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From aid to trade: how can devastated region recover?

The most terrible cost of all is the loss of life but the survivors face a bleak future. Saeed Shah, Maxine Frith and Terry Kirby assess the long-term consequences of a catastrophe in a vulnerable region

29 December 2004

AID: NATIONS AND CHARITIES LAUNCH BIGGEST-EVER RELIEF OPERATION
The biggest international aid effort in response to a natural disaster has begun, as the first emergency supplies were deployed in countries devastated by the tsunami.

Flights from nine countries, including Britain, France and the United States, landed in Sri Lanka yesterday carrying medicines, water kits, bedding and aid staff. Other countries sending aid include India, Russia, Finland, Japan, Pakistan, Israel, Greece, Nepal, China, Australia, Hungary, Turkey, Switzerland, Canada and the United Arab Emirates

The heads of Britain's largest charities met to plan a joint fund-raising effort and the Tsunami Appeal is expected to be launched within days. The disaster emergency committee (DEC) was set up 30 years ago to deal with large-scale disasters. The DEC brings together Oxfam, Christian Aid, Save the Children, Action Aid, Cafod and the Red Cross into a single appeal fund. The sheer scale of the devastation, involving 13 countries in some of the world's poorest and most vulnerable areas, has led to the massive mobilisation.

As supplies began to reach the region, aid agencies were planning long-term support for the surviving victims who have lost their means of subsistence. The United Nations will hold a conference in January to discuss the next steps, and Don McKinnon, the secretary general of the Commonwealth, said he was planning a meeting of specialists to look at long-term management of disaster relief systems.

But the outpouring of support and money for the affected countries was marred by accusations that some Western nations, such as the US, are not giving enough to foreign aid in general. Jan Egeland, who is the United Nations under-secretary general for humanitarian affairs and emergency relief criticised nations which had reduced their contribution to overseas development and aid.

He said: "If the foreign assistance of many countries is 0.1 or 0.2 per cent of the gross national income, I think that is stingy. I don't think that is very generous." Mr Egeland retracted his comments as the US gave a further $20m (£10m) in aid yesterday on top of an initial pledge of $15m.

Israeli press reports have said their government's offer of medical aid was blocked by Indonesian authorities who had complained that the 150-strong team Israel planned to send contained 60 soldiers. But a small team of civilians is bringing 80 tons of supplies, including generators, tents, blankets and mattresses. Around 500 Israelis are said to be still unaccounted for.

TOURISM: REBUILDING LIVELIHOODS
The tourism industry, which provides jobs for about 19 million people in the region, must now rebuild its damaged infrastructure. It also faces the more difficult challenge of restoring the confidence of the hundreds of thousands of tourists who visit the region each year.

However, despite the initially devastating impact on tourism around the Indian Ocean, the industry was largely confident yesterday that travellers would begin to return to many parts within a matter of weeks.

"I've been in this business for 25 years and I'm always struck by how quickly the market reasserts itself," said Graham Lancaster, a spokesman for the Federation of Tour Operators. "In the past we've had coups, terrorism, diseases like Sars or foot and mouth - and just recently a hurricane in the West Indies - and each time, the tourists eventually return. I'm very optimistic."

He said that tourism was crucial to many of the communities hit by the disaster, and it was in their best interests to ensure reconstruction was as swift as possible, helped by the certainty of government and international aid.

The likelihood that the event was a one-off would also encourage tourists to return and their income would be vital to help economies that had suffered billions of pounds in losses.

Rebuilding of tourist complexes would be made easier by the fact that in most places they are simply constructed and use local materials, such as wood. "We are not usually talking 20-storey hotels here," Mr Lancaster said.

The Thailand Tourism Authority estimated that 70 per cent of the damage in the worst-hit areas would be repaired within three months.

However, the speed of the process is likely to be dependent on restoring essential services, such as fresh water and sanitation, and some areas such as the southern tip of Sri Lanka may take much longer to recover. In the meantime, say analysts, tourists are likely to continue to visit unaffected areas, such as the Sri Lankan hills or parts of Thailand away from Phuket. Tourists in less affected resorts were said to be continuing their holidays, particularly in the Maldives, where some islands were unscathed. A spokeswoman for Trailfinders, the leading independent tour operator, said: "It's very difficult to be accurate because we don't have a full assessment of the damage yet, but already we are getting reports that beaches are being cleared of debris and hotels are cleaning up and getting ready for business again." The industry is concentrating on getting the stranded British tourists home, with several charter aircraft leaving yesterday for Sri Lanka and the Maldives.

Decisions on January holidays will be made as the situation becomes clearer at individual resorts.

TRADE: COST REACHES BILLIONS OF POUNDS BUT QUICK RECOVERY EXPECTED
The fishing and tourism industries of many of the worst-hit countries have beendevastated but the economies should recover rapidly, experts said.

Gerhard Berz, an analyst at Munich Re, the world's largest reinsurance group, said his "gut feeling" was that the immediate economic damage caused was more than €10bn (£7bn). However, industrial and port facilities in the region were saved from the tidal waves, limiting the economic destruction.

Glenn Maguire, chief economist for Asia at the French bank Société Générale, said: "The economic impact of it will certainly be large, but it should not be enough to derail the momentum of the region in 2005 ... First and foremost this is a human tragedy."

The economic outlook for Sri Lanka is the most gloomy. The tsunami destroyed transport links from Colombo to tourist locations in the south. Arjuna Mahendran, a former head of the Sri Lanka investment board, said that the country's economy could be set back by a year and the calamity could even cause the economy to shrink. Others said it could knock 1 per cent off the country's economic growth next year.

Suan Teck Kin, an economist at OCBC, a Singapore bank, said that south-east Asian resorts could take up to six months to repair damage. Some suggested that restoring transport links to resorts could take a year. Sri Lanka's ambassador to the UN said that the fishing industry was "practically devastated".

Thaksin Shinawatra, the Thai Prime Minister, estimated the cost of damage at 20bn baht (£265m) and said his government would seek extra funds from parliament.

An economic consultancy, IDEAglobal, predicted that the disaster would wipe 0.5 per cent from Thailand's 2005 GDP and put pressure on its trade balance. The group also estimated that it would cut Indonesia's 2005 GDP by 0.2 per cent.

Economists said that tourism in Thailand, which accounts for 6 per cent of the country's GDP, would not suffer lasting damage.

The impact is expected to be smaller than the outbreak last year of the Sars epidemic, which caused tourist numbers to drop by more than 7 per cent.

Juthamas Siriwan, the governor of the Tourism Authority of Thailand, vowed: "In three months, we should rebuild 70 per cent of the damage in the three worst-hit provinces."

The Indian finance ministry said that it did not expect a large financial impact. India's Associated Chambers of Commerce said the sectors that would be hurt were shipping and tourism.

HEALTH: HOSPITALS SWAMPED AS FEARS GROW OF CHOLERA AND TYPHOID EPIDEMIC
A PRIME breeding ground for deadly diseases has been left behind in the aftermath of the tsunami. Health specialists are warning that millions of people face the threat of cholera, typhoid and other infections caused by dirty water and lack of shelter.

Hundreds of doctors, nurses and medical staff are being flown in from around the world to help treat the injured and prevent a potentially catastrophic outbreak of disease.

Andy Bastable, the public health emergency co-ordinator at Oxfam, said: "Cholera is going to be the biggest threat now, and if it breaks out it will spread rapidly through the population." The disease is caused by the Vibrio cholerae bacterium, which is found in rivers, coastal areas and dirty water. It causes diarrhoea, vomiting and dehydration and, without treatment, can kill within hours. South India, Sri Lanka and the northern Indonesian province of Aceh are the areas most at risk.

While cholera can be treated by simple measures such as replacing fluids and salts, these are exactly what will be lacking in the disaster zone.

Immediate isolation of those infected is also needed in order to prevent an epidemic, but with many hospitals destroyed, that could prove impossible. Experts have also warned that the tsunami's destruction of even basic living materials may cause a surge in diarrhoeal diseases, particularly among women and children.

Mr Bastable said: "People in places like Sri Lanka have lost everything so they do not even have cooking or eating utensils. That adds to the problems of infection, because you have people eating with their hands or with dirty utensils, surrounded by dirty water."

There is also a risk of increased incidence of malaria, as millions of displaced people are forced to sleep outside with no shelter at night, the prime time for mosquitoes to bite. Food shortages may be exacerbated by thousands of animals having to be destroyed and disposed of in case they drink infected water.

Israel is sending 150 health personnel to Sri Lanka, including doctors, nurses and paramedics, and is planning to set up a medical facility to deal with victims.

The French government has dispatched a plane carrying more than 100 rescue and health staff, as well as a field medical post and six tonnes of drugs and supplies.

Australia, Italy, Greece, Austria and Japan have promised to send doctors, nurses and other medical staff.

ENVIRONMENT: EXPERTS FEAR IRREVERSIBLE DAMAGE TO SEA AND COASTAL ECOSYSTEMS
While the terrible human costs of the disaster are obvious, the environmental effects are expected to take longer to establish. But there are grave fears that some of the region's already fragile coral reefs and coastal ecosystems may have suffered lasting damage.

Specialists from the United Nations Environmental Programme were on their way to Sri Lanka and the Maldives last night and others will follow soon to Thailand, Indonesia and other affected countries. "We simply don't know how bad it is at the moment and nobody is in a position to give us an assessment because we are concentrating on the human tragedy," a spokesman said.

However, there are already reports that some coral reefs off the coast of Thailand are "devastated", with almost all the coral swept away at some points. In other places, sediment or debris could have been dumped on top of the reefs.

The UN spokesman said: "Although it is true that nature re-asserts itself, these are environmental systems that are already quite stressed and their chances of recovery are much less than they would have been perhaps two hundred years ago.'' Many of the reefs suffered heavy bleaching during the El Niño weather system in 1998. Other areas where severe damage is feared are mangrove swamps and wetland areas, both of which may have been damaged and contaminated.

The effect on fish stocks across the Indian Ocean - a key food supply throughout the region - remains unknown, as is the impact on sea turtles, which lay their eggs on beaches hit by the waves. Many coastal wildlife parks will also have been affected, particularly in Sri Lanka.

Salt water contamination of drinking-water supplies for the human population and wildlife communities may also prove to be a problem.

But some believe such incidents are acts of nature from which the environment recovers. Tom Savage of the UK-based group Blue Ventures, which co-ordinates reef conservation projects in the Indian Ocean, said that although the potential for damage was very high, such coastal storms and tsunamis were not uncommon: "There is enormous potential for regeneration, so it might not be as bad as feared,'' he said, but stressed: "It is still very early to be certain.''

MARKETS: WORLD'S EXCHANGES TAKE STOCK OF THE CATASTROPHE
Global markets shrugged off the impact of the Asian tsunami, with many stock exchanges posting gains in trading yesterday.

The only broad sell-off in shares came in the worst- affected country, Sri Lanka, but even there, the price falls were not huge. Insurance and travel stocks were hit across the world but most investors took the view that the impact of the tsunami on business would be limited.

Bombay's key share index hit its fourth straight new high, while Tokyo's Nikkei stock index rose half a per cent to a five-month closing high, after economic data supported the view that Japan's current economic slowdown is temporary. Stock markets also rose, by up to 0.7 per cent, in Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan.

Shares in Thailand's Royal Garden Resorts and Laguna Resorts and Hotels fell 2 and 1 per cent respectively on news of damage to their resorts. Most airline shares remained under pressure on worries over the impact of the tsunami on tourism. Mark Cranfield, of Landesbank Baden-Wuerttemberg in Singapore, said: "You'll be surprised; places like Phuket will be back on their feet very quickly."

In Colombo, the stock market index dropped 4.4 per cent. Leisure sector shares fell in panic selling, with local resort and hotels company stocks dropping sharply. "This tragedy is going to take the gloss off a very good year for the travel sector," Hussain Gani, of Colombo's John Keells Stock Brokers, said.

Oil prices edged up, with US trading seeing an 88 cent gain to $42.80 a barrel in the morning session. There was relief that Asia's oil production, shipping and refining operations appeared unaffected by the tsunami. Indonesia is a significant oil producer.

The London Stock Exchange was closed yesterday. In New York, traders ignored the Asian disaster and focused instead on domestic data released yesterday that showed a rebound in consumer confidence. The Dow Jones industrial average stock index was up 58.86 points, or 0.5 per cent, at 10,833.85.
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Political impact of India’s river-linking project: View of a neighbour

By Dr. Upendra Gautam

Dec 28, 2004, 09:36

This international historic gathering, that is, “the International Conference on “Regional Cooperation on Trans-boundary Rivers: Impact of the Indian River-Linking Project” (ICRCTR) was, this is how I see it, focused on water justice. I salute the people of Bangladesh for pioneering this initiative towards water justice, which is an issue of the utmost significance in our space and time especially in view of our human civilization, which is more spiritual than nuclear, more common than privileged, and more universal than unilateral.

Long ago, it was no less a person than Mahatma Gandhi, the Great Sage of India, who had pronounced this fundamental truth about good neighborhood: "One who serves his neighbors serves all the world." Naturally, we expect the Government of India (GOI) to heed with Mahatma’s words of wisdom.

But dismayed and shocked as we are, the GOI chose to go a self-centered unilateral way to propagate and promote the River-Linking Project (RLP), the subject of this conference, leaving even behind their traditionally divisive bilateralism in the region.

The GOI’s RLP envisages river development in two components. First component includes 14 Himalayan river links in India's north. The second includes 16 peninsular river links in India's south. The Himalayan river links include Nepal, the upper riparian country in the Ganga basin. It comprises potential storage projects in Nepal. The project eventually links one component with another.

Apparently inspired by China's on-going multi-billion US dollar South-North Water Diversion Project, which is within China’s territorial jurisdiction, India's RLP in the present incarnation plans to take over the international rives in their both upstream and downstream riparian flows. This planned takeover is in no way under India’s sovereign territorial jurisdiction and water right regime. Even then, according to RLP work schedule, Indian National Water Development Agency (NWDA) will complete the RLP feasibility studies by 2005-6. And it will work out procedures to complete all the river links by 2015-16. The Task Force on Interlinking of Rivers claims, “the pre-feasibility studies carried out by NWDA for the various links in the Himalayan Component have taken into consideration of the existing, ongoing and proposed dams on the common river systems in Nepal….for which preliminary studies have been conducted by the respective countries…These studies need to be further detailed, surveyed and investigated in cooperation with Nepal…”

Whatever the claimed status and destiny of the project, what is clear by now is that GOI has absolutely unilaterally visualized a critical role of Nepal's river water as well as territory in the planning of RLP. And going by what the Prime Minister and Water Resources Minister of Nepal categorically told the visiting Water Resources Minister of Bangladesh on 23 January this year in Kathmandu, the Indian government has done so without duly consulting Nepal, and getting its due consent.

At this stage, a historical as well as geo-political sense of water relations between India and Nepal will be relevant. The GOI sources have been advising Nepal to adopt a subordinate role model to develop the water resource, a natural endowment that originates in the High Himalayas and Tibet Autonomous Region. This role model of water resources development means to unquestionably recognize India as the one and the only paramount developer who will participate in the planning, development and management of Nepal's water resources. Given the GOI’s self-assumed paramount geo-political role in South Asia, and the on-going murderous political instability in Nepal, the GOI presumably feels it safe to conclude that His Majesty's Government of Nepal (HMGN) will see the timely trade off between surrendering its water right on all major rivers of Nepal to India and its (HMGN’s) own political survival.

The GOI at the mean time seems tactfully aware of the fact that it needs to create a so-called legal base for effecting a subordinate role model for Nepal. This is perhaps more required because of the opposition in Nepal.

Any government in Nepal, coalition or otherwise, has in itself never been a problem on the GOI’s way of making a deal in water resources with Nepal.

Rather, the GOI has been facing opposition from those in Nepal who have never been empowered. It is this reason why the general Nepali people, who has never been duly represented in power through an actual majority vote, seriously doubt the GOI’s doing and intention towards the equal sharing and fair development of the country’s water resources. Probably King Birendra, who got assassinated in June 2001, was one major leadership exception.

He could sense how the general Nepali people evaluated the impact of India-Nepal water deals. It was he who for the first time stated in public that the general Nepali people felt “cheated” by the GOI in its water deals with Nepal.

To preempt the legitimate doubt of the majority of the Nepali people towards its international water behavior, the GOI has accelerated the process of signing several new understanding and agreements with the HMGN on water projects even during these years of murderous political instability in Nepal. For example, the 1996 Mahakali river treaty, in which the provisions of 1991 Tanakpur barrage agreement were subsequently comprised, was primarily designed to legitimize the GOI’s unilateral construction of the Tanakpur water project by allowing the GOI to build 577 meter-long left afflux bund in the Nepali territory, and perpetuate India's unequal share on the Mahakali river against the diminished life of the Sharda Barrage agreement signed in 1920s. The October, 2001 inception report or guiding document for joint studies on High Dam on Sapta Kosi, where Nepal enjoys unrestricted right to utilize water under 1959 Kosi treaty (amended in 1966), is logically viewed to limit Nepal's water right as India, for its strategic water security objective of RLP, gives the highest priority to hydropower in the project. This conclusion is derived on the basis of the GOI’s protracted negotiation on the “guiding document” on the Sapta Kosi joint study. While other countries are on the hold and not taking measures to undertake even simple evelopment works in Nepal for “lack of security” and “regular” government business, nothing stops the GOI even to raise issues, initiate, and enter new understanding and agreements with His Majesty's Government of Nepal having far reaching impact and grave consequences of the sharing of natural resources on the territorial integrity of the country.

To pursue its dominance systematically, the GOI has always been in the habit of completing the cross-border water infrastructure projects in the river basin without consulting Nepal. On the contrary, it has been happy to take a stand on the basis of the unilateral downstream riparian right to stall water projects, such as Sikta and Babai, in Nepal, and indefinitely delay poor agrarian Nepal’s development efforts.

Indeed, exporting hydropower to India and earning blue revenue has been an ingrained organizational cliché for the conventional public power agents in Nepal as well. This was the cliché that was used to its maximum in the public relation exercise during the forced and hasty ratification of Mahakali river treaty by the Nepali parliament. But those Nepalis with their common sense in place understand well that all that glitters is not gold. Yet, GOI would like to nurture the cliche and sell it to the Nepali psyche that it is only GOI-led hydropower development where all that glitters is gold, so it is necessarily helpful to Nepal. The GOI would like to stress further that Nepal should not ask for any downstream benefit in the form of flood control, environmental conservation, and regulated supply of water for increased water and food security as its unilaterally constructed structures on and around the international border have already claimed prior use right on the water. The conventional public power agents without any critical alternative vision would certainly be obliged to accept what the GOI says. Even so, this informs one about the basic strategic water interest of the GOI in Nepal. And this interest has been to have control over the Nepal’s water resources. In the 20th century, the control was mostly in the form of irrigation projects. In the 21st century, the control attempts will be mostly through hydropower projects.

Given the GOI’s self-centered unilateralism in water resources development, its deep all-round involvement in Nepal’s domestic politics and consequent insecurity emanating from this involvement, it is not easy for the Nepali political leaders, to understand and appreciate the critical relationship that inseparably exists between the country’s territorial integrity, water rights and internal sense of security in the Ganga basin, and assert for the same. One feasible way to alance the extreme unilateralist pressure created through RLP, that ultimately seeks to annex Nepal in the RLP design in the name of optimum water resources development, would be to make concerted diplomatic and political efforts, even though it may take some years, to supply fresh water from Nepal to Bangladesh using pipe technology. Sure, Bangladesh and Nepal cannot go for this without the GOI‘s cooperation. But it will be very difficult to GOI to oppose this proposal as it helps to serve two least developing neighbors, and which also contributes in meeting the humanitarian Millennium Development Goal of Poverty Reduction and safe water supply adopted by the UN in September, 2000.

Another way to balance India’s extreme unilateralism will be the cooperative research arrangement on the impact of climate change on the Himalayan ecology, the mainstay of the major rivers in the region.

China has moved forward by regularly providing data on Yarlung Zangbo or Brahmaputra River to downstream India. Chinese researchers have called for regional cooperation in fighting against the potential flooding from rapidly melting glaciers in the Himalayan region. They consider the regional approach will upgrade the monitoring and combat systems of such a transnational issue. Such an approach has also been proposed by researchers from Nepal and the United Nations' Environment Program (UNEP).

Experts consider implementing integrated basin management encompassing both the mountains and the lowlands is the key to meeting the above challenges.

A major effort must be made to identify win-win solutions for people living in both highland and low areas.

Through projects such as RLP, the GOI is attempting to unilaterally control a fundamental natural resource, which is most essential for the ecology, human beings and the animal kingdom. This also indicates GOI’s hegemonistic understanding about water. Water is not static-it is unitary yet dynamic through out its flow. It is indivisibly linked with two basic elements of the state-the people and the territory. The GOI wants to maintain India’s internal water security in the face of the predicted severe water scarcity through the traditional means of strategic expansion and control. But the use of traditional philosophy of power politics to help address the problem of the 21st century will perhaps not help. Whether the GOI wants to raise the already increased level of conflict, and intensify the covert operations at the same time, the choice is theirs. For Nepal, in the face of GOI’s continued interference there is no choice to make but be a bad neighbor. The RLP in the presently propagated and promoted form does not represent a civilizational foresight. The situation, nevertheless, can definitely take a positive and cooperative turn if the GOI heeds the words of Mahatma.

Before I end, I will like to quote Dr. Henry A. Kissinger. He says, “Unilateralism for its own sake is self-defeating. But so is abstract multilateralism.” But Mahatma’s vision of “good neighborhood” provides a real regional base in South Asia that has all the potential for paving the way for inter-regional cooperation as it is taking firm roots in East and South-East Asia. And one cannot agree more with what Dr. Kissinger cited of Immanuel Kant. Two hundred years ago, Kant in his essay entitled “Perpetual Peace” wrote, “the world is destined for the perpetual peace. It will come about either by human foresight or by a series of catastrophes that leave no other choice.

The writer is a water expert from Nepal and an executive of the Jalsrot Vikas Sanstha based in Kathmandu.
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2004: the year of living dangerously

December 29, 2004

The deadly sea surges that swept across southern Asia on Sunday, destroying whole communities across at least eight countries, were triggered by the strongest earthquake the world has witnessed for 40 years.

In fact, 2004 has been the year of the hundred billion dollar damage bill - when the weather broke all records.

Across the planet, the violence of the world's wind and rain caused unprecedented economic damage, new figures reveal - adding to fears that the disastrous consequences of climate change are beginning to take effect.

Losses caused by natural disasters, most of them climate-related and headed by hurricanes in America and typhoons in Japan, leapt for the first time to more than $100-billion, according to preliminary estimates from the Zurich-based reinsurance giant Swiss Re. The remarkable sum will intensify the global warming debate, as more extreme weather events, including tropical storms of greater intensity, are among the predicted consequences of climate change. The astonishing storms of the past year are consistent with this, although scientists say it is not yet possible to link them to global warming directly.

However, leading environmentalists said they should be taken as a warning. "Here again are yet more events in the real world that are consistent with climate change predictions based on the most up-to-date scientific models," said Tony Juniper, the director of Friends of the Earth. "Only last year, the members of the United Nations Environment Programme's finance initiative were estimating that insured losses due to natural disasters would soon approach $150-billion per decade.

"These figures say we are well on the way to reaching that in just one year. The insurance industry must now add its voice to those calling for urgent action to limit the danger posed by rapid climate change." Stephen Tindale, the executive director of Greenpeace UK, said: "No one can ignore the relentless increase in extreme weather events and so-called natural disasters, which in reality are no more natural than a plastic Christmas tree.

"The World Health Organisation tells us that already 150 000 people die each year as a result of climate change. Sadly that hasn't been enough to make world leaders sit up and take notice, but maybe this $100-billion bill will. And since it comes with a dollar sign attached, it's the type of language even George Bush might understand."

Swiss Re is a specialist in reinsurance: it insures smaller insurers against large-scale disasters.

Its records of disasters since 1970, shown in the graph, indicate that the rate of natural catastrophes has taken a step change upwards in the 1990s, which is also the decade when rising global temperatures have become clearly apparent. The 10 hottest years in the global temperature record have all now occurred since 1990.

"The rise in losses is steadily upwards," said Henner Alms, an executive with Swiss Re. But the company was cautious about attributing this directly to man-made climate change, he said. The company estimates that total economic losses for 2004 from natural and man-made catastrophes totalled $105-billion - the vast majority of them caused by weather, and the first time that the $100-billion figure has been exceeded in a year.

It calculates that property insurers worldwide will bear $42-billion of the total losses, making 2004 - ahead of 1992, 2001 and 1999 - the record year also in terms of insurance claims.

By way of comparison, in 1992, losses adjusted for inflation were in the region of $38-billion (after the spectacularly damaging Hurricane Andrew); in 2001 they reached $37-billion (including the September 11 2001 terrorist attacks); and in 1999, they totalled $36-billion (including the Lothar and Martin winter storms).

About 95% of claims in 2004 were attributable to natural catastrophes, Swiss Re says. The largest occurred in America and Japan, after storms of terrifying intensity hit both countries in the second half of the year.

Four fierce hurricanes hit the Florida coast in quick succession, while the Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico were affected by similar natural disasters. All four caused losses of billions of dollars. Hurricane Charley, which affected Florida, wrought economic damage of $16-billion, says Swiss Re, including insurance claims of $7-billion. The figures for the other hurricanes were: Frances

$10-billion and $5-billion, respectively; Jeanne $8-billion and $4-billion; and Ivan $22-billion and $11-billion.

Meanwhile, violent weather plagued Japan, including Typhoon Songda, which caused total economic losses of $6,2-billion, including property claims of $2,5-billion. The figures for Typhoon Tokage, again in Japan, were $1,4-billion and $800-million respectively; and for Typhoon Chaba, $1,8-billion and $700-million.

"What these figures do not reveal is the disproportionate impact of climate change on poor people who cannot even afford insurance and who are least responsible for causing the problem in the first place," said the Friends of the Earth director. "Uninsured losses are vast and increasing too, and must be fully reported in order that we understand the real costs of our wasteful habits and addiction to fossil fuels."

Swiss Re's assessment does in fact reveal that, as so often in the past, it was developing countries that suffered the highest number of fatalities this year. Almost half of the 21 000 victims of

catastrophes recorded by Swiss Re in 2004 were in Asia or Africa: thousands perished in the flooding in the Philippines, which began in November and did not abate until this month. Earlier in March, more than 360 people were killed by Cyclone Gafilo in Madagascar.

____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Set up warning systems
Comment by SOO EWE JIN 

THE wrath of nature and the power of the elements cannot be underestimated. Nor ignored. Malaysia may sit just outside the Pacific Ring of Fire but it was not spared the impact from the fourth-largest earthquake of the past century, which occurred off Sumatra. Gigantic tidal waves, or tsunamis, that rolled across the region caught many countries unprepared because they rarely occur in the Indian Ocean. So there are no early warning systems in place. 

Coastal dwellers in the Pacific, on the other hand, know the warning signs of a tidal wave, which is when the water recedes unusually fast and far from the shore. 

The waves that hit Sri Lanka, which was one of the worst affected countries, were estimated to have taken two hours to reach the shorelines there. 

The series of waves that hit Penang, Pulau Langkawi and the northern parts of peninsular Malaysia – which were geographically closer to the epicentre than Sri Lanka – also arrived around the same time and they also caught everyone by surprise. 

Because we are not in an earthquake-prone zone, the tremors felt two hours earlier did not immediately translate into a warning to evacuate the coast. At our holiday island resorts, it was just another lazy Sunday morning to enjoy the sea. 

This is a natural disaster of tragic proportions for our country and others in the region even more severely hit. We share in the anguish of those who have lost their loved ones. 

In times like this, we see the heroism of the common people, we see the dedication of our rescue personnel, and we see the heart-warming gestures of volunteers who console grieving families by distributing food and drinks. We do not point fingers or apportion blame. 

But with the benefit of hindsight, we must now have the foresight to prepare for future calamities. 

Technology has yet to be able to predict earthquakes before they strike but technology allows earthquakes, when they happen, to be picked up by practically any earthquake-sensing facility anywhere in the world. The precise location and the magnitude are registered immediately. How that information is relayed is the key. 

According to David Booth, a seismologist at the British Geological Survey, Britain’s geoscience agency, an Australian scientist had suggested in September that an Indian Ocean warning system be set up. 

Booth said it would take a year to create one. All countries surrounding the Indian Ocean should now come forth and co-operate to make this happen soon.  

The scientists in this region must be as interested in the study of earthquakes as their counterparts in other parts of the world. 

It is ironic that at times like this, the experts who are able to educate us on what it is all about are those from the West. 

For example, Enzo Boschi, the head of Italy’s National Geophysics Institute, likened its power to a million atomic bombs the size of those dropped on Japan in World War II, and said the shaking was so powerful it even disturbed the Earth’s rotation. “All the planet is vibrating,” he told the state radio. 

And the body of knowledge must filter down to very practical levels.  

Residents of high-rise apartments must not only be taught fire drills but also know how to evacuate in the event of a tremor. People living along coastlines must be able evacuate at short notices from their homes while beach resorts must have systems in place to warn their guests to abandon their sunbathing and head to safety should danger lurk in the waves.  

Even our communication channels, from state TV to privately-owned stations, should have systems in place to alert viewers and listeners. 

The effects of climate change are already playing havoc with our weather patterns. Nature sometimes gives us early warnings but men sometimes ignore the signs of Nature. 

The earthquake that rocked the region – now upgraded to 9.0 on the Richter Scale – is sending a powerful message to all of us. If we do not act with wisdom and foresight, we will pay an even more horrific price in the future. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Christian Science Monitor

New coal plants bury 'Kyoto'
New greenhouse-gas emissions from China, India, and the US will swamp cuts from the Kyoto treaty.
By Mark Clayton | Staff writer of The Christian Science Monitor 

So much for Kyoto. 

The official treaty to curb greenhouse-gas emissions hasn't gone into effect yet and already three countries are planning to build nearly 850 new coal-fired plants, which would pump up to five times as much carbon dioxide into the atmosphere as the Kyoto Protocol aims to reduce.

	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	

	


The magnitude of that imbalance is staggering. Environmentalists have long called the treaty a symbolic rather than practical victory in the fight against global warming. But even many of them do not appear aware of the coming tidal wave of greenhouse-gas emissions by nations not under Kyoto restrictions.

By 2012, the plants in three key countries - China, India, and the United States - are expected to emit as much as an extra 2.7 billion tons of carbon dioxide, according to a Monitor analysis of power-plant construction data. In contrast, Kyoto countries by that year are supposed to have cut their CO2 emissions by some 483 million tons.

The findings suggest that critics of the treaty, including the Bush administration, may be correct when they claim the treaty is hopelessly flawed because it doesn't limit emissions from the developing world. But they also suggest that the world is on the cusp of creating a huge new infrastructure that will pump out enormous amounts of CO2 for the next six decades.

Without strong US leadership, it's unlikely that technology to cut CO2 emissions will be ready in time for the power-plant construction boom, many say.

"If all those power plants are online by 2012, then obviously it completely cancels out any gains from Kyoto," says Gavin Schmidt, a climate modeler with the Goddard Institute for Space Studies, part of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration.

The reason for the dramatic imbalance is coal. Just a few years ago, economists and environmentalists still pictured a world shifting steadily from "dirty" coal-fired power plants to "cleaner" natural-gas turbines. But the fast-rising price of natural gas and other factors abruptly changed that picture. Now the world is facing a tidal wave of new power plants fired by coal, experts say. "China and India are building coal-fired capacity as fast as they can," says Christopher Bergesen, who tracks power plant construction for Platts, the energy publishing division of McGraw- Hill.

China is the dominant player. The country is on track to add 562 coal-fired plants - nearly half the world total of plants expected to come online in the next eight years. India could add 213such plants; the US, 72 .Altogether, those three nations are set to add up to 327,000 megawatts by 2012 - three quarters of the new capacity in the global pipeline and roughly equal to the output of today's US coal-fired generating fleet.

The new coal plants from the three nations would burn about 900 million extra tons of coal each year. That, in turn, would emit in the neighborhood of 2.5 billion tons of CO2 into the atmosphere, Dr. Schmidt estimates.

"I'm not hugely optimistic we are going to slow the rate of carbon emission overall any time soon," says Schmidt of the Goddard institute. "If this sort of thing continues unchecked, we won't be arguing about climate change in 2100, because the changes will be all too obvious."

But several uncertainties remain. First, not all of the plants may be built. In the US, for example, local opposition may halt construction of some of the 100 coal-fired plants now in various stages of development. According to Mr. Bergesen's numbers, 72 plants could be added, the basis for the Monitor's estimates.

Another uncertainty: Slightly less than half of the new plants Platts forecasts for China and India have an official start date. If only those plants with start dates are built, then the expected emissions from the three nations would total only 1.2 billion tons of CO2, still more than double the required reduction from Kyoto. But that estimate is conservative, experts say, because Chinese and Indian leaders face few political barriers to power-plant construction and big demands for more power.

Efficiency a key
Although US coal-fired plants are far more efficient than those in China or India, all three countries, presumably, would install state-of-the-art technology. The Monitor's estimates are based on the assumption that the new plants in all three nations will be 10 percent more efficient than today's US average - a conservative estimate, experts say.

The third uncertainty involves new technology. Having rejected Kyoto, President Bush says the US will pursue its own policy of voluntary carbon reductions and conduct research into technologies like "carbon sequestration" - burying CO2 rather than emitting it. To do that, the US Department of Energy hopes to develop new technologies by 2012 that would economically capture the greenhouse gas before it leaves the power plant.

One approach - called Integrated Gasification Combined Cycle (IGCC) technology - aims to siphon off CO2 before it's sent up the stack. The largest US power company, American Electric Power in Columbus, Ohio, plans to build at least one commercial IGCC plant by 2010. Another coal-burning power company, Cinergy, in Cincinnati, this month said it also would build an IGCC plant.

But funding for a key billion-dollar federal IGCC experimental program called FutureGen is lagging. And unless the US sets a limit on CO2 emissions that creates a market for carbon-reducing technology, there is little financial incentive to invest in such technology, experts say. As a result, the technology appears unlikely to be deployed in time to make much difference in the coming surge of power-plant construction.

Without such technology, the impact on climate by the new coal plants would be significant, though not entirely unanticipated. They would boost CO2 emissions from fossil fuels by about 14 percent by 2012, Schmidt estimates. That's within the 1 to 2 percent annual range for CO2 growth expected in "high-growth" scenarios put forward by climate scientists. But it does not fall into the "maximum" scenario they use to evaluate the worst-case impact of greenhouse gases.

The power of six
"The point is that a relatively small number of countries holds the fate of the planet in their hands in terms of climate change," says David Hawkins, director of the Natural Resources Defense Council's climate center. "If the five or six countries building all these power plants were to come together to develop a strategy for carbon capture applied to coal, it would be a huge step toward cutting global warming."

Energy security is one factor driving the shift. With its 250-year supply of coal, the US is often called the "Saudi Arabia of coal." China, with similarly huge reserves, is even planning to convert coal into synthetic fuel for cars - even though such processes typically produce large amounts of greenhouse gases.

Coal's low price has been a powerful incentive, too. Chinese authorities are pushing for cleaner power. But gas pipelines in China aren't fully utilized because of that fuel's higher cost, experts say. And in the US, utility companies are shifting focus from natural gas to coal instead.

"There has been an abrupt about-face," says Robert McIlvaine, who heads his own Northfield, Ill., information company that tracks the construction of coal power plants globally. "Utilities that would not consider a coal-fired plant a year or two ago are now moving forward with coal-fired projects."

With natural gas prices expected to continue rising, 58 other nations have 340 new coal-fired plants in various stages of development. They are expected to go online in a decade or so. Malaysia, Japan, Indonesia, Thailand, and Turkey are all planning significant new coal-fired power additions. Germany also plans to build eight coal plants with 6,000 megawatts capacity.

But China is the key. "The Chinese will surpass the coal-fired generating capacity and the CO2 emissions of the US in the next couple of years," Mr. McIlvaine says.

Hit by blackouts and power restrictions for 18 months, China has been scrambling to relieve that pressure. Scores of unauthorized power projects about which little is known have sprouted nationwide - along with hundreds of official projects, McIlvaine says. Because of this, even careful estimates could be low, both he and Bergesen say.

"Environmental optimists were assuming the world was going to switch to gas, but when you're short of gas you use your own coal," says Philip Andrews-Speed, a China energy expert at the University of Dundee, in Scotland. "What you're seeing with China and the others is the cheapness and security of coal just overwhelming the desire to be clean."
___________________________________________________________________________________________
Belfast Telegraph
12,300 killed as tsunami sweeps across Asia

By Jonathan Brown

27 December 2004 

There was no warning. As the sun began to climb into a cloudless sky, the people of Banda Aceh were going about their lives in this city on the north-western tip of Sumatra, Indonesia. It was early morning when the first gigantic wall of water hit. 

Those that heard the rumble of water rang the radio stations in panic. They had lived all their lives in the area, but they knew this earthquake was a bad one. "The ground was shaking for a long time," said Yayan Zamzani. "It must be the strongest earthquake in the past 15 years," he said. But it was worse. Much worse. 

The people of Banda Aceh found themselves directly in the path of a massive tsunami, a vast sea wave caused by an earthquake underneath the ocean. Within moments they were fighting for their lives as the vast torrent of water surged through their homes. Many died instantly, others were swept out to sea. The quake, six miles beneath the seabed, was one of the worst in memory. It measured 9.0 on the Richter scale and was the fourth most powerful since 1900, with its epicentre under the seabed off Sumatra. 

Within minutes hundreds of buildings had collapsed, shops and homes were swept away by a 30ft surge. Electricity supplies failed and the area's telephone network crashed. Thousands of people emerged from their homes and places of work in a state of panic. The word went out that they should get to higher ground. But still the sea rose. 

A little way down the coast in Sigli the wave arrived moments later. The beach town has remained popular with foreign surfers despite the persistent Islamic insurgence which has rendered the region largely off-limits to tourists and threatened the Indonesian government's lucrative oil and gas fields there. 

Witnesses reported the sea level was rising at a worryingly fast rate. Local officials feared that fresh water dams could burst as inland rivers began to surge. 

Communications across the whole of the north-west of the largest of Indonesia's 17,000 islands began to fold. The airport was closed and towns and cities began to empty. 

The Meteorological and Geophysics Agency in Jakarta downplayed the scale of the quake. Officials insisted it had reached a magnitude of only 6.4 on the Richter scale and located it 100 miles below ground. By this time large waves were being reported along the entire northern coast. 

In northern Sumatra's capital, Medan, there was panic as strong tremors were felt. People ran out of their houses in terror. At Lhokseumawe, the main street was deluged with 3ft of water. A similar pattern emerged as buildings were destroyed and people abandoned their belongings and properties to begin the trek to higher ground. Military trucks, more used to dealing with hidden insurgents, now began leading the local population to safety. 

Within 30 minutes of the first wave, hospitals began to treat the injured. Seventeen casualties arrived at one hospital, among them a man whose leg had been severed by falling debris from a house. 

The first deaths followed as it was reported that 21 children, all below the age of 10, were swept from their parents' arms as they waded to safety. In Banda Aceh, nine bodies were recovered, five of them children. They were just the first of many thousands who lost their lives. 

In Papua province Indonesia's President, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, was visiting victims affected by an earthquake there only last month. He expressed his "deep concern" at the disaster. There was no let-up, however, and 10 powerful aftershocks rocked the province. 

Thailand was the second country to report disaster. Its south-eastern resorts were crammed with Western holidaymakers enjoying Christmas breaks. In Phuket, the tourist playground of five-star resorts, waves 15ft high crashed into the lobbies of the seafront hotels. Trucks and cars were washed into the hotel lobbies, smashing through windows and walls. 

In the bustling Thai capital of Bangkok, some 1,240 miles from the epicentre of the quake, buildings swayed. The 24-storey Charoenkrung Pracharat hospital was evacuated. Some patients were moved in to the streets still in their hospital beds, some hooked up to oxygen tanks. Terrified residents in apartment buildings reported hearing loud cracking noises and rumblings. They streamed out into the city's thundering traffic. Aftershocks were felt as far north as Chaing Mai, the trekking capital of northern Thailand. 

The flooding in Phuket was mirrored in Phang-Nga province. First casualty reports suggested 100 injured. They were woefully optimistic. The first confirmed deaths came here ​ four people drowned. Many more were feared swept out to sea. Survivors took refuge on rooftops while in neighbouring Krabi two Thais, one a child, and a foreigner were confirmed killed when a wave struck their house. 

In Phuket, Boree Carlsson, a 45-year-old Swedish hotel worker, escaped death by grabbing hold of a pillar in a hotel lobby as the furniture was sucked out by the water around him. "As I was standing there, a car actually floated into the hotel lobby and overturned because the current was so strong," he said. 

Rumours proliferated that the island was going to be hit by another wave, causing panic among those that had survived. Electricity and water supplies were severed. The Thai Prime Minister, Thaksin Shinawatra, announced that the southern provinces of Krabi and Pang-nga had also been hit, but not as badly as Phuket. He ordered the evacuation of areas hit by the tsunami. 

Casualties in Phuket had already mounted fast and officials were battling to comprehend the scale of the disaster that had befallen them. The Watcharat hospital was filled to capacity within two hours, mainly with injured foreigners brought from hotels on the popular Kamala and Patong beaches. Police reported that 30 boats filled with tourists have been lost at sea. There was little hope that the flimsy converted fishing vessels ​ each one thought to be carrying several dozen backpackers ​ could have survived the mountainous seas. Flights to and from the island were immediately suspended leaving hundreds of tourists stranded on Phi Phi island, made famous as the location for the filming of The Beach, starring Leonardo DiCaprio. It was feared many tourists and local workers had been killed as 200 bungalows at two resorts were swept out to sea. Eyewitness accounts from holidaymakers began to emerge. "Suddenly this huge wave came, rushing down the beach, destroying everything in its wake," said Simon Clark, a 29-year-old photographer from London who was vacationing on Koh Ngai island near Krabi with his girlfriend, Caroline Barton, 25, also from London. "People that were snorkelling were dragged along the coral and washed up on the beach, and people that were sunbathing got washed into the sea," he said. 

Thai officials confirmed that several foreign divers were killed while exploring the Emerald cave off the country's southern coast. They were among 70 visiting the beauty spot ​ a cave where the water is turned emerald by sunshine shining through a hole in the top of the rock. Several dozen more foreign divers were reported missing in the area. 

The third country to report the impact of the tsunami was Malaysia. Situated just across the narrow Strait of Malacca from Sumatra, the high-rise condominiums of the northern tourist island of Penang were badly shaken. Building owners checked their properties for damage as police in Penang reported tourists missing after being swept away by huge waves while swimming or riding on jetskis off Penang Island. More deaths were reported in the mainland state of Kedah. Malaysia's Deputy Prime Minister, Najib Razak, addressed the nation. An emergency plan was activated to move people from vulnerable and affected areas. In Singapore, light tremors were reported across the country. There was mass panic as high-rise buildings swayed as the quake hit. 

Three hours after Indonesia was hit, the Chittagong geophysical observatory in Bangladesh reported an earthquake measuring 7.36 on the Richter scale. The quake, thought to be a powerful aftershock, was centred on the Andaman Islands at a depth of six miles below the surface. Local seismologists said they lacked the equipment to locate the centre of the quake. But its effects were being felt throughout the region. Elsewhere in the delta nation of 140 million people, further rumbles were reported in southern and western regions as well as in the capital, Dhaka, which has a population of 11 million. Crops were flattened while two children were drowned when a boat with 15 tourists on board capsized in high waves off Kuakata, a resort south of Dhaka. 

In Sri Lanka, 1,000 miles west of the epicentre, the southern beach resorts were enjoying their busiest time of the year. But as the first waves came ashore it was clear there was going to be major destruction and loss of life. The chairman of the luxury John Keells hotel group reported five of his resorts seriously damaged. Initial estimates suggested 3,000 people had been displaced from their homes. The figure soon rose to 100,000 but tripled again within hours. Six villages were immediately confirmed as flattened. 

As the toll continued to grow, army and navy rescue teams were deployed. Half the navy's eastern fleet was mobilised to look for survivors. In Colombo flash floods shut the busy port, its main building submerged as thousands of workers were forced to flee, many of them in lorries, while huge waves pounded the sea walls. 

Sri Lanka's President Chandrika Kumaratunga, who was on holiday in Britain, appealed for international assistance, declaring a national emergency. Witnesses reported seeing the bodies of children entangled in wire mesh used to protect seaside homes south of Colombo. Victims were sucked into the sea as they dashed to retrieve beached fish bought ashore by the first waves, survivors said. 

Gemunu Amarasinghe described the scene. "There were rows and rows of women and men standing on the road and asking if anyone has seen their family members. I also saw people bringing in bodies from the sea beaches and placing them on roads and covering with them with sarongs. The first waves brought in fish and when the waves went down some of the fish remained. Some residents went to get them when the second waves hit," he said. 

A BBC reporter, Roland Buerk, was near the southern town of Galle: "We were swept along for a few hundred metres, trying to dodge the motorcycles and the refrigerators and the cars that were coming with us. 

"Most people have gone up on to higher ground, fearful of another wave. Rumours are that another one might be coming and people are trying to get up on to the hills." 

Doctors evacuated pregnant women from maternity wards near Galle, as others fled houses submerged under several feet of muddy water. Witnesses saw corpses floating in floodwaters, while thousands fled their homes in the hard-hit eastern port of Trincomalee. Cars floated out to sea. 

In Colombo, slum areas close to rivers and waterways were flooded, though the rest of the capital remained largely unscathed. The Tamil Tigers' website TamilNet reported many parts of the guerrillas' territory badly affected. Two hundred inmates escaped from the southern Matara prison. 

The sun loungers on the Maldives, the winter resort of choice for some of the world's wealthiest tourists, were also doing brisk trade when the tsunami struck there. 

The nation's 1,192 atolls, already under threat from rising sea levels, were packed with tourists. It was here that the first British victim was confirmed ​ a man who suffered a heart attack as he saw a huge wave come towards him at the White Sand Beach resort in South Ari. He was among 285 tourists on the beach at the time the wave came ashore. Jetties were swept away and boathouses destroyed As in all the other affected countries, warnings proliferated that there could be another wave within 12 hours. 

For several hours the Maldives was cut off from the rest of the world. One journalist reached a hotel worker by telephone but he was too frightened to talk. 

The islands ​ just 3 feet above sea level ​ had been hit by a 4ft wave. President Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, who has spent most of his 26 years in power warning of impending disaster caused by climate change, appealed for international assistance and declared a national emergency. The international airport was by now unusable. Two-thirds of the capital Male, whose cramped white-washed houses were home to 75,000 people, was immediately sunk. Contact with the outlying atolls and their 225,000 inhabitants was also lost. Boats sent to help find survivors and bring the injured to medical help put the country's already stretched resources under yet more pressure. 

It was only 30 minutes after the first tremors were felt in Indonesia that mild tremors were reported in southern India. The tremors lasted more than a minute. All along the coast, beach houses were washed away as waves sent them crashing on to roads. Boats were smashed as sea conditions worsened and water levels continued to rise. Police cordoned off the beach area but sea water began to seep into the coastal towns of Nellore and Vishakhapatnam in southern Andhra Pradesh. 

Hospitals again began to fill and vast areas of land were submerged. Residents in multi-storey buildings rushed out of their homes after being jolted awake in the eastern states of Orissa and West Bengal and the southern states of Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu. 

But it emerged that Tamil Nadu had been worst hit, the state's northern city of Madras, and its fishermen, had borne the brunt of the devastation. 

More than 2,500 fishermen had made their homes in the low-lying areas of the city. They were right in the path of the wave, which hit a 620-mile stretch of India's eastern seaboard. Bodies began to wash ashore at Marina beach in Madras. "I felt like I was on a train. I turned around and I saw that a small glass table with a flower vase was shaking," said Rajani Unni. "We saw people rushing away from fishermen's colonies lining the beach. Women were wailing and crying." 

Elliot's Beach was evacuated of 2,000 fishermen causing serious traffic jams. But it was too late for hundreds more now reported missing as the Indian navy trawled the waters between Vishakhapatnam and Nellore. 

Almost 500 tourists were stranded on a rock in the sea off the country's southernmost tip, Kanyakumari. Holidaymakers had taken the ferry to the Vivekananda Rock memorial to see the sun rise. Services were halted soon after the tourists landed because of choppy seas. 

In Andhra Pradesh, 32 people including 15 children were immediately swept away as they took part in a Hindu bathing ritual to mark the full moon. 

All along the coast, the sound of wailing filled the air and the beaches grew to resemble open-air mortuaries. Locals removed the bodies in hessian sacks. The children's cries were the most pitiful. "Where are my mummy and daddy?" cried nine-year-old Bhuvaneswari, whose parents were swallowed by the sea at Manginapudi beach near Machilipatnam, about 200 miles from the state capital, Hyderabad. 

Meanwhile the islands of the Indian Ocean took massive hits. The number of dead and missing on India's Andaman and Nicobar islands began to soar. Estimates suggested up to 1,000 were dead or missing, the number climbing all the time. Many more were reported dead in Kerala state, another popular tourist destination. 

Throughout the day, further countries felt the force of the quake. The Cocos Islands, a remote outpost of Australian territory, were hit by a small wave. The Australian government set up a hotline for worried relatives while emergency services were put on standby in the sparsely populated north-west. 

In Burma, 10 people were killed when a bridge collapsed in the coastal town of Kawthaung, close to the Thai border. State television confirmed the quake had hit, but did not give details of the extent of the damage. Thai scientists said they had detected an earthquake measuring 6.4 there. 

The effects spread to Africa's Indian Ocean coast. Countries stretching from the horn of Africa down as far south as Tanzania were also hit. In the Seychelles, low-lying coastal roads were flooded. Kenya's tourist beaches were closed at Mombasa and Malindi. 

As the day closed, world leaders paid their respects to their dead. The US President George Bush sent his condolences on the "terrible loss of life". He promised to work with the United Nations to help those hit by the disaster. 

In Sri Lanka it was confirmed that 100,000 had been affected. Ten Britons were being treated in hospital in Phuket and there were nearly 400 dead. In Tamil Nadu 3,000 were killed, a similar number in Sri Lanka. 

In Indonesia, more than 4,000 people had lost their lives. Many more were left homeless. At one hospital in Lhokseumawe, the bodies of at least six children were laid on stretchers in morgues. The local television showed a screaming mother hugging and kissing her dead child. 

A health ministry official was shown reading the latest update on the death toll. "We are still waiting for more numbers," he said. "It will surely rise." 

STATES OF EMERGENCY
With more than 12,300 dead and thousands more missing, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, India, Thailand and the Maldives have declared states of emergency. More than one million are displaced and governments across the region have appealed for disaster relief. The fallout from the destruction reaches as far as east Africa. 

Many tour operators cancelled package flights to the region and were flying out empty planes to bring thousands of stranded tourists home. 

With many cancelling holidays, the Foreign Office is now advising against any travel to the Maldives and to the affected parts of Sri Lanka, India, Thailand, Malaysia and Bangladesh. The Foreign Office has set up an emergency number ​ 020 7008 0000 ​ for anyone concerned about a missing relative or friend. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Quake prompts massive aid effort 
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Health experts fear disease could double the death toll


One of the world's largest relief efforts is under way to help the millions of victims of the Asia quake, as the death toll continues to mount. 
More than 50,000 people are now known to have died, but more bodies are being discovered every hour in many of the countries affected. 
Sunday's undersea quake triggered sea surges that also displaced millions. 
International disaster assessment teams are arriving and local agencies are distributing emergency aid. 
But the disaster zone is now threatened with outbreaks of disease, which the UN health agency has warned could double the death toll. 
Sri Lanka, Indonesia, India and Thailand were among the worst hit by Sunday's 9.0 magnitude earthquake, which sent huge waves from Malaysia to Africa. 
Click here for map of affected area 
The UN has said it faces an unprecedented challenge in co-ordinating distribution of aid to some 10 nations at once. 
In several of those nations, some outlying towns and villages have not yet even been reached. But as rescue workers discover more bodies, the true extent of the tsunami's devastation is becoming clearer: 
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	CONFIRMED DEATH TOLL 

Sri Lanka: 18,706 dead 

Indonesia: 27,174 dead 

India: 4,371 dead 

Thailand: 1,516 dead 

Maldives: 52 dead 

Malaysia: 44 dead 

Burma: 30 dead 

Bangladesh: 2 dead 

Somalia: 100 dead 

Kenya: 1 dead 

Seychelles: 3 dead 

Tanzania: 10 dead 
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At-a-glance: Countries hit 
Clinton warns about aid chaos 


· Indonesia's government says the country's death toll has reached 27,174 
· Parliamentary elections in the Maldives, scheduled for Friday, are postponed, as a government official warns the cost of damage could exceed the island nation's annual GDP 

· About 7,000 people are feared dead in the low-lying Andaman and Nicobar islands, say Indian officials, with 20% of the population on one island, Car Nicobar, believed killed 

· The bodies of more than 700 mainly foreign tourists have been found in the Thai resort of Khao Lak - the government says the death toll in Thailand may rise to about 2,000. 

UN emergency relief co-ordinator Jan Egeland said on Tuesday the organisation would probably make its largest ever appeal for humanitarian funding. 
He told the BBC that the damage was "beyond comprehension". 
"A tsunami of this size happens once in a generation only," he said. 
"The first wave of destruction has caused tens of thousands of deaths, but the second wave of misery is really caused now by the water and sanitation systems." 
In Geneva, World Health Organization (WHO) expert David Nabarro told reporters "there is certainly a chance that we could have as many dying from communicable diseases as from the tsunami". 
Clearing the dead 
In Sri Lanka alone, more than one million people are displaced and aid workers are under pressure to ensure they have clean water and sanitation to prevent an outbreak of disease. 
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	HOW YOU CAN HELP 

Click below to visit the websites of agencies carrying out relief work 

Cafod 
Care International 
International Federation of the Red Cross 
Medecins Sans Frontieres 
Oxfam 
Save The Children 
Unicef 
World Vision 
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Disease 'could swamp zones' 


The local UN agency has opened up its relief stockpiles, but the BBC's Roland Buerk says there is little sign as yet of aid supplies in the south-west town of Galle. 
People in both Sri Lanka and in Indonesia have been scrambling through mud and ruins looking for food and water, correspondents report. 
Mr Egeland said hundreds of planes carrying emergency aid would be airborne over the next couple of days. 
Flights carrying emergency supplies from nine countries, including Britain, France and the US, were due to arrive in Sri Lanka on Tuesday. 
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Many tourists are among Thailand's dead


Coastal communities across South Asia - and more than 4,000 km away in Africa - were swept away and homes engulfed by waves up to 10m high after the quake created a tsunami that sped across the ocean. 
Many of the victims had no warning. Fishermen were swept off boats, and tourists were washed from the beaches. 
Sunday's tremor - the fourth strongest since 1900 - had a particularly widespread effect because it seems to have taken place just below the surface of the ocean, analysts say. 
Tsunamis generated by earthquakes can travel at up to 500km/h. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters
Warning Systems Vital To Slash Disaster Tolls - UN 
SWITZERLAND: December 29, 2004

GENEVA - Governments around the world must work together to build early warning systems that can cut death tolls from natural disasters like the Indian Ocean tsunami that killed nearly 40,000, United Nations experts said on Tuesday. 

And investment in broad education programmes is also vital so that ordinary people -- especially in coastal areas where catastrophe often hits hardest -- know what to do when alerted that calamity is on the way, they warn. 
"The international community has to move ahead and build global systems to avoid a repeat of what has happened in Asia this week," Reid Basher of the UN's Platform for the Promotion of Early Warning (PPEW) in Bonn told Reuters. 

He said that would now be a key topic at a long-planned World Conference on Disaster Reduction on January 18-22 in Kobe, Japan site of a massive earthquake in January 1995 which killed more than 6,400 people. 

Latest official figures put deaths at 38,957, and climbing, in the tidal waves that hit up to a dozen countries and island states around the Indian Ocean and east Africa after an undersea earthquake off Indonesia on Sunday. 

The tsunami killed poor local fishermen and their families in coastal communities as well as hundreds, perhaps thousands, of foreign tourists underlining to global aspect of the tragedy. 

"The catastrophe will certainly concentrate minds in Kobe on what needs to be done now," said John Harding, an oceanographer and tsunami specialist with the UN's disaster reduction agency ISDR in Geneva. 

"Effective information programmes and communications networks, like that in place in the Pacific region, can save many thousands of lives in these situations." 

QUANTUM LEAP IN COMMITMENT 

The conference "is expected to prompt a quantum leap in learning and commitment for improving prevention, risk assessment and early warning systems," a statement from the ISDR secretariat in Geneva said. 

UN officials say that where funds are short, richer countries must be more ready to help out the poorer to develop such systems even against what may appear to be regional low-risk catastrophes like the Indian Ocean tsunami. 

"Money comes in rapidly when disasters happen. It needs to be there beforehand," said one relief coordinator in Geneva who asked to remain anonymous. 

International radio stations say they have been bombarded with messages complaining that countries around the region had no system in place to warn that the tsunami was on the way. 

But Basher and Harding said such recriminations were unfair. "It is easy to be wise after the event, but we must remember that the Indian Ocean has not had a major tsunami for over a century," said Basher, in a telephone interview. 

"It is not entirely surprising that the governments there had no warning system in place. They had many other priorities." 

In the Pacific, where undersea quakes and the tidal surges they cause are common, a wide-ranging programme has been developed over four decades with rapid alerts on tsunamis and long-term public information about them. 

Schoolchildren are taught to clear beaches when one is on the way and head inland quickly. Local media educate older people and foreign tourists arriving in hotels are given instructions on how to react, Harding said. 


Story by Robert Evans 
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Reuters
Strong Quake Hits Northern Japan, No Tsunami Warning
TOKYO - An earthquake with an estimated magnitude of 4.9 struck the northern Japanese prefecture of Niigata on Tuesday but no tsunami warning was issued. 

The prefecture was hit by a deadly earthquake in October. 
The Meteorological Agency said the earthquake, whose focus was around 10 km (6 miles) deep, shook the region at around 6:30 p.m. (0930 GMT). 
There were no immediate reports of injuries of damage, public broadcaster NHK said. 
NHK added that some of the high-speed bullet trains in the area were halted for inspections. 
The same region was hit by a 6.8 magnitude tremor in October, which killed 40 people, the deadliest tremor since a 7.2 quake killed more than 6,400 in the city of Kobe in 1995. 
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Global Warming, Pollution Add to Coastal Threats 
NORWAY: December 29, 2004

OSLO - A creeping rise in sea levels tied to global warming, pollution and damage to coral reefs may make coastlines even more vulnerable to disasters like tsunamis or storms in future, experts said on Monday. 

Few coastal ecosystems are robust enough to withstand freak waves like the ones that slammed into Asian nations from Sri Lanka to Thailand on Sunday, killing more than 22,000 people, after a subsea earthquake off Indonesia. 
But global warming, poorly planned coastal development and other threats over which humans have some control are weakening natural defences ranging from mangrove swamps to coral reefs that help keep the oceans at bay. 

"Coasts are under threat in many countries," said Brad Smith at environmental group Greenpeace. "Development of roads, shrimp farms, ribbon development along coasts and tourism are eroding natural defences in Asia." 

Scientists say a build-up of heat-trapping gases in the atmosphere from human burning of fossil fuels threatens to trigger more powerful storms and raise sea levels, exposing coasts to more erosion. 

Leaders of small island states will meet in Mauritius on Jan. 10-14 to debate threats such as global warming. 

World sea levels rose on average by 10-20 cm (4 to 8 inches) during the 20th century and an additional rise of 9-88 cm is expected by the year 2100, according to latest report by the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in 2001. 

RISING SEAS 

Island nations like the Maldives, swamped by the tsunami, could literally disappear beneath the waves if seas rise. And in Bangladesh, 17 million people live less than one metre above sea level, as do many in Florida in the United States. 

Richard Klein, a senior Researcher at the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research in Germany, said vulnerability to natural disasters often went hand in hand with poverty. 

"Vulnerability has as much a social dimension as an environmental one," he said. The Netherlands could afford to build higher dykes to defend against the seas, for instance, but developing states could not. 

He suggested better early warning systems for everything from cyclones to tsunamis in the Third World. 

"And one of the first risks for small islands is not that they will be submerged (by rising sea levels) but there will be no fresh water," he said. Salt water would poison reservoirs of rainwater and purification equipment would be too costly. 

Smith at Greenpeace said damage to coral reefs was also making coasts more vulnerable to battering by the sea. 

An international report early this month showed that about 70 percent of the world's coral reefs had been ruined or were under threat from human activities, ranging from over-fishing to coastal pollution and global warming. 

"Corals form a storm barrier and if they die many islands will be more vulnerable to cyclones," he said. 

(Additional reporting by Ed Stoddard in Johannesburg) 


Story by Alister Doyle 
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The Press Trust of India

December 28, 2004 Tuesday

HEADLINE: Small states most vulnerable to tsunami-like disasters: UN

DATELINE: United Nations, Dec 28

BODY:
Stressing that small states are "most vulnerable" to disasters like the tsunami tragedy that hit South and South-East Asia, a top UN official has urged the international community to pay special attention to their needs and help them rebuild their economies.

Under-Secretary-General of the UN International Meeting on Small Island Developing States Anwarul K Chowdhury also called for giving special consideration to issues of climate change, saying the tragedy comes on the heels of several "climatic disasters". 

The effect of global change has never been more evident than the recent devastating widespread hurricanes and tropical storms affecting the small island developing states which are "most vulnerable" to such changes, he added.

In a statement, he said he was "shocked and saddened" to learn of the loss of life and destruction caused due to the earthquake and tidal waves.
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Herald Sun (Melbourne, Australia)

December 28, 2004 Tuesday

HEADLINE: Prepare for the big one

BYLINE: Phil Cummins

BODY:
THE deadly earthquake and tidal waves (tsunamis) that have devastated South-East Asia remind us of nature's terrible force.

But this cataclysmic event, which has reportedly claimed the lives of many thousands from India and Sri Lanka to Thailand and Indonesia, also reminds us of the need to be better prepared.

To have sophisticated warning systems in place so when the unthinkable does happen, we've thought ahead and planned a response.

Those systems are now in place in the Pacific. They do not, however, exist in the Indian Ocean. 

The reason is simple: it takes a crisis like this to bring them about.

Countries bordering the Pacific have experienced several massive tsunamis -- Chile in 1960, Alaska in 1964 -- and have initiated a co-ordinated system to share knowledge and information.

The Indian Ocean is different. Apart from the Krakatoa eruption of 1883, there is little historical evidence to suggest this ocean has been a site of devastating tsunamis.

People in the region have no memory of such events and little or no understanding of their impact.

As a result, governments and agencies have not been under pressure to address the issue.

Cost has been another factor. To set up a warning system for the Indian Ocean, which could alert remote places, such as Sri Lanka, about an impending tsunami in advance, takes a lot of time and money.

But some sort of multilateral agreement will now have to happen the way it's happened in the Pacific.

The system works like this: scientists measure seismic waves as a way of locating and estimating the magnitude of earthquakes. Then they decide whether the potential is there for generating a tsunami (not every earthquake generates a tidal wave).

Scientists also access sea level data from around the Pacific, particularly near the earthquake zone, to try to determine if a tsunami has actually occurred.

As this data is collected, reliable communication channels keep emergency managers in all Pacific basin countries fully informed.

Australia has begun working with international agencies to develop a similar warning system for the Indian Ocean but there is no formal agreement yet, much less a technical system in place.

Nature can help our man-made warning systems.

Sound waves travelling through solid earth travel much faster than a tsunami, so once an earthquake has occurred seismologists can buy time and use that knowledge to issue warnings.

It's a bit like seeing a lightning flash and then hearing the boom.

If you see the flash, and you actually know the distance, you can predict when the boom is going to arrive.

There are exceptions. In 1998, a relatively small earthquake off the northern coast of Papua New Guinea triggered what's called a submarine landslide.

This caused a local tsunami which arrived within just 10 minutes.

How vulnerable is Australia? Generally speaking, Australia is quite fortunate.

Even though it is surrounded by very active plate boundaries, it usually has some protection.

In the case of PNG, there's a landmass while the orientation of plates near Sumatra tends to direct tremors outwards, away from us.

There are earthquakes off Java that can have an effect on northwestern Australia but, fortunately, there are not many people there. Long stretches of shallow water can absorb some of the energy of a tsunami.

There are theories that climate change is having an effect and influencing earthquake occurrence. This has yet to be verified.

What we know for sure is that the zone around Sumatra is one where two massive plates are rubbing against each other.

Sometimes, they slide past. Other times, they lock together and store up energy. Released, this pent-up energy produces an earthquake and causes water to be displaced.

The displacement, in turn, causes a tsunami.

This elemental process is going to happen whether there's climate change or not and, knowing it is inevitable, we need to do more research.

IT is not enough just to consult the historical record. Scientists need to obtain other kinds of geological evidence -- sand deposits and so on -- in order to properly detect and assess the danger.

In the short term, there is an urgent need simply to educate the public.

People in the region need to be made aware that these things happen. That if they feel an earthquake, or see the ocean receding suddenly, that's a sign to head for higher ground.

It's a simple but potentially life-saving lesson.

Dr PHIL CUMMINS is a senior seismologist with Geoscience Australia
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By Andi Djatmiko

Death toll from tidal waves surpasses 52,000

PAULA BRONSTEIN / GETTY IMAGES

Thai rescue workers carry bodies from the beach in Phi Phi Village, Ton Sai Bay, Thailand. Hundreds were killed on the island when an earthquake caused a Tsunami wave destroying everything in its path.
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BANDA ACEH, Indonesia — Mourners in Sri Lanka used their bare hands to dig graves today while hungry islanders in Indonesia turned to looting in the aftermath of Asia's devastating tsunamis. Thousands more bodies were found in Indonesia, dramatically increasing the death toll across 11 nations to more than 52,000.

Indonesia's Health Ministry said in a statement that more than 27,000 people were confirmed killed in parts of Sumatra island, the territory closest to the epicenter of Sunday's earthquake, which sent a giant tsunami rolling across the Indian Ocean.

But the ministry said it had not yet counted deaths along the inundated and shattered towns of Sumatra's western coast, which soldiers and rescue workers were unable so far to reach -- including the district of Meulaboh, where earlier the head of another agency estimated that 10,000 people were killed.

When those regions are included in the ministry count, the death toll could rise dramatically yet again.

TV footage from overflights of Meulaboh and other parts of the west coast showed thousands of homes underwater. Refugees fleeing the coast described surviving for days on little more than coconuts before reaching Banda Aceh, the capital of Aceh province on Sumatra's northern tip, which itself was largely flattened by the quake.

"The sea was full of bodies," said Sukardi Kasdi, who reached the capital from his town of Surang.

The west coast of Sumatra, facing Sunday's epicenter, took the brunt of both the quake and the killer waves. With aid not arriving quick enough, desperate residents in Meulaboh and other towns in Aceh began to loot, officials said.

"People are looting, but not because they are evil, but they are hungry," said Red Cross official Irman Rachmat in Banda Aceh.

In Sri Lanka, the toll also mounted. Workers pulled 802 bodies out of a train that was flung off its tracks when the gigantic waves hit. Two hundred of the bodies -- unclaimed by relatives -- were buried today in a mass grave next to the tracks, which had been lifted and twisted like a roller coaster by the raging water.

"Is this the fate that we had planned for? My darling, you were the only hope for me," cried one man for his dead girlfriend -- his university sweetheart -- as Buddhist monks held prayer nearby.

More than 18,700 people died in Sri Lanka, more than 4,400 in India and more than 1,500 in Thailand, with numbers expected to rise. Scores were also killed in Malaysia, Myanmar, Bangladesh, the Maldives. The giant waves raced nearly 3,000 miles to east Africa, causing deaths in Somalia, Tanzania and Seychelles.

DEDDEDA STEMLER / AP

Rescue and clean-up crew survey a flooded lobby at the Seapearl Beach Hotel along Patong Beach on Phuket Island, Thailand.

And there were still zones of death where officials could not get a precise count. Sumatra's west coast was one -- another was India's remote Andaman and Nicobar Islands, located just north of Sumatra. So far, only 90 people were confirmed dead in the archipelago of 30 inhabited islands, but a police official said 8,000 people were missing and possibly dead.

Europeans desperately sought relatives missing from holidays in Southeast Asia -- particularly Thailand, where bodies littered the once crowded beach resorts. Near the devastated Similan Beach and Spa Resort, where mostly German tourists were staying, a naked corpse hung suspended from a tree today as if crucified.

A blond two-year-old Swedish boy, Hannes Bergstroem, found sitting alone on a road in Thailand was reunited with his uncle, who saw the boy's picture on a Web site.

"This is a miracle, the biggest thing that could happen," said the uncle, who identified himself as Jim, after flying from his home country to Thailand to reach Hannes at the hospital were the boy was being treated. The boy's mother and grandmother were missing, while his father and grandfather were reportedly at another hospital.

The vacationing former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl was evacuated by Sri Lankan military helicopter from the hotel he was trapped by flooding in the south of the country. In Thailand, Czech supermodel Petra Nemcova, who appeared on the cover of 2003 Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue, was injured and her photographer boyfriend Simon Atlee was missing, Atlee's agent said.

So far, more than 80 Westerners have been confirmed dead across the region -- including 11 Americans. But a British consulate official in Thailand warned that hundreds more foreign tourists were likely killed in the country's resorts.

Sunday's massive quake of 9.0 magnitude off the Indonesian island of Sumatra sent 500-mph waves surging across the Indian Ocean and Bay of Bengal in the deadliest known tsunami since the one that devastated the Portuguese capital of Lisbon in 1755 and killed an estimated 60,000 people.

Amid the devastation, however, were some miraculous stories of survival. In Malaysia, a 20-day-old baby was found alive on a floating mattress. She and her family were later reunited. A Hong Kong couple vacationing in Thailand clung to a mattress for six hours.

In Sri Lanka, more than 300 people crammed into the Infant Jesus Church at Orrs Hill, located on high ground from their ravaged fishing villages. Families and childres slept on pews and the cement floor.

"We had never seen the sea looking like that. It was like as if a calm sea had suddenly become a raging monster," said one woman, Haalima, recalling the giant wave that swept away her 5-year-old grandson, Adil.

Adil was making sandcastles with his younger sister, Reeze, while Haalima sat in her home Sunday morning. Haalima said the girl ran to her complaining that waves had crushed their castles, then came screams and water entered the home. "When we looked, there was no shore anymore and no Adil," she said.

Death was so widespread in Sri Lanka that the government waived rules requiring an autopsy before burial. In Muslim villages in the east of the otherwise Buddhist-dominated island, some survivors, lacking shovels, used giant iron forks used for communal cooking and their hands to scrape out graves for several dozen victims, half of them children.

"The toll is going up and I will not be surprised it reaches 20,000 to 25,000," said Nimal Hettiarchchi, director of Sri Lanka's National Disaster Management Center.

Relief workers warned that survivors could face outbreaks of disease, including malaria and cholera. "Our biggest fear at the moment is the shortage of drinking water," said Janaka Gunewardene, a director at Sri Lanka's disaster management center, adding that waterways and well across Sri Lanka's northern, eastern and southern coasts were contaminated, said.

A new danger emerged today: the floods uprooted land mines in Sri Lanka -- a nation torn by a decades-old war with Tamil separatists in the north. The mines now threatened aid workers and survivors, UNICEF said.

The first international deliveries of food were being delivered to ravaged areas, as humanitarian agencies -- accustomed to disasters in one or two countries at time -- tried to organize to help on an unprecedented geographic scale, across 11 nations.

The disaster could be history's costliest, with "many billions of dollars" of damage, said U.N. Undersecretary Jan Egeland, who is in charge of emergency relief coordination.

A dozen trucks loaded with more than 160 tons of rice, lentils and sugar sent by the U.N. World Food Progam, left today from Colombo for Sri Lanka's southern and eastern coasts, and a second shipment was planned for overnight.

UNICEF officials said about 175 tons of rice arrived in Banda Aceh, Indonesia, and six tons of medical supplies were to arrive by Thursday. Helicopters in India rushed medicine to stricken areas. In Sri Lanka, the Health Ministry dispatched 300 physicians to the disaster zone by helicopter. 
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Tidal Waves Death Toll Rises to 44,000

Death Toll From Epic Tidal Waves Reaches 44,000; Aid Groups Begin Historic Relief Efforts
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Friends and family members search through debris for the bodies of loved ones Tuesday, Dec. 28, 2004, near Takuapa, Thailand. The death toll in Thailand from a killer tsunami wave, triggered by a massive earthquake off the coast of Sumatra, Indonesia, is expected to rise above 1,000 as bodies continued to be collected from the damaged beach areas near Phuket. (AP Photo/David Longstreath)
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The Associated Press
BANDA ACEH, Indonesia Dec 28, 2004 — Mourners in Sri Lanka used their bare hands to dig graves Tuesday while hungry islanders in Indonesia turned to looting in the aftermath of Asia's devastating tsunamis. Thousands more bodies were found in Indonesia, dramatically increasing the death toll across 11 nations to around 44,000. 

Emergency workers who reached Aceh province at the northern tip of Indonesia's Sumatra island found that 10,000 people had been killed in a single town, Meulaboh, said Purnomo Sidik, national disaster director at the Social Affairs Ministry. 

Another 9,000 were confirmed dead so far in the provincial capital, Banda Aceh, and surrounding towns, he said. Soldiers and volunteers combed seaside districts and dug into rubble of destroyed houses to seek survivors and retrieve the dead amid unconfirmed reports that other towns along Aceh's west coast had been demolished. 

With aid not arriving quick enough, desperate residents in Meulaboh and other towns in Aceh a region that was unique in that it was struck both by Sunday's massive quake and the killer waves that followed were turning to looting.
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· Tsunami Death Toll Soars Past 58,000
· Two Israeli Soldiers Hurt in W Bank Shooting --Radio
· Charting a Tsunami's Path
"It is every person for themselves here," district official Tengku Zulkarnain told el-Shinta radio station from the area. 

"People are looting, but not because they are evil, but they are hungry," said Red Cross official Irman Rachmat in Banda Aceh. 

In Sri Lanka, the toll also mounted significantly. Around 1,000 people were dead or missing and feared dead from a train that was flung off its tracks when the gigantic waves hit. Rescuers pulled 204 bodies from the train's eight carriages reduced to twisted metal and cremated or buried them Tuesday next to the railroad track that runs along the coastline. 

More than 18,700 people died in Sri Lanka, more than 4,000 in India and more than 1,500 in Thailand, with numbers expected to rise. The Indonesian vice president's estimate that his country's coastlines held up to 25,000 victims would bring the potential toll up to 50,000. 

Europeans desperately sought relatives missing from holidays in Southeast Asia particularly Thailand, where bodies littered the once crowded beach resorts. Near the devastated Similan Beach and Spa Resort, where mostly German tourists were staying, a naked corpse hung suspended from a tree Tuesday as if crucified. 

A blond two-year-old Swedish boy, Hannes Bergstroem, found sitting alone on a road in Thailand and taken to a hospital was reunited with his uncle, who saw the boy's picture on the hospital's Web site. 

"This is a miracle, the biggest thing that could happen," said the uncle, who identified himself as Jim. 

So far, more than 80 Westerners have been confirmed dead across the region including 11 Americans. But a British consulate official in Thailand warned that hundreds more foreign tourists were likely killed in the country's resorts. 

In Sri Lanka, more than 300 people crammed into the Infant Jesus Church at Orrs Hill, located on high ground from their ravaged fishing villages. Families and childres slept on pews and the cement floor. 

"We had never seen the sea looking like that. It was like as if a calm sea had suddenly become a raging monster," said one woman, Haalima, recalling the giant wave that swept away her 5-year-old grandson, Adil. 

Adil was making sandcastles with his younger sister, Reeze, while Haalima sat in her home Sunday morning. Haalima said the girl ran to her complaining that waves had crushed their castles, then came screams and water entered the home. "When we looked, there was no shore anymore and no Adil," she said. 

In Sri Lanka's severely hit town of Galle, officials mounted a loudspeaker on a fire engine to advise residents to lay bodies of the dead on roads for collection and burial. Elsewhere in Sri Lanka, residents took on burial efforts with forks or even bare hands to scrape a final resting place for victims. 

The tidal waves and flooding uprooted land mines in war-torn Sri Lanka, threatening to kill or maim aid workers and survivors who are attempting to return to what's left of their homes. 

Amid the devastation, however, were some miraculous stories of survival. 

In Malaysia, a 20-day-old baby was found alive on a floating mattress. She and her family were later reunited. A Hong Kong couple vacationing in Thailand clung to a mattress for six hours. 

The disaster could be history's costliest, with "many billions of dollars" of damage, said U.N. Undersecretary Jan Egeland, who is in charge of emergency relief coordination. 

Hundreds of thousands have lost everything, and millions face a hazardous future because of polluted drinking water, a lack of sanitation and no health services, he said. 

Scores of people were also killed in Malaysia, Myanmar, Bangladesh, the Maldives. The tidal waves traveled as far as Somalia, where hundreds were reported dead, and Seychelles, where three were killed. 

Children have emerged as the biggest victims of Sunday's quake-born tidal waves. The U.N. organization estimates at least one-third of the tens of thousands who died were children, said UNICEF spokesman Alfred Ironside in New York. 

Officials in Thailand and Indonesia conceded that immediate public warnings of gigantic waves could have saved lives. The only known warning issued by Thai authorities reached resort operators when it was too late. The waves hit Sri Lanka and India more than two hours after the quake. 

But governments insisted they couldn't have known the true danger because there is no international system in place to track tsunamis in the Indian Ocean, and they could not afford the sophisticated equipment to build one. 

For most people around the shores across the region, the only warning Sunday of the disaster came when shallow coastal waters disappeared, sucked away by the approaching tsunami, before returning as a massive wall of water. The waves wiped out villages, lifted cars and boats, yanked children from the arms of parents and swept away beachgoers, scuba divers and fishermen. 

The United States dispatched disaster teams and prepared a $15 million aid package to the Asian countries, and the 25-nation European Union promised to deliver $4 million. Japan, Portugal, China and Russia were sending teams of experts. 

Egeland said he expected hundreds of relief airplanes from two dozen countries within the next 48 hours.
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Tidal waves death toll climbs to over 55,000
    BANDA ACEH, Indonesia: Logistical problems hampered a massive humanitarian relief operation on Tuesday along Asia’s devastated shores as the death toll from a huge earthquake and killer tidal waves surged past 55,000. 

With the scale of the catastrophe rapidly unfolding, the confirmed number of dead in 10 countries shot up to 55,335 and looks set to go even higher. Indonesia’s Aceh province accounted for half of those killed, or 27,174. The fear that outbreaks of disease could unleash a second wave of tragedy on a region struggling to cope with the first also loomed large with decomposing bodies and sewage contaminating water sources. 

The head of Italy’s civil emergency relief services, charged with coordinating all rescue operations in the region by the European Union, warned the overall death toll could surpass 100,000. 

"The number of victims is destined to increase over the coming days and I fear that in the end it will be more than 100,000 deaths even if we will never know the exact figure because there is no register of the population in most of the affected countries," Guido Bertolaso, director of the Italian civil protection unit said. 

Officials predicted the death toll could even triple as the full picture becomes clear. A frantic appeal from what remained of the main west coast town of Meulaboh warned that looting was breaking out and starvation loomed for the few survivors unless aid was swiftly dispatched. But blocked roads, collapsed bridges, treacherous seas and fuel and vehicle shortages hampered relief efforts. Humanitarian groups warned that disease outbreaks could claim even more lives. 

There were apocalyptic scenes in the northernmost city of Banda Aceh where the stench of death hung over the rubble of demolished houses as survivors from Sunday’s earthquake and tidal wave struggled to dig graves in tropical heat. 

With medicine, water, body bags, power and communications still in short supply, the threat of widespread sickness was growing while foreign aid agencies said it was near impossible to distribute relief to the area. In Sri Lanka the massive tidal waves flung a train off its tracks, leaving many of its 1,000 passengers dead or missing, police said, while rescuers uncovered thousands of bodies across the country, bringing the island nation’s toll to 18,706. 

Rescuers recovered 204 bodies from the train’s eight carriages, which were little more than twisted metal, and cremated or buried them Tuesday next to the railroad track that runs along the coastline, said military spokesman Brig. Daya Ratnayake. 

"A mass burial was held today," he said. The train, named "Samudradevi" meaning Queen of the Sea, was travelling from the capital Colombo to the city of Galle on Sunday when it was hit by the killer waves near Telwatta, to the west of Galle, one of the hardest-hit areas on the island. Buddhist monks held prayers for the dead as the bodies were cremated. For Muslim victims, a mass grave was dug with the help of a bulldozer. 

Meanwhile, in Muslim villages in the east of the otherwise Buddhist-dominated island, solemn survivors started to bury the bloated and decomposing bodies. Some, lacking shovels, used big iron forks used for community cooking and their hands to scrape a final resting place for several dozen victims, half of them children. 

In Galle officials used a loudspeaker on a fire engine to advise residents to lay the bodies of the dead on roads for collection and burial. Sri Lanka’s official death toll stood at 18,706 on Tuesday, up 3,706 from a few hours earlier, said Nimal Hettiarchchi, director of the National Disaster Management Centre. 

"The toll is going up and I will not be surprised it reaches 20,000 to 25,000," he said in Colombo. "Bodies are showing up in many places." Around Sri Lanka’s southern coasts about 1.5 million people or one in 12 of the population, were homeless, many sheltering in Buddhist temples and schools. 

India’s toll of 11,500 included at least 7,000 on one archipelago, the Andamans and Nicobar. On one island, the surge of water triggered by Sunday’s cataclysmic undersea earthquake killed two-thirds of the population. 

A string of Indian islands were also rattled on Tuesday by aftershocks following the massive quake on the weekend, while emergency aid was rushed to survivors of the tsunami waves. he Hindustan Times newspaper reported that the missing included 200 air force personnel stationed there. 

All the villages and the road along Car Nicobar’s coast were washed away, the region’s police chief SB Deol said in an interview with New Delhi Television network. The air force and coast guard used planes, helicopters and ships to deliver food and generators to ruined coastal areas. 

In the worst hit district of Nagappattinam in Tamil Nadu state, some bodies still rotted in the slush left behind by Sunday’s tidal waves. Most of the 40,000 people living in relief camps defecated in the open, posing a health hazard. 

At least 160,000 people have been left homeless in southern India, the government and aid agencies said. The government said the hardest-hit state of Tamil Nadu had 80,000 homeless while the Unicef said the figure was 100,000. 

More than 1,500 people were killed in southern Thailand, officials said. The dead included thousands of European tourists. Thai deputy interior minister Sutham Sangprathum said more than 700 foreign tourists were among the dead in southern Thailand. Some 86 Europeans have so far confirmed dead, and over 3,000 are missing. 

Meanwhile, thirty-five bodies were recovered from the ruins of a hotel in southern Thailand, the French company that owns the property said. 

The company, Accor, made the announcement after saying that 229 guests who had been staying at its Sofitel Magic Lagoon hotel in Khao Lak, on the Thai mainland near the island of Phuket, were still missing two days after the tsunami struck Sunday. 

In Myanmar at least 90 people were killed, according to the UN, while in Malaysia 65 people, including many elderly and children, were dead, officials said. 

At least 55 people including two British holidaymakers were killed in the tourist paradise of the Maldives while another 69 were missing, officials said. 

At a schoolyard converted into a disaster area on the main island of Male, sobbing people waited for news of relatives from outlying islands. Ahmed Shaheed, the chief government spokesman, expected the figures to rise after authorities make contact with distant atolls. 

Pakistan Navy ships Nasr and Tariq, along with helicopters, are fully committed day and night with provision of search and rescue facilities to effected foreigners and locals of the Maldives, affected by tidal waves. 

Looking at devastating condition of capital Male, Chief of Naval Staff, Admiral Shahid Karimullah has extended stay of PN ships in Male for another three days. n Bangladesh a father and child were killed after a tourist boat capsized from large waves, local officials said.
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Death toll from tidal waves mounts to nearly 40,000

BANDA ACEH, Indonesia Mourners in Sri Lanka buried their dead with bare hands Tuesday as rescuers rushed to check isolated pockets of Indonesia for survivors of explosive tidal waves that the United Nations said may be history’s costliest natural disaster. About 40,000 people were dead, and officials expected the toll to rise further.

Eleven nations in the densely populated band of destruction spanning as far as Africa tallied corpses as they filled tropical beaches and choked hospital morgues. The International Red Cross feared malaria and cholera would add to the toll as aid agencies mounted what U.N. officials said would be the world’s biggest relief effort.

‘‘This is unprecedented,’’ said Yvette Stevens, an emergency relief coordinator of the U.N. Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.

Desperate foreigners sought kin missing from holidays in Southeast Asia, where news of an unclaimed, blond 2-year-old boy brought dozens of hopeful parents to a hospital in Thailand’s resort island of Phuket. They all left disappointed — except for his Swedish uncle.

A man who identified himself only as Jim, said he found his nephew, Hannes Bergstroem, by looking on the Web. ‘‘This is a miracle, the biggest thing that could happen,’’ he said.

Almost a third of the dead were children. Thousands of people were missing, and millions homeless.

More than 18,700 people died in Sri Lanka, about 15,000 in Indonesia, more than 4,000 in India and more than 1,500 in Thailand, with numbers expected to rise. The Indonesian vice president’s estimate that his country’s coastlines held up to 25,000 victims brought the potential toll up to 50,000.

Islands way off India’s east coast suffered aftershocks of Sunday’s undersea 9.0-magnitude quake in the Indian Ocean that shot concussions of water onto tropical coasts from Indonesia to Somalia.

In Sri Lanka’s severely hit town of Galle, officials mounted a loudspeaker on a fire engine to advise residents to lay bodies of the dead on roads for collection and burial. Elsewhere in Sri Lanka, residents took on burial efforts with forks or even bare hands to scrape a final resting place for victims.

Rescue workers battled to reach isolated coasts on the Indonesian island of Sumatra nearest the epicenter of Sunday’s monstrous quake — the world’s biggest in 40 years. Soldiers and volunteers combed seaside districts and dug into rubble of destroyed houses to seek survivors and retrieve the dead.

‘‘We are working 24 hours to get out people out,’’ said Red Cross worker Tamin Faisil in Banda Aceh on Sumatra.

In Thailand’s once-thriving resorts, volunteers dragged scores of corpses — including many foreign tourists — from beaches, inland pools and the debris of once-ritzy hotels. Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra warned that his country’s toll could double.

The stench of death hung in the air for a 30-kilometer (18-mile) stretch of beach in Thailand’s southern province of Phang Na, just above Phuket. Near the devastated Similan Beach and Spa Resort, where mostly German tourists were staying, naked corpse hung suspended from a tree as if crucified.

Amid the devastation, however, were some miraculous stories of survival.

In Malaysia, a 20-day-old baby was found alive on a floating mattress. She and her family were later reunited. The 2-year-old boy in Phuket was recovering after he was found sitting alone on a road. Reports said his mother was missing, but that his father had been located at a different hospital.

For others, the pain of their loss was almost impossible to come to terms with.

‘‘Where are my children?’’ asked 41-year-old Absah, as she searched for her 11 youngsters in Banda Aceh, the Indonesian city closest to Sunday’s epicenter.

‘‘Where are they? Why did this happen to me? I’ve lost everything.’’

The disaster could be history’s costliest, with ‘‘many billions of dollars’’ of damage, said U.N. Undersecretary Jan Egeland, who is in charge of emergency relief coordination.

Hundreds of thousands have lost everything, and millions face a hazardous future because of polluted drinking water, a lack of sanitation and no health services, he said.

Scores of people were also killed in Malaysia, Myanmar, Bangladesh, the Maldives.

The powerful waves — triggered by the 9.0 magnitude quake off Sumatra — raced 4,500 kilometers (2,800 miles) across the Indian Ocean to Africa, wreaking death and destruction as far as Somalia, where hundreds were killed, and the Seychelles, where three died.

It was the deadliest known tsunami since the one caused by the 1883 volcanic eruption at Krakatoa — located off Sumatra’s southern tip — which killed an estimated 36,000 people.

Children have emerged as the biggest victims of Sunday’s quake-born tidal waves — thousands and thousands drowned, battered and washed away by huge walls of water that have decimated an entire generation of Asians.

The U.N. organization estimates at least one-third of the tens of thousands who died were children, said UNICEF spokesman Alfred Ironside in New York.

Officials in Thailand and Indonesia conceded that immediate public warnings of gigantic waves could have saved lives. The only known warning issued by Thai authorities reached resort operators when it was too late. The waves hit Sri Lanka and India more than two hours after the quake.

But governments insisted they couldn’t have known the true danger because there is no international system in place to track tsunamis in the Indian Ocean, and they could not afford the sophisticated equipment to build one.

For most people around the shores across the region, the only warning Sunday of the disaster came when shallow coastal waters disappeared, sucked away by the approaching tsunami, before returning as a massive wall of water. The waves wiped out villages, lifted cars and boats, yanked children from the arms of parents and swept away beachgoers, scuba divers and fishermen.

The United States dispatched disaster teams and prepared a euro11 million (US$15 million) aid package to the Asian countries, and the 25-nation European Union promised to deliver euro3 million (US$4 million). Japan, China and Russia were sending teams of experts.

Egeland said he expected hundreds of relief airplanes from two dozen countries within the next 48 hours.

BANDA ACEH, Indonesia Mourners in Sri Lanka buried their dead with bare hands Tuesday as rescuers rushed to check isolated pockets of Indonesia for survivors of explosive tidal waves that the United Nations said may be history’s costliest natural disaster. About 40,000 people were dead, and officials expected the toll to rise further.

Eleven nations in the densely populated band of destruction spanning as far as Africa tallied corpses as they filled tropical beaches and choked hospital morgues. The International Red Cross feared malaria and cholera would add to the toll as aid agencies mounted what U.N. officials said would be the world’s biggest relief effort.

‘‘This is unprecedented,’’ said Yvette Stevens, an emergency relief coordinator of the U.N. Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.

Desperate foreigners sought kin missing from holidays in Southeast Asia, where news of an unclaimed, blond 2-year-old boy brought dozens of hopeful parents to a hospital in Thailand’s resort island of Phuket. They all left disappointed — except for his Swedish uncle.

A man who identified himself only as Jim, said he found his nephew, Hannes Bergstroem, by looking on the Web. ‘‘This is a miracle, the biggest thing that could happen,’’ he said.

Almost a third of the dead were children. Thousands of people were missing, and millions homeless.

More than 18,700 people died in Sri Lanka, about 15,000 in Indonesia, more than 4,000 in India and more than 1,500 in Thailand, with numbers expected to rise. The Indonesian vice president’s estimate that his country’s coastlines held up to 25,000 victims brought the potential toll up to 50,000.
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The sound of roaring thunder ... then screaming

By Alexa Moses
December 29, 2004
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Thai troops carry away the body of a dead Western tourist at the Sofital hotel along the shoreline of Khao Lak, a province above the Thai tourist heaven of Phuket.
Photo: AFP
A tsunami, when it approaches, is silent. A brown mass of water billowing towards the bedroom where I and my partner, Robert, were sitting on the bed in Khao Lak, in Phang Nga province just north of Phuket in Thailand.

We were staying in a hotel on the beach called the Seaview Resort, where Swedish, German and Austrian families raced to the deckchairs on the sand each morning to roast themselves.

It was Boxing Day. We were about to gather our things to go down to the beach.

It was just after 10.30am when Robert jumped off the bed and said quietly, "There's a tidal wave coming." I turned and saw a brown mass of water swallowing the self-contained bungalows near the sand. They dissolved like balsa wood.

I still didn't comprehend. I said "No" and then Robert repeated it. Then I asked, "Are we going to die?" as the wave hit the concrete building where we were staying on the third, and top, floor.

"I don't know," he replied and the noise began.

It sounded like an aeroplane taking off. A roaring that swelled and dipped, completely surrounding us.

The building under us began to wrench and creak. Glass was shattering, but we couldn't hear anything human. It was as if we were alone.

The water rose ankle-deep in our room and it seemed to be slowing, although the horrible thundering continued.

We ran to the door, terrified that when we opened it water would rush in. The hall was also ankle-deep in water.

When we ran up to the roof we couldn't see the ocean, but the thundering had stopped. The wave was sucking back out again.

We stood up on the roof alone, shaking, with the red corrugated iron slope of the roof shielding us from the water.

Suddenly we heard car horns, people screaming "help" in Thai, German, Swedish, banging on walls, sobbing.

Robert scrambled to the top of the roof and saw that the ocean had moved. We were in it. But the water was 10 metres higher, brown and clogged with floating timber, cars upside down, houses in pieces.

A Japanese couple arrived, terrified, on the roof, also from the third floor. Robert called to a German couple, the wife half drowned and blue-lipped, gurgling water with every breath. The six of us waited together on the roof and the German man began to pray.

We were waiting for a second wave, we could hear the thundering again. Would it be higher? Were we all about to die? We were silent, quivering and straining to hear. We stayed up on the roof like that for an hour.

The water seemed to drop at midday. So we went back to our room, grabbed our passports, small backpacks and water bottles, put on our sneakers and made the decision. We weren't waiting here for the next wave. We had to get out, and fast.

We clambered down through our destroyed building over stacks of wood, glass and doors, electric wires, bathroom fittings - it was completely silent. We climbed over bodies in sarongs, swimming costumes and thongs crushed under the rubble.

The reception area was missing so we climbed down into deep water and carefully walked the 400 metres up to the main road.

We picked our way over cars, timber, bodies and roofs through a demolished building site, past people injured and screaming, giving them extra bottles of water that we had taken from our room.

On the other side, the main road was immaculate. A stall with exotic fruit was intact but the normally bustling roadside was almost empty.

We hurried up the mountain on automatic pilot to a half-built resort where people seemed to be heading. And then the waiting, and the stories, began. Parents without children, husbands without wives, children without parents, a blond two-year-old boy wandering around without anyone.

A few hours later rumours were spreading - India was hit, Sri Lanka was hit, we heard that Phuket had been razed.

There were also rumours of another tsunami. Tourists and Thais with energy left headed up the mountain for the night.

A small group of 17 tourists and 10 Thais camped out on palm leaves at the top of the mountain as the full moon rose. People had broken arms - some of them were in pain.

We waited the night, hoping that the next night we could come down. We heard that the streets were filled with bodies.

The next morning we picked our way halfway down the mountain and waited with the Thais, who gave us rice, bananas and bread.

Suddenly, at 1pm, people seemed to start moving down. Rumour had it there were no more tsunamis and we should get out while we could before diseases like cholera set in. We left on a local truck and found our way to Phuket Airport.

Our resort had about 250 tourists staying in it and perhaps 60 Thai staff. We had watched the tourists dance and eat and drink at the Christmas Eve party on the beach.

We don't think more than 20 people, tourists or Thai, in our hotel survived and that was on a beach crammed with seaside resorts like ours.

But the thought that stayed with us most was of one nine-year-old Swedish girl we had smiled at before the tsunami struck.

She had thick glasses and long brown hair and was always reading a book, even as she walked to the beach in her red swimming costume.

Later, we found her parents halfway up the mountain. They had found one of their three children but the little girl and her six-year-old brother had vanished.

The father, a strong Swedish man, was shaking and broken. He was carrying the youngest child who was almost mute.

The mother was bandaged and weary and beyond tears. That was just one story among the thousands.
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Tsunami Warnings Would Have Spared Lives, Scientists Say

Earthquakes aren't predictable. Tsunamis are.

Following Sunday's disaster in Southeast Asia, scientists are adamant that an early-warning system to alert coastal dwellers of an impending tsunami would have reduced the death toll from the series of titanic waves generated by the quake off Sumatra.

"The science of tsunami warning is sound," says oceanographer Charles McCreery of the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center in Ewa, Hawaii. "We have enough available tools to rapidly detect an undersea earthquake and measure its magnitude and location accurately. We have the numerical models needed to make accurate forecasts of where and when a tsunami will strike."

With the death count at more than 23,000 in 10 Asian countries, two things were clear, say scientists who study tsunamis. The walls of water that pummeled the western coast of Indonesia, closest to the quake's epicenter, arrived within minutes of the quake. It is doubtful any early-warning system could have alerted residents in time to flee to higher ground.

But the tsunami took more than two hours to reach Sri Lanka, where it killed upward of 4,500 people, three hours to reach the east coast of India, where at least 6,000 died -- and a full six hours to reach the east coast of Africa, where the tsunami claimed hundreds of lives.

Asian leaders conceded yesterday that many victims would be alive today had a warning system been in place -- much like the ones around the Pacific rim, notably along the west coast of the U.S., in Hawaii and in Japan.

Governments in the countries hit by the tsunami insisted they didn't know the nature of the threat because there is no regional system to detect tsunamis in the Indian Ocean. Now, they are re-assessing their need for it. India said it would consider establishing such a system, and Australia and Japan said they would help build it, something that could take at least a year and cost tens of millions of dollars.

"Unfortunately, we have no equipment here that can warn about tsunamis," Budi Waluyo, an official with Indonesia's Meteorology and Geophysics Agency, told the Associated Press. "The instruments are very expensive, and we don't have money to buy them."

Even without expensive ocean sensors and computer modeling, public education programs about tsunamis can save lives, says oceanographer Eddie Bernard, director of the Pacific Marine Environmental Laboratory in Seattle.

"You can sometimes feel the shaking of the earth from the quake, see the recession of water as a beach drains due to the wave trough that comes before crest, and hear the incoming wave, which sounds like a locomotive or jet engine," he notes. At worst, people who detect these harbingers have several minutes before the tsunami hits.

Since a tsunami is a series of waves, the first wall of water will be followed by two to 10 more, typically 10 to 45 minutes apart.

Evacuating congested urban areas takes more time, of course, but scientific modeling of undersea tremors and whether they are likely to create a tsunami -- and if so, where and when the waves will hit and how high the water will be -- has improved so markedly in only a generation that Hawaiians, for instance, have 14 hours notice when a tsunami generated by a quake off Chile is headed their way.

Tsunami prediction starts with analyzing the initial event, typically an earthquake. Once an earthquake has been detected by any of the hundreds of seismic monitors around the world, seismologists can pinpoint its location and magnitude within minutes.

"The essential thing is, what is the magnitude of the quake and how shallow is the rupture it caused?" Dr. McCreery says. The greater the magnitude, the greater the chance of a tsunami (there is no hard-and-fast rule, but a quake that registers 6.0 is unlikely to trigger a tsunami, while one with the magnitude of 9.0, such as Sunday's, is virtually certain to).

Tsunamis radiate outward in all directions from the epicenter, but the main wave generally travels perpendicular to the direction of the fracture in the sea floor that caused the quake. That is, if the fracture runs north-south, then the worst of the tsunami travels east and west.

Because not all major undersea earthquakes produce tsunamis, there is no foolproof way to determine if one is gathering force. Around the Pacific Ocean, site of the vast majority of the world's earthquakes, authorities rely on a network of monitors. Eight deep-ocean sensors (six operated by the U.S. and two by Chile) mounted on buoys are on the lookout for the signature of an impending tsunami, which is pretty distinctive, says Dr. Bernard: The crests are very far apart -- typically four to 90 minutes -- and the height is a few centimeters. In addition, about 100 coastal gauges around the Pacific detect the arrival of waves characteristic of a tsunami.

The only factor that determines how fast the waves are propagating is the depth of the ocean. In the open sea, a tsunami can travel at 300 to 600 miles an hour. That reveals when the series of waves will strike various coastlines.

Coastal residents have an advance warning of three to five minutes if the tsunami-triggering quake is close by, Dr. McCreery says. Since a tsunami takes 30 to 45 minutes to traverse Hawaii, more-distant coastal towns have more warning. For a tsunami arriving from the Aleutian Islands off Alaska, he says, Hawaii gets three hours warning.

There have been false alarms. From 1948, when the Tsunami Warning System in the Pacific was launched, through 1996, Hawaii received 20 tsunami warnings that led to coastal evacuations -- but 15 were false alarms. State officials estimated that the disruption caused by a 1986 false alarm cost $30 million to $40 million.

On the other hand, before the tsunami generated by a 1964 earthquake off Alaska reached Hawaii, Crescent City was successfully evacuated, saving hundreds of lives.

The science is getting better. In 2003, there was another quake in the same region that triggered Hawaii's 1986 false alarm. This time, based on measurements of deep-ocean gauges, authorities correctly calculated that no tsunami was coming.

Just as important as the scientific models that forecast where and when the waves will hit are an organized communication system and local authorities trained to clear the coastline quickly. In the U.S., for instance, a program of the National Weather Service called TsunamiReady promotes tsunami awareness and preparedness in communities at risk of these killer waves. The communities set up a system of sirens and local radio to disseminate word of an impending tsunami, and educate residents about where to go.

For the longer term, scientists are investigating whether submerged breakwaters -- walls anchored to the sea floor just offshore -- might dissipate the energy of an oncoming tsunami sufficiently to make it less destructive, says engineering professor Peter Raad of Southern Methodist University in Dallas.

Japan, the country that gave the world the term "tsunami" (it means "harbor wave"), spends $20 million a year to protect its citizens from earthquakes and tsunamis. It has a completely automated network of earthquake sensors that can issue tsunami alerts within three minutes of a big quake.

Early results were less than impressive. In 1983, when an earthquake of magnitude 7.7 hit central Japan, details of the quake were sent to Tokyo by telegram, where experts determined it would produce a tsunami. But the calculation took around 20 minutes, according to Akira Nagai, deputy director of the Japan Meteorological Agency's Earthquake and Tsunami Observation Division. The tsunami hit before a warning could be issued, and 100 people were killed.

In 1986, the government installed equipment that automatically gathers seismograph readings and runs them through a mathematical model, with the aim of producing a warning in slightly more than 10 minutes.

Even that fell short. In 1993, a 7.8-magnitude quake hit the island of Hokkaido, which had never experienced a tsunami. Residents in the town of Okushiri were caught unaware when a tsunami hit three minutes after the quake. It killed about 190 people, says Takayoshi Kimura, a city hall official. The order to evacuate came seven minutes later.

That earthquake prompted the national government to speed up its warning system. Now, every time an earthquake hits, data from 180 seismic sensors is processed at six computer centers and compared with a database of simulations of the types of tsunami that would be triggered by earthquakes of various sizes in different locations. Based on these calculations, warnings automatically flash on television screens in Japan, telling people where a tsunami might strike and its possible height.

The Japanese system currently is designed to warn only Japan about a possible tsunami. When Sunday's quake struck in the Indian Ocean, says Yutaka Hayashi, a tsunami researcher at Japan's Meteorological Research Institute, "We knew quickly that Japan wouldn't be affected."
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 Man, Nature and Disaster

The world's thoughts are with the victims of the tsunamis that swept across South Asia Sunday, killing at least 23,000 and leaving millions homeless. In the coming weeks and months, the priority must be to render the survivors every possible assistance. The response so far has been admirably swift.

One might think that a disaster of this scale would transcend normal national or political considerations. But in the world of environmental zealotry, even an event such as this is seen as an opportunity to press the agenda. Thus, the source of the South Asian tsunami is being located in global warming.

In an interview with the Independent newspaper in Britain, Stephen Tindale, executive director of Greenpeace UK, said: "No one can ignore the relentless increase in extreme weather events and so-called natural disasters, which in reality are no more natural than a plastic Christmas tree." Speaking to the same newspaper, Friends of the Earth Director Tony Juniper pressed the argument home: "Here again are yet more events in the real world that are consistent with climate change predictions." It is perhaps appropriate that the strongest, recent refutation to such feverish assertions may be found in Michael Crichton's new thriller -- also about environmental extremists, a tsunami and the myths of global warming.

People prone to hysteria often become further unhinged in the face of a great disaster, and that may explain these remarkable comments on the tsunami disaster. Still, these comments by the movement's leadership may serve as a case study of how such imaginings work their way into public discussion of the environment. That is all the more reason to come to grips with the real causes of calamities such as this.

Geologists say that groups of giant earthquakes hit Sumatra every 230 years or so. The last quakes there were in 1797 and 1833 -- and surely not even Greenpeace would blame those on greenhouse gases -- and so Sunday's latest quake was more or less on schedule.

It is preposterous to blame the inexorable forces of nature on the development of industry and infrastructures of modern society. The more sensible response to natural disasters is to improve forecasting, put in place efficient communications and evacuation procedures and, should the worst arrive, conduct relief efforts and rebuild what nature has destroyed. Those cautionary measures, as is now clear, cost money. The national income necessary to afford them is made possible only by economic growth of the sort too many of environmentalists retard with their policy extremism.

Rich countries suffer fewer fatalities from natural disasters because their prosperity has allowed them to create better protective measures. Consider the 41,000 death toll in last December's earthquake in Iran compared with the 63 who died when a slightly stronger earthquake hit San Francisco in 1989.

The principal victims of the tidal waves in Sri Lanka and elsewhere Sunday were the poor people living in coastal shanty towns. The wealthier countries around the Pacific Rim have an established early-warning system against tsunamis, while none currently exists in South Asia. Developing countries that have resisted the Kyoto climate-change protocols have done so from fear that it will suppress their economic growth. These countries deserve an answer from the proponents of those standards. How are they supposed to pay for such protection amid measures that are suppressing global economic growth?

As we mourn the loss of life and unite to help the survivors rebuild their lives and communities, let's also bear in mind that the best long-term help is an economic environment that allows these nations to put in place better manmade defenses against future depredations from nature.

IPS

ASIA:Tsunamis Leave Painful Lessons on Preparedness 
Gustavo Capdevila 

The tsunamis that claimed at least 23,000 lives in eight countries on the Indian Ocean Sunday left behind a crucial lesson on the need for an early warning system to reduce the risks and vulnerability of local populations in that region.
GENEVA, Dec 27 (IPS) - The tsunamis that claimed at least 23,000 lives in eight countries on the Indian Ocean Sunday left behind a crucial lesson on the need for an early warning system to reduce the risks and vulnerability of local populations in that region, said United Nations experts. 

A simple and timely warning can mean the difference between life and death - or between economic survival and ruin, said SÃ¡lvano BriceÃ±o, director of the Geneva-based International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UN/ISDR). 

An undersea earthquake of 9.0 on the Richter scale, off the northwest coast of Sumatra, Indonesia, triggered tidal waves (tsunamis) that swept coastal regions in the Bay of Bengal (a northern arm of the Indian Ocean) and reached as far as the eastern coast of Africa. 

By late Monday, the death toll continued to climb, and thousands of people were still missing. 

Tsunamis are infrequent, especially in the Indian Ocean. Eighty percent of these giant waves caused by undersea quakes occur in the Pacific Ocean. 

One of the most recent took place in 1998, killing 2,000 people when the water swept inland in Papua New Guinea, devastating several villages. 

But that was a localised phenomenon, unlike Sunday's disaster, which hit Burma, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Maldives, Sri Lanka, Somalia and Thailand. 

Sri Lanka, Indonesia, India and Thailand bore the brunt of the damage. 

In addition, 10 percent of tsunamis occur in the Atlantic Ocean, explained John Harding, a programme officer at the UN/ISDR. 

While an early warning system has been in place in the Pacific rim region since 1948, the countries of the Indian Ocean have no such system. 

â??As soon as an earthquake of this intensity is triggered, the information is provided to all countries (in the Pacific). And now with satellite they can actually monitor the way that they move across the ocean, and they can provide information on the time and the place at which they will impact,â?? Harding told IPS. 

â??This is basic satellite observation, seismological networks that provide hundreds of pieces of information on earthquakes and tsunamis in the Pacific on a yearly basis. Now, this type of system doesn't exist in the Indian Ocean unfortunately,â?? he added. 

The Pacific rim region's early warning system is aimed at coastal populations and communities, who are systematically informed on â??how to react when they feel an earthquake,â?? he said. 

For example, â??If they see the sea receding, there are simple steps that they should take. You should not rush to see what's going on. In the Pacific areas, in Hawaii, there are places where, for example, on each beach you have a simple sign which explains the measures to take when these events occur.â?? 

But it is not just a question of advice and instructions for local communities, he underlined. Emergency preparedness and response systems must be put in place. 

The World Conference on Disaster Reduction, to be held Jan. 18-22 in Kobe, Japan, will help raise awareness among governments that what is needed is measures before disasters actually occur. 

Harding said that if experts had spoken last month to authorities in Sri Lanka, one of the countries hit hardest by Sunday's tsunamis, they would have said â??Yes, but we have other priorities, you know, we have to deal with sanitation, with health issues and so on. And now they realise that this actually has a serious impact on development.â?? 

In Japan, for example, â??where the community is very well informed, every time an earthquake is triggered within the coastal regionâ?? and there is a risk of tsunamis, all of the fishing boats and ships in port go out to sea, where the danger is lessened, said Harding. 

He also pointed out that â??tsunamis can hit the coast and one hour later a second tsunami can occur. Luckily, this wasn't the case (on Sunday), because a lot of people came out to rescue and help,â?? and they would have been at risk if a second tidal wave struck. 

Governments, the United Nations and non-governmental organisations are mobilising to provide humanitarian aid to the countries hit by the catastrophe. 

Two teams of UN/ISDR experts have been sent to Sri Lanka and the Maldives to assess the need for support from the international community, said Yvette Stevens, Assistant Emergency Relief Coordinator in the U.N. system in Geneva. 

But the UN/ISDR will focus its initial activities on the areas where the greatest needs are found and where the governments have asked for assistance, said Stevens. Some countries, like India and Malaysia, have a greater capacity to provide emergency aid, she added. 

U.N. agencies, donor countries and relief organisations will meet in Geneva Tuesday to evaluate the situation in the Indian Ocean and the most pressing needs (END/2004)
___________________________________________________________________________________________

AP

Tsunami threatens survival of low-lying Maldives islands 
BC-AS-GEN--Maldives-Under Water

Tsunami threatens survival of low-lying Maldives islands

MALE, Maldives (AP) _ The tidal waves that swept across the

Indian Ocean did more than take a heavy toll of lives and property in the Maldives _ it confronted the tiny island nation with a threat to its survival. 

The archipelago of 1,190 low-lying coral islands, dotted across hundreds of kilometers (miles) of ocean, has for years begged bigger, more powerful nations for action against global warming, fearing higher sea levels could literally make much of its territory disappear. 

The speeding walls of water that slammed into 11 nations in Asia and Africa on Sunday, killing tens of thousands of people, marked a brutal demonstration of vulnerability. 

``We are the world's lowest-lying country,'' said Mohammed Zahir, one of the country's leading environmentalists. ``The average height of our islands is one meter (three feet).'' 

At a schoolyard converted into a disaster area on the main island of Male, sobbing people waited Tuesday for news of relatives from outlying islands. At least 52 people were confirmed dead, among them two British tourists, and 66 were listed as missing. 

Ahmed Shaheed, the chief government spokesman, expected the figures to rise after authorities make contact with distant atolls. Although the number of casualties is small compared to huge tallies in Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India and Thailand, they are comparable in proportion to Maldives' tiny population of 280,000. 

``Our nation is in peril here,'' Shaheed said. ``Life as we know it in this country is in some parts gone. Thailand, Sri Lanka, India _ these are big countries with a lot of land area. They can bounce back from disasters like this. For us, it's not so easy.'' 

Parliamentary elections scheduled for Friday may have to be postponed, although the government has made no announcement yet. 

Shaheed estimated the economic cost of the disaster at hundreds of millions of U.S. dollars. The Maldives's annual gross domestic product is US$660 million (euro488 million). 

``It won't be surprising if the cost exceeds our GDP,'' Shaheed said. ``In the last few years, we made great progress in our standard of living _ the United Nations recognized this. Now we see this can disappear in a few days, a few minutes.'' 

Shaheed noted that investment in a single tourist resort _ the economic mainstay _ could run to US$40 million (euro29.57 million). Between 10 and 12 of the 80-odd resorts have been severely damaged, and a similar number have suffered significant damage. 

Waves a meter or more high swept completely across many islands. They extended over as much as half of Male, a relatively large island of 1.75 square kilometers,(0.7 square mile) pouring down the narrow, sandy streets and dashing against buildings including the president's office. 

Kandolhudhoo, an island of 3,500 people in the northern atoll of Raa which had spent US$ million dollars on land reclamation over the past five years, was ``uninhabitable'' after being completely covered by water, Assistant Island Chief Mohammed Ali Fulhu told the Haveeru newspaper. 

Residents were evacuated. Rather than trying to rebuild their island, the people would probably have to start new lives elsewhere, Fulhu said. 

Relief efforts are focusing on contacting outlying atolls and providing basic supplies to thousands of people who lack drinking water, food and electric power. 

Ten thousand people have been evacuated to other islands, where authorities are working to prevent outbreaks of disease. 

Shaheed said the Maldives was receiving disaster relief from around the world and assistance from two Pakistan navy ships and their helicopters, which were making a port call when the tsunamis struck. 

As the Maldives seeks reconstruction aid from the international community, it's likely to step up pleas for action on global warming. 

Although there was no direct link between climate change and the tsunami, which was caused by a 9.0-magnitude earthquake, the world's largest in 40 years, many Maldivians say irregular weather patterns and erosion by the sea are making the country more vulnerable. 

Shaheed said the Maldives would raise the issue at a previously scheduled international conference on the sustainable development of small island nations in Mauritius next month. 

The country will also continue building physical defenses against the sea. Breakwaters built around Male at a cost of US$63 million (euro46.57 million) dollars after monsoon flooding in 1987 may have reduced the impact of this week's tsunami. 

But such defenses can only be of limited use in a major natural disaster and ``you have to think of all the schools, the hospitals, the computer labs that we could have built with that money,'' Shaheed said. 

Another result of the tsunami may be an acceleration of the government's efforts to move some of the population to less exposed islands. A big land reclamation project underway on an island near Male could eventually settle up to 50,000 people, nearly a fifth of the population. 

``After what happened, people may realize they stand a better chance of surviving disasters like this if they move, and become more willing to move,'' Shaheed said. 

But such a mass population movement would deal a blow to the traditional lifestyles of the Maldives's fishing villages, which the government has been keen to protect. And it could mean abandoning a growing number of small, habitable islands to eventual destruction by the sea. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________

AFP

Human activities contributed to tsunami's ravages: environmental expert 
PARIS, Dec 27 (AFP) - Human activities, notably the building of coastal resorts and the destruction of natural protection, contributed to the enormous loss of life from killer tidal waves that hit the shores of the Indian Ocean after an earthquake, an environmental expert said Monday. 

Jeff McNeely, chief scientist of the Swiss-based World Conservation Union (IUCN), who lived for several years in Indonesia and Thailand, two of the countries hit by Sunday's disaster, said it was "nothing new for nature" in a geologically active region. 

"What has made this a disaster is that people have started to occupy part of the landscape that they shouldn't have occupied," he told AFP in a telephone interview from Paris. "Fifty years ago the coastline was not densely occupied as now by tourist hotels." 

The hotels did not replace traditional villages because the villagers built inland, McNeely said. 

"What has also happened over the last several decades is that many mangroves have been cleared to grow shrimp ponds so that we, here in Europe, can have cheap shrimp," he added. 

"The mangroves were all along the coasts where there are shallow waters. They offered protection against things like tsunamis. Over the last 20-30 years, "they were cleared by people who didn't have the long-term knowledge of why these mangroves should have been saved, by outsiders who get concessions from the governments and set up shrimp or prawn farms." 

The shrimps and prawns are sold to Europeans and other foreigners "at a price that does not include the environmental cost which is being paid today," McNeely said. 

The same thing has been happening with the coral reefs that also provided protection to the coast, he explained. 

"When a tsunami comes in, it first hits the coral reef which slows it down, then it hits the mangroves which furthers slow it down. It may get through that but by then a lot of the energy has already been dissipated." 

Conservationists in India and Srilanka and Thailand had warned that mangroves had tremendous value for conservation and to protect the coastline, McNeely said. 

On the other hand, Sunday's quake would not have been a disaster for local wildlife still left in the affected areas, he added. 

"Those living along the coast are seldom particularly rare, that's not a rare habitat, the mangroves are not particularly rich in species, the species that live there are used to typhoons, to storms and all that. 

"Animals are smart enough to move." 

More than 23,000 people were killed in India, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, the Maldives, Myanmar and Thailand as a result of the massive quake off the Indonesian island of Sumatra. 

Many victims were European and other holidaymakers swept away when the waves hit beach resorts. 

But the bulk of the dead were residents of coastal towns inundated by waves more than 10 metres high and fishermen living in flimsy housing along the shores of the Indian Ocean. 
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UN Daily News – 28 December 2004

In the headlines:

• 
UN mobilizes to aid Asian tsunami survivors and mitigate any repeat catastrophe

• 
UN agency suspends food convoys to Darfur, Sudan after rebels attack town

• 
DR of Congo: UN peacekeepers dismantle three militia camps in country's east

• 
UN official hails sharp increase in aid to the world's poorest nations

• 
UNESCO launches 12-country AIDS education project funded by OPEC

UN mobilizes to aid Asian tsunami survivors and mitigate any repeat catastrophe 

28 December - With deadly diseases now stalking the survivors of the massive South Asian tsunami that has already claimed an estimated 40,000 lives, the United Nations today turned to the urgent task of providing clean drinking water and health care for millions of people and the longer-term need for an early warning system. 

The destruction of water and sanitation systems "is causing a tremendous humanitarian disaster," UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland told reporters after meeting with ambassadors of the affected countries to coordinate relief operations for the tsunami, which struck nearly a dozen Indian Ocean nations on Sunday. 

The UN World Health Organization (WHO) warned that deadly diarrhoeal diseases and acute respiratory infections can be expected from contaminated water sources, and the ambassadors cited food, medicines, water purification equipment, mosquito nets and even body bags among their priority needs. 

“The immediate terror associated with the disaster in southern Asia may be dwarfed by the longer term suffering of affected communities where the risk of communicable diseases becomes a real threat,” WHO’s David Nabarro told a press briefing in Geneva, where UN officials scrambled to mobilize contributions to the relief effort at a hastily called meeting at the UN European headquarters. 

"We will need very substantive pledges," Mr. Egeland said of the flash appeal that the UN will launch in the coming days, which may well be the largest ever made. "I think this is unprecedented because very many countries are involved." 

Tens of millions of dollars have already been pledged, much of it to non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and he praised international assistance as immediate and generous, noting that "there are dozens of airplanes air bound as we speak." 

He said the number of confirmed dead may be around 40,000 but it is still rising. He is scheduled to hold another meeting with the ambassadors on Friday. 

UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) teams, including officials from WHO and other agencies, have already rushed to many of the stricken countries, while others are on standby for deployment where needed. WHO is mobilizing funds for local costs and emergency supplies, emergency health kits and other necessities identified during initial assessments. 

In an effort to mitigate the effects of similar disasters in the future, UN officials are calling for the installation of an early warning system such as already exists in the Pacific region which is considered more vulnerable to undersea earthquakes like the one which struck on Sunday off of Indonesia's Sumatra island, triggering a string of devastation. 

"The United Nations system itself has to come together to address this problem of prevention and mitigation in cases of natural disaster," Yvette Stevens, Director of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) told a news briefing in Geneva, noting that early warning issues would be discussed at next month's World Conference on Disaster Reduction in Kobe, Japan. 

"Had a South Asian regional alert system been in place to warn of the impending tidal wave, many thousands of lives could have been saved," Secretary-General Kofi Annan's Representative on the human rights of internally displaced persons, Walter Kälin, said. 

Sálvano Briceño, Director of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (IDSR), a UN initiative for increasing knowledge-sharing in areas of risk management, also stressed the need for an Indian Ocean early warning system like that existing in the Pacific basin. "A simple and timely message can go a long way and can mean the difference between life and death, not to mention economic survival or ruin," he said. 

The International Coordination Group for the Tsunami Warning System in the Pacific (ICG/ITSU), a subsidiary body of the UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) formed in 1968 and currently with 26 member states, seeks to assure that tsunami watches, warning and advisory bulletins are disseminated throughout the Pacific. 

Meanwhile other UN agencies continued to pour in more traditional disaster relief. The UN Development Programme (UNDP) released emergency funds is deploying its most experienced technical staff from the Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery (BCPR) as the world body prepared to launch a flash appeal. 

The UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) is rushing relief assistance to the countries hardest hit and working to meet the urgent needs of hundreds of thousands of people who now need shelter, water, medical supplies and other aid. 

With millions of people affected in India, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Thailand, the Maldives and other countries, UN agencies have been working with governments to assess pressing priorities and provide immediate assistance. Sri Lanka and Indonesia are likely to have the greatest need for humanitarian support, UNICEF said. 

The UN Population Fund (UNFPA) committed up to $1 million and additional staff for rapid health assessments, hygiene needs and health supplies, including water purification tablets. The agency urged that the special needs of women and girls be factored into all short- and medium-term relief planning, 

"While the magnitude of this disaster may be unprecedented, we already know from our experience in previous crises - such as last year's earthquake in Bam, Iran, and the hurricanes that struck the Caribbean earlier this year - that women and girls will be hit especially hard," UNFPA Executive Director Thoraya Obaid said. 

Among the affected are tens of thousands of pregnant and nursing women, who are especially susceptible to waterborne diseases and may require supplementary feeding, prenatal care and childbirth assistance. 

UN agency suspends food convoys to Darfur, Sudan after rebels attack town 

28 December - About 260,000 people in Sudan's strife-torn Darfur region will miss their food ration this month because the United Nations' World Food Programme (WFP) has been forced to suspend its relief convoys after rebels yesterday launched a large-scale attack on a nearby town and government forces retaliated. 

The UN's top envoy to Sudan also says he is alarmed by reports that Darfur rebels have recently stolen WFP trucks loaded with aid and may now be using some for military purposes. 

WFP halted three convoys of 70 trucks carrying more than 1,300 million tons of food aid destined for the provincial capitals of North Darfur (El Fasher) and South Darfur (Nyala) after members of the rebel Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) launched a major attack yesterday on the market town of Ghubaysh in neighbouring West Kordofan. 

The attack on Ghubaysh, which prompted retaliation from Sudanese government forces, follows a series of clashes within Darfur between Khartoum, allied militias and the rebel groups since they agreed to a ceasefire earlier this month. 

WFP said the latest attack means the agency and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are effectively blocked from having overland access between central Sudan and Darfur. Road deliveries are crucial in the distribution of food aid to the region. 

More than 1.85 million people have either been internally displaced or fled to Chad as refugees since rebels took up arms against the Government at the start of last year. Tens of thousands of villagers have been killed or died from starvation or disease. 

In the past two weeks there have been reports that rebels have stolen 13 commercial all-terrain trucks that had been leased to WFP and were loaded with emergency food supplies. These thefts follow earlier reports of armed groups taking commercial and aid agency vehicles. 

Jan Pronk, the Special Representative of Secretary-General Kofi Annan to Sudan, today called for the immediate return of the vehicles to WFP and NGOs. UN agencies said they were particularly concerned that rebels may use some trucks for military purposes. 

"The problems of Darfur cannot be solved through military means," Mr. Pronk said. "The parties to the conflict have to live up to their commitments, including their responsibility to ensure the safety and well-being of their own people and their unhindered access to humanitarian assistance." 

DR of Congo: UN peacekeepers dismantle three militia camps in country's east 

28 December - In the third operation if its kind this month, MONUC, the United Nations peacekeeping mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), has destroyed three camps belonging to the rebel Integrationist Nationalist Front (FNI) in the north-eastern Orientale province, the UN spokesman said today. 

The three camps removed yesterday were located at Amee, Zavi and Nyamokaka, near Mona, more than 100 kilometres north of the main town in the region, Bunia, according to a UN spokesman. 

On 5 December, MONUC carried out a similar operation against the Armed Forces of the Congolese People (FAPC) in Ndrele, about 20 kilometres south-west of Mahagi. Four days later, the peacekeepers undertook another manoeuvre against the FAPC, that time in Mahagi itself. 

Yesterday's move came early in the morning. UN troops razed huts in the camps but made no arrests. Local people, often victims of harassment and exactions by the FNI, welcomed the action, according to MONUC. 

UN official hails sharp increase in aid to the world's poorest nations 

28 December - The United Nations envoy for the world's poorest nations today welcomed data showing that donors spent 31 per cent more last year on aid to the least developed countries than they did in 2002 - the highest recorded one-year increase. 

Anwarul K. Chowdhury, Under-Secretary-General and High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States, called the figures an encouraging sign of progress in the global fight to alleviate poverty. 

Preliminary data from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), released earlier this month, shows $23.5 billion of official donor assistance (ODA) flowed to the poorest countries last year, a 31 per cent rise in nominal terms on the previous 12 months. 

Mr. Chowdhury said the jump indicated donor countries have taken a major step towards honouring pledges they made at a UN conference in Brussels in 2001 to "expeditiously" meet the target of giving equivalent to 0.2 per cent of their gross national product (GDP) as aid to the world's 50 or so least developed nations. 

Norway, Denmark, Luxembourg, Sweden, the Netherlands and Ireland met the target last year, while in absolute terms the United States, France, Germany and the United Kingdom contributed 70 per cent of the total ODA. 

UNESCO launches 12-country AIDS education project funded by OPEC 

28 December - The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) announced today that it has joined with the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) in a two-year project to reduce the impact of the HIV/AIDS crisis in a dozen Arab and Asian countries through education. 

The OPEC Fund, a multilateral development finance institution established in 1976, is to provide $2,250,000 for the project, which will focus on information and education, assistance to ministries, teaching programmes and curriculum enhancement. 

The countries involved are Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Cambodia, China, Jordan, Kazakhstan, Laos, Lebanon, Syria, Thailand, Uzbekistan, and Viet Nam. The project will expand some on-going grass roots activities such as peer education programmes for youth leaders in Uzbekistan, or for men who have sex with men in Viet Nam. 

It will also build on advocacy programmes by famous Cambodian sports personalities to promote testing for HIV, and popular music concerts against HIV/AIDS held and broadcast for hill tribe people in Thailand, Laos and southern China. 

To be implemented by UNESCO's International Institute for Educational Planning, in cooperation with National Commissions for UNESCO and education ministries, the initiative will complement the UNESCO-led Global Initiative on HIV/AIDS Prevention Education that aims to strengthen education ministries' ability to meet the teaching, learning and management needs generated by the pandemic. 
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