistan, China, India, Nepal, Mongolia and Russia. Besides hunting it for its pelt, poachers are also

      targeting the big cat for its bones, which can be sold for their alleged aphrodisiac qualities and healing

      properties in Chinese traditional medicine.

________________________________________________________________________________________

Palestine Chronicle

PRIVATE
UN Environment Agency Welcomes Canada’s Ratification of Kyoto Protocol




Friday, January 03 2003 @ 06:25 AM GMT 


"Canada’s move means that those developed countries that have so far ratified represent close to 44 per cent of the 1990 emissions of carbon dioxide .."

NEW YORK - Canada’s decision to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, the five year-old agreement to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, showed “courage and leadership” and recognized the overwhelming scientific and moral arguments for fighting climate change, the head of the United Nations environment agency said today. 

“Global warming is the greatest environmental threat this planet faces,” said Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the Environment Programme (UNEP). 

“The scientific evidence, that pollution from sources such as factories, power plants and vehicles is changing the world’s weather systems, is already with us. The moral arguments are equally compelling as it is the poorest of the poor, on continents like Africa, who stand to suffer most from an upsurge in extreme weather events such as floods and droughts.” 

Canada’s move means that those developed countries that have so far ratified represent close to 44 per cent of the 1990 emissions of carbon dioxide, the principal greenhouse gas. In order for the Protocol to enter into force, 55 per cent of the developed world’s 1990 emissions must be covered. Russia, with over 17 per cent of the emissions, is crucial for the Protocol to become international law. 

Toepfer said Canada’s ratification was even more impressive given that country’s high reliance on coal, gas and oil. “The fact that Canada believes it can achieve its reduction targets, despite being a big user and producer of fossil fuels, gives the clear signal to others that fighting global warming is not economic suicide,” he said. “It shows that reducing the risks of climate change are realistic and necessary which, if managed sensibly, can have important economic benefits in terms of the development of new technologies, jobs and financial markets.” 

-[United Nations News Center.] Published at the Palestine Chronicle. 

________________________________________________________________________________________

The Canberra Times

January 1, 2003 Wednesday  Final Edition

HEADLINE: Timely reminder for the survival of civilisation;

Keith Suter looks at the United Nations' decision to declare the year 2003 as

the International Year of Freshwater.

BODY:

   THE UNITED Nations has declared the year 2003 as the International Year of Fresh- water. This is a timely decision because of the global concern over the shortage of drinking water.

   "Water is probably the only natural resource to touch all aspects of human civilization," according to Koichiro Matsuura, director-general of UNESCO. Water is hard wired, so to speak, into agriculture, industry and culture. It is the single most precious element for life on earth. The world's population lives on the 2.5 per cent of the world's water that is both fresh and accessible. The largest reserve of freshwater is the Antarctic icesheet, which has about 80 per cent of the world's supply of freshwater.  

   There is a great deal of concern about the shortage of freshwater in Australia. This is the world's oldest, flattest, driest continent. Indigenous peoples made a success of living lightly upon the land for maybe 140,000 years. They managed to survive on all the different climatic conditions. But European agriculture and lifestyles may not be compatible with Australia's environment.

   For example, there has been the destruction of trees for land clearing, which has caused problems with salination. Additionally, there has not been enough financial incentive to use water wisely.

   But Australia is not the only country with freshwater problems. In the Middle East, wars could be caused by water shortages. Indeed, there is a current American mediation between Israel and Lebanon over the Hasbani River, the leading artery in the region. Also, Israel and Jordan are trying to save the Dead Sea (whose level is falling by about a metre a year); this is their biggest cooperation agreement since 1994.

   "No single measure," according to UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, "would do more to reduce disease and save lives in the developing world than bringing safe water and adequate sanitation to all." Globally, one in two hospital beds is occupied by a person suffering from water-borne diseases.

   What, then, are some of the implications of the freshwater crisis? First, this crisis is far more severe than many other environmental issues that receive more media attention, such as climate change. For example, the rapid economic development of China means that much of the country's rich arable land is being used for buildings and roads, and so the economic development is degrading the soil. The prevailing winds pick up the dry soil off the land and carry it across the northern Pacific and into Canada and California.

   Who will feed China? China's wheat harvest peaked at 123 million tonnes in 1997; the harvest has fallen in the four of the last five years and is now at 92 million tonnes. Ironically, if Australia could take better care of its own land, then it could become the breadbasket of China and so lead to an Australian rural renaissance (not least when China becomes an economic superpower around 2050).

   Second, countries need to rethink their agricultural practices. Agriculture is the main user of water, especially irrigation.

   Third, the conversion of saltwater into freshwater is an energy-intensive process, whether by distillation or filtering through a membrane. There may be scope here for new solar-energy industries to be developed to power such conversion, not least in Australia. Instead of trying to turn rivers inland, we ought to be finding new ways of financing solar-energy research. It is bizarre that a country that receives so much sunlight should be so slow to find ways of

generating solar energy.

   Fourth, in reply to those economists who will complain that the conversion of  saltwater into freshwater will be expensive, then perhaps there is an error in the pricing policy for water. The issue is not one of whether the water supply should be privatised, but that consumers should be paying a realistic price for it (no matter who supplies it). More expensive water will provide an incentive to be more careful in how it is used.

   There are more dead civilisations than currently flourishing ones. A key factor in the death of civilisations was the loss of water or food. It remains to be seen whether we can do better this time.

   Keith Suter is Professional Fellow at Futures Foundation.

LOAD-DATE: December 31, 2002
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BBC

Sunday, 5 January, 2003, 01:58 GMT 

 Relief reaches Solomons victims

               The first contact was made by helicopter  A ship carrying vital relief supplies has reached the

               remote South Pacific island of Tikopia, a week after a devastating cyclone struck the Solomons archipelago. 

               The Solomons patrol boat Auki arrived at Tikopia  early on Sunday, to begin  handing out much-needed  food and medical supplies  to the estimated 1,300 people living on the island.

               Alan March, assistant director-general to the Australian government aid agency AusAid, said   medical staff were already  treating the islanders'injuries, but fortunately no one appeared seriously               hurt. 

               The devastation is  reported to be immense, and islanders say Cyclone Zoe, the most powerful ever recorded in the Pacific,  whipped up 10 metre (33 foot) waves that levelled entire villages and swept seawater over fields of crops. 

               A second vessel, chartered jointly by the Australian and New Zealand governments, is also on its way to the  region, and is expected to arrive on Monday. 

               Disaster area 

               Despite initial fears that many of the island's  inhabitants could not have survived Cyclone Zoe's 300               km/h (190 mph) winds, the first witness to reach the  region on Friday said all the islanders appeared to be               still alive. 

                 Click here for a map of the area 

               The islanders apparently sheltered in mountain caves,  following a centuries-old practice used by their ancestors  during cyclones. 

               Tikopia and two other islands, Mota Lava and Anuta, were declared a disaster area by the            Solomon Islands Government earlier in the week. 

               But continued bad weather and the destruction of  radio facilities made accurate damage   assessments difficult. 

               There has still been no contact with one of them islands, Anuta, although Mr March said the Auki would  head there later on Sunday  to assess the damage and  provide emergency relief. 

               'Everyone alive' 

               The first contact was made with the Tikopia islanders on Friday, when a New Zealand cameraman arrived by  helicopter. 

               "The whole way there I thought I would see hundreds of dead and festering bodies, but instead we were just overwhelmed with people running toward the plane," Geoff Mackley told The Australian newspaper on  Saturday. 

               While the people survived  the cyclone, their crops and  homes did not. 

               "It looks like Hiroshima," Mr Mackley told The Australian.  "Whole villages have been inundated by the sea." 

               The villagers told Mr Mackley how their homes and crops  had been completely destroyed, and said they would  need food aid for another three years. 

               Criticism over delays 

              The Auki's voyage, from the Solomons' capital Honiara  to Tikopia, was delayed for days because the nation's cash-strapped government could not afford to pay for  relief supplies or a special allowance demanded by the ship's crew. 

               Australia and New Zealand, the two wealthiest nations in the region, have been criticised for delays in assessing  the damage. 

               But Mr March defended Australia's actions, saying Canberra had helped fund the relief mission and would continue to do so. 

               "While Australia acted immediately to make resources available to the Solomon Islands, we are still at the beginning of a lengthy humanitarian operation," he said. 

               Tikopia and its neighbouring islands are part of the  impoverished Solomon Islands, an archipelago 2,250  km (1,400 miles) northeast of Sydney, Australia. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Antarctica's ice sheet  melting naturally

               Searching for rocks in West Antarctica's mountains The West Antarctic Ice Sheet (WAIS) has been melting naturally and releasing water to the ocean for the last 10,000 years. 

               Research published in the journal Science suggests that  the last Ice Age never really came to end in that part of  the world. 

               If the melting continues at its current rate then the WAIS could disappear in 7,000 years, possibly raising

               worldwide sea levels by five metres. 

               However scientists warn that a sudden rapid melting of  the WAIS could cause serious problems for some coastal regions. 

               Rock climbing 

               Geologists measured the chemical composition of rocks  collected on seven mountains in the Ford Ranges near  the Ross Sea. 

               Some of the peaks are almost a mile high (1.6  kilometres), but were completely covered in ice 10,000               years ago. 

               But as the ice began to melt away and the glaciers  retreated, rocks where left behind on the freshly               uncovered mountains. 

               The rocks were exposed to cosmic rays from deep  space and so their chemical make-up changed. 

               By looking at the composition of the rocks the  geologists could calculate how old they were and

               therefore when the ice melted. 

               Ice Age 

               Professor John Stone from the University of Washington led the teams behind the work. 

               He said: "In all cases we got very tight, consistent correlations of age with altitude, so we are able to track  the margins of the ice sheet coming down the mountain  sides with this approach." 

               The most surprising finding  though is how recently the  ice has thinned in West Antarctica. 

               Ice sheets in North America and Europe had nearly all  melted 10,000 years ago, but this process had only  just started in West Antarctica at that time. 

               "The Ice Age never really  came to an end in that  part of the world" Professor  Stone said. 

               The WAIS, which covers an  area of 360,000 square miles (580,000 km), is currently melting at a slow and steady rate and if this continues it will disappear in another 7,000 years. 

               Professor Stone says this would raise the global sea levels by about five metres. 

               But he warns: "A rapid melting event that released even  a small fraction of this amount could have disastrous  consequences for coastal regions." 

               The scientists stress this melting of the WAIS is a  natural process but they cannot rule out that global               warming may now be playing a part. 

               As much of the ice sheet is below water the WAIS could  be very sensitive to the warming of the oceans.

________________________________________________________________________________________

AP

Manure used to treat contaminated water

PITTSBURGH, Pennsylvania (AP) --Rarely does anyone advertise to buy 400 tons of cow manure, but that's what Bob Du Breucq did to get

enough fertilizer for a water treatment project at a mine in central Pennsylvania.

As vice president of Tanoma Mining Co., which ceased operating in 2000, Du Breucq had the task of putting together a reclamation project to

make sure contaminated mine water doesn't pollute nearby waterways.

He settled on building a high-calcium settling pond with limestone and cow manure that will reduce the acidity of water seeping out of the

mine -- a process that mine reclamation experts say is safe for the environment and inexpensive.

In the past 15 years, a number of passive treatment projects have sprouted in major mining states like Pennsylvania and West Virginia,

providing an alternative to chemical treatment plants, said West Virginia University mine reclamation specialist Jeff Skousen. The chemical

treatment plants are known as active projects.

"It's a good thing to do because it really aids soil development and reclamation," he said.

Passive treatment systems -- usually made into ponds, channels or wetlands -- are also friendly to the wallet. Du Breucq said it cost Tanoma

about $200,000 to build its settling pond; a chemical treatment plant would have cost twice as much.

Besides using cow manure, Skousen said other fertilizers such as sawdust, hay and mushroom compost can be just as effective.

Nationwide, more than 4,600 abandoned coal sites are deemed unhealthy and unsafe by the government, said Gene Krueger, an administrator

in the federal Office of Surface Mining. The office, however, doesn't track the number or the type of water treatment programs at mines, he

said.

Multibillion dollar problem

Treating acid drainage from abandoned mines is a $5 billion problem for Pennsylvania alone, said Carl Lasher, a spokesman for the

Department of Environmental Protection. Acids and metals produced by abandoned mines can discharge into streams, killing fish and insects,

hurting plant growth and turning water orange.

The state estimates 17,000 miles (27,353 kilometers) of streams remain polluted by acid mine drainage.

Lasher said Pennsylvania has responded by operating 20 passive treatment systems, with eight more under construction. West Virginia

environmental officials said the state also has worked on a number of passive treatment systems, many alongside conservation groups.

In addition, Lasher said hundreds of Pennsylvania mining companies like Tanoma operate their own treatment systems, which can either be

passive or active, at abandoned mine sites.

Du Breucq, who recently completed Tanoma's water treatment project, says he's pleased with the settlement pond.

"It's not a bad way to do it, particularly for the public, the streams and the operators," he said.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

UN WIRE

Award Winners Spread Waste   Message 

    Bangladeshi composting advocates Maqsood Sinha and Iftekhar Enayetullah, whose

    Waste Concern group last year won a U.N. Race Against Poverty Award, have taken their

    pro-composting message around Bangladesh and the world with the help of the U.N.

    Development Program and UNICEF, Agence France-Presse reports.

    The nongovernmental organization pays Dhaka garbage collectors to sort trash and turn

    in organic waste for composting.  Sinha and Enayetullah highlighted health,

    environmental and economic benefits of the program.  They said 40 diseases linked to

    rotting waste could be curbed by composting, air pollution and the resulting health

    hazards could be reduced, and the project, if reproduced across the country, could

    employ at least 90,000 people.

    "If waste is properly dealt with, I think then there is nothing called waste, but a resource,"

    Sinha said (AFP/Sydney Morning Herald, Jan. 3).
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F R I D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
UN, Cambodia talks on Khmer Rouge court to restart next week

*
IAEA governing board set to hear report on nuclear safeguards in DPR of Korea

*
UN monitors continue international probe of Iraq for weapons

*
More people in northeastern DR of Congo displaced from homes, UN says

*
UN sends disaster team to help Solomon Islands in cyclone’s aftermath

*
Last group of Rwandans in Tanzania return home, UN refugee agency says

* * * *

Cambodia

3 January – Preliminary talks are slated to start next week between the United Nations and Cambodia on the establishment of a special court to try Khmer Rouge leaders, a UN spokesman said today.

Legal Counsel Hans Corell will lead the UN team, and Senior Minister Sok An, who is in charge of the Council of Ministers, is expected to head Cambodia’s delegation to the talks, which are slated to start Monday morning at UN Headquarters in New York, spokesman Fred Eckhard said.

Last week, Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen accepted an invitation by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan to send a delegation to New York for an exploratory meeting to prepare for the resumption of negotiations on the special court.

In February 2002, the UN ended negotiations with Cambodia over the tribunal, saying the court as planned would not be fair and that the Government had rejected a proposed agreement governing the assistance that the UN would provide.

The UN had been in talks with the Cambodian Government for nearly five years to set up a special court to try former Khmer Rouge leaders for genocide and crimes against humanity committed between 1975-79. In 1999, Phnom Penh rejected a proposal by Mr. Annan for an international court and instead decided to establish a national tribunal with the participation of foreign judges and prosecutors.

* * *
DPR of Korea

3 January – The governing board of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) is set to take up the issue of nuclear safeguards in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) next week.

The 35-member council will meet on Monday to hear a report from the Agency’s Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei, who recently spoke about the next steps after Pyongyang last month removed IAEA safety seals and surveillance equipment at the DPRK’s nuclear facilities at Nyongbyong.

A press briefing is planned to follow the board’s meeting at IAEA headquarters in Vienna.

* * *

Iraq: inspections

3 January – Teams of inspectors from the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) today continued their investigations into various facilities in Iraq.

A team of missile experts inspected the Al Mamoun Plant, which belongs to the Al Rasheed Company, roughly 60 kilometres south of Baghdad. While there, the team tagged several pieces of declared equipment, which Iraq had manufactured between 1998 and 2002, according to Hiro Ueki, a spokesman for UNMOVIC and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in Baghdad.

An UNMOVIC multidisciplinary team drove more than 200 kilometres west of Baghdad to inspect a former ammunitions depot used as a chemical weapons storage facility prior to the Persian Gulf War and an adjacent area used in the 1980s for chemical weapons munitions tests, the spokesman said. “Both locations were inspected by the UN Special Commission in the past and are located in the middle of the desert,” he added.

Meanwhile, a chemical team inspected the Al Basil Narawan, part of the Al Basil Centre, which produces several chemicals, including sodium carbonates.

* * *
DR of Congo

3 January – More than 70,000 people have recently lost their homes in the northeastern part of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), swelling the ranks of the 33,000 who were previously forced from their residences, the United Nations said today.

An assessment mission by UN agencies and non-governmental organizations recently toured the province of North Kivu, though not all population centres could be accessed because of lack of security, the UN said. Many of the displaced are heading for Beni and the southern parts of North Kivu. The results of an assessment mission to those locales are expected soon.

As of mid-2002, a total of 2.27 million persons in the DRC have been displaced, while there were 346,000 refugees from Angola, Sudan, Rwanda, Central African Republic, Burundi, Republic of Congo and other places, according to UN sources.

The total general population affected by conflict and insecurity in the country was 20 million out of an entire population of 56 million.

* * * 

Solomon Islands

3 January – Responding to the extensive damage caused by Cyclone Zoe late last month in the Solomon Islands, the United Nations deployed a disaster assistance and coordination team to that country today.

The two-person team will liaise with national and international agencies responding to the emergency, and assist in determining further requirements for humanitarian assistance to the 1,200 people affected by the cyclone.

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) has already provided a $10,000 emergency grant to purchase relief supplies and will continue to provide updates on the situation.

The cyclone, a category 5 tropical storm that struck the island nation between 28 and 30 December, caused widespread damage on the islands of Tikopia and Anuta, OCHA said, citing information obtained from Australian surveillance flights. The large majority of trees on the islands have been blown over or shredded, and extensive damage to housing, crops and gardens has also been reported.

* * *
Rwanda

3 January – The last of more than 500,000 Rwandans in Tanzania have returned home, marking the end of one of the most dramatic refugee exoduses in the turbulent history of Central Africa, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said today.

A final group of 3,200 refugees crossed the border into Rwanda from Tanzania last Friday, said UNHCR spokesperson Ivana Unluova. They were the last of 535,000 Rwandan Hutus who fled in mid-1994 as the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front overran the country, putting an end to mass killings by Hutu extremists that left at least 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus dead.

An estimated 1.3 million Rwandans fled to what was then eastern Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the Congo), while more than half a million escaped to Tanzania, UNHCR said. In Zaire, tens of thousands perished in a cholera epidemic that swept through huge, makeshift refugee camps near Goma in the summer of 1994.

Most of the refugees went back to Rwanda from both Zaire and Tanzania in 1996. However, at the onset of last year, Tanzania still hosted an estimated 24,000 Rwandans, in addition to more than 400,000 from Burundi and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

In September, Rwanda, Tanzania and UNHCR reached an agreement to repatriate the remaining Rwandans by the end of the year. During the final weeks of 2002, officials from the UN agency worked around the clock to register those rushing to sign up for return ahead of the 31 December deadline.
* *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


Manchester Guardian Weekly  � HYPERLINK  \l "Frontier" ��- Science's last frontier lies beneath our feet� 


World Watch  - � HYPERLINK  \l "Warming" ��Insurance companies warn global warming will cost $ 70 billion annually; 


�Africa News  - Zimbabwe;  � HYPERLINK  \l "Water" ��Clean Water, Sanitation Remain Elusive Thrown Into Oblivion


�Africa News  -  � HYPERLINK  \l "Waste" ��Kenya;    Governments Urged to Curb Poor Waste Disposal Practices 


�SUNDAY TELEGRAPH(LONDON)  � HYPERLINK  \l "Leopard" ��- Afghan snow leopard faces extinction as aid workers buy pelts� 


Palestine Chronicle � HYPERLINK  \l "Ratification" ��- UN Environment Agency Welcomes Canada’s Ratification of Kyoto Protocol
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