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Agence France Presse 

November 28, 2002 

Dirt, the final frontier 

      DATELINE: PARIS, Nov 28 

An international team of scientists announced Thursday they would go below ground in seven tropical      countries to find out more about "minibeasts" -- minute soil creatures believed to the largest untapped      source of life on Earth. 

      "Millimetres below the surface in the twilight, subterranean world of the earthworm and the nematode, tens      of thousands of new species of tiny organisms including bacteria, fungi, insects, mites and worms await      discovery," the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said in a press release. Soil-living organisms play a vital  role in land fertility. 

      Land that is poor in these creatures often provides poor yields or is more prone to flood and drought. 

      They influence how much rainwater soils can absorb, help to eliminate pollutants and disease-causing germs  from groundwater and influence soil's ability to absorb carbon from the air -- a vital factor in global warming.

      Understanding how these organisms live could help poor farmers working on marginal or depleted soil, as well as throw up genetic knowledge that could be used to design new antibiotics and other drugs. 

      The scientists will work in Brazil, India, Indonesia, Ivory Coast, Kenya, Mexico and Uganda in a  26-million-dollar project also supported by the Global Environment Facility (GEF) and the Rockefeller      Foundation. 

________________________________________________________________________________________

Press Association

November 28, 2002, 

SCIENTISTS WORK TO UNLOCK SECRETS OF THE SOIL 

Scientists are working to unlock the secrets of how tiny micro-organisms live in the soil as part of research

      to help restore the fertility of damaged and degraded land. 

      The disclosure came today at a news conference organised by the United Nations Environment Programme

      (UNEP) and Global Environment Facility (GEF). 

      It is estimated that in one gramme of forest soil there are up to 40,000 individual bacterial species, many of

      which have never been described. Now scientists are going below ground in seven tropical countries to

      search for the largest source of untapped life left on Earth. 

      Experts know that, millimetres below the surface in the twilight, subterranean world of the earthworm and

      the nematode, tens of thousands of new species of tiny organisms including bacteria, fungi, insects, mites

      and worms await discovery. 

      Professor Jo Anderson of Exeter University, chairman of the Technical Advisory Group, told journalists: "This is an open book. 

      "We have no idea what we will find and there will undoubtedly be more discoveries." 

      Scientists are also convinced that unravelling the secrets of how the tiny organisms operate may be the key      to restoring the fertility of damaged and degraded lands while helping to raise crop yields in the tropics      without the need for heavy pesticide and fertiliser use. 

      Professor Anderson said there were rising social and economic pressures across the tropics which were      leading to widespread destruction of natural habitats for food, fuel and commercial products like timber. 

      Critical "ecosystem services" such as water supplies, carbon storage and even the local climate, are being      compromised, along with losses of the very soil organisms that play a key role in providing many of these      services. 

      Professor Anderson said: "This project will provide critical information on how biodiversity can be conserved within landscapes that provide human needs, such as farm land, while conserving the natural heritage of the  extraordinarily diverse and potentially useful communities of organisms for future generations." 

      Klaus Toepfer, executive director of UNEP, said: "The life forms living just below our feet are the most      understudied organisms living on the planet. 

      "When people think of where new species might be found, they tend to think of the rainforests, mangrove      swamps or places like mountain peaks. Not millimetres below their toes. 

      "But researchers are now realising that the world's soils, especially those in the tropics, are teeming with life and harbour more undescribed species than dwell on the Earth's surface. 

      "Harvesting the secrets of this understudied realm promises huge benefits and improved knowledge towards  the goal of sustainable development, towards eradicating poverty. 

      "This is one of the more unusual, curious but absolutely vital projects UNEP has undertaken. So I am      delighted that the organisation is involved in this pioneering work."

________________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

U.N. Scientists to Unearth the Secrets of Soil
LONDON (Reuters) - U.N. scientists promoted bug-friendly farming Thursday when they launched a global project to find natural methods to boost tropical crop yields. 

Experts are convinced that tens of thousands of obscure organisms which live just below ground could be the key to restoring damaged and degraded lands without the need for pesticides and fertilizers. 

"The life forms living just below our feet are the most understudied organisms on the planet," said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nations (news - web sites) Environment  Program which has set out to unravel the mysteries of subterranean life. 

"Harvesting the secrets of this understudied realm promises huge benefits and improved  knowledge toward the goal of delivering sustainable development." 

Scientists said the key role of underground organisms such as earthworms and termites was as "biological ploughs" and suppliers of soil nutrients. 

In India scientists used worms to regenerate soils at degraded tea plantations where yields  have stalled despite heavy use of fertilizers and plant growth hormones. 

"After the re-introduction of earthworms including native species, harvests at some of the  plantations are up as much as 282 percent, and profits up by as much as $5,500 per hectare  per year," UNEP said in a news release. 

The $26 million project will initially target seven tropical countries including Brazil, Indonesia and Kenya in a bid to spread awareness of conserving soil life forms to farmers,  conservationists, and governments. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Soil's secrets to be  unearthed

               Florida ghost ant: The project will study tropical soil life  By Alex Kirby 

 An international team of scientists plans to investigate  the wealth of life in the soil of seven tropical countries. 

               It hopes its work will help to improve the level of soil  nutrients and increase farmers' harvests. 

               There are also prospects  of finding genetic  resources, leading to   the manufacture of new

               drugs. 

               The team's work is  possible only because of the development of new technology. 

               It is being funded by the United Nations  Environment Programme (Unep) and the Global        Environment Facility (Gef). 

               Profitable bacteria 

               The scientists will work in India, Indonesia, Kenya, Uganda, Ivory Coast, Mexico and Brazil.

               Unep says the key to the scheme, the Conservation and Sustainable Management of Below-ground Biodiversity project, is the role of soil organisms as suppliers of nutrients. 

               Termites are  responsible for bringing  fertile material to the  surface of the African savannas, and are

               used to reclaim degraded soils there and in Australia. 

               In tea plantations in the Indian state of  Tamil Nadu the  reintroduction of earthworms has  boosted harvests by almost 300%, while in  Brazil it is bacteria that have achieved a  turn-round. 

               Dr Fatima Moreira, a Brazilian soil  microbiologist, said: "Soya beans have been  inoculated with a species of nitrogen-fixing bacteria called Bradyrhizobium, and this has  totally replaced the use of industrial fertilisers. 

               "An area of Brazil covering 14m hectares [35m acres] is being farmed this way. This new      technique is saving the national economy about US $1bn a year." 

               Improved technology 

               Besides termites, worms and bacteria, the scientists will be examining the role of fungi, protozoa, nematodes, mites and ants. 

               The project is being coordinated by the Tropical Soil Biology and Fertility Institute in Nairobi, Kenya. 

               Its director, Professor Mike Swift, said: "One of the reasons why below-ground biodiversity has               been the Cinderella subject of the natural world has been linked to the difficulty of actually seeing what is there. 

               "But we now have new genetic or DNA screening techniques, similar to those used by forensic scientists to profile a criminal from a swab or sample, which will allow us to screen soil samples for bacteria, fungi and other life forms." 

               Professor Swift said there was evidence that  the planting of single crops led to a sharp decline in the level of sub-surface species, adversely affecting yields, moisture content, pest control and fertility. 

               Clean-up squad 

               He said: "The natural ability of the soil to break down pollutants also appears to be compromised... A major aim of the project is to determine the optimum trade-off between biological and industrial approaches to               management of the soil." 

               The scientists will also be researching the ability of burrowing organisms to influence the  amount of rainwater soils can absorb. This has implications for drought- and flood-prone areas, and for erosion. 

               Some creatures can  help to eliminate  pollutants and germs from groundwater, and can neutralise               pathogens. Several are involved in the  release from the soil of carbon dioxide,  methane and other           greenhouse gases. 

               And there are hopes of finding new species which could be a potent genetic resource, the  raw material of industrial products and drugs,  including antibiotics. 

               Dick Thompson of the UK's National Soil Resources Institute told BBC News Online:  "This is a very sensible allocation of funds. 

               "But why can't we have some more funding for  soil biology in temperate soils, especially in               Europe and the UK? 

               "We largely ignore the living world beneath our  feet, although our very existence depends on

               it." 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Human Pressure on Earth's Carrying Capacity Rises 

                      OAKLAND, California, November 28, 2002 (ENS) - Humanity is putting increasing pressure on global ecosystems, with consumption exceeding the Earth's biological capacity by 20 percent, according to a new report from the Sustainability Program of Redefining Progress, a nonprofit, nonpartisan public  policy organization. 

                      The biosphere needs about one year and three months to renew what  humanity consumes in a year, the report found. 

                      The organization's latest "Ecological Footprint of Nations" report analyzes the  ecological impact of 146 of the world's nations, demonstrating to what extent a  nation can support its resource consumption with its available ecological capacity. 

                      The report uses ecological footprint accounts to provide a measurable  estimate of humanity's pressure on global ecosystems. 

                      Vegetable farmers in Sudan are  planting coriander to repel insect pests. (Photo courtesy FAO)

                      "The 'Ecological Footprint' accounts show us that   humanity's consumption and waste production  today exceed the Earth's  capacity to create new  resources and absorb  waste," the report says.                      "We are, as a result, liquidating certain natural capital to support current  resource use, thereby  reducing the Earth's capacity to support future life." 

                      The Redefining Progress report expresses ecological footprint in terms of global acres. Each global acre, the report explains, corresponds to one acre of biologically productive space with world average productivity. 

                      The "Ecological Footprint" measures the biologically productive area required  to produce the food and wood people consume, to supply space for infrastructure, and to absorb the greenhouse gas carbon dioxide emitted from burning fossil fuels. 

                      The global ecological footprint in 1999 was 5.6 global acres per capita, while  the Earth's biocapacity was 4.7 global acres. In metric terms, these   measurements are 2.3 global hectares per capita and 1.9 global hectares per capita. 

                      According to the report, "The bottom line for sustainability thus becomes -  how can each person have a satisfying life within the average of 4.7 global acres per person or less? This is the most significant challenge for research,   business and politics." 

                      The analysis is primarily based on data published by the United Nations and  the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. The data from 1999 is the  most recent available to scientists. 

                      "Humanity's Ecological Footprint exceeds the Earth's biological capacity by 20  percent," said Sustainability program director Mathis Wackernagel, one of the report's three authors. "Many nations, including the United States, are  running even larger ecological deficits. As a consequence of this overuse, the                      human economy is liquidating the Earth's natural capital." 

                      The United States recorded an ecological footprint of 24.0 global acres (9.7  hectares) per capita, nearly doubling its national biocapacity of 13.0 global acres (5.3 hectares) per capita. 

                                                          Long Beach, California (Photo courtesy City of Long Beach)

                                                          The U.S. deficit of 10.9  global acres (4.4  hectares) per capita is                                                       among the highest, only  exceeded by Belgium  and Luxembourg taken  as a unit, which has a deficit of 14 global acres (5.6 hectares) per capita. 

                                                          New Zealand had by far the largest surplus at 35 global acres (14 hectares) per capita, with Australia second on the list with a surplus at 17 global acres (7 hectares)per capita. 

                      The report details these individual measurements, but emphasizes the need to  take a global perspective on this issue. In 1999, there were 28.2 billion acres, or  11.4 billion hectares, of biologically productive land on Earth, covering some  25 percent of the planet's surface. 

                      This consists of 22.5 billion acres (9.1 billion hectares) of usable land, and 5.7  billion acres (2.3 billion hectares)of water that provide economically useful  resources that can be considered biologically productive. The world  population in 1999 was 5.9 billion. 

                      Based on the assumption that 12 percent of all biologically productive space  should be left undisturbed for other species, the report found that the available space per person worldwide shrinks from 4.7 global acres (1.9  hectares) to 4.1 (1.7 hectares). This measure of 4.1 global acres, or 1.9 global hectares, is then the "ecological benchmark" for comparing peoples' ecological footprints. 

                      Reaching this ecological benchmark will get more difficult in the future as the  global population increases and further resource degradation occurs, the  report found. 

                      "Assuming on further ecological degradation, the amount of biologically available space will drop to 2.8 global acres (1.1 hectares) per capita once the world population reaches its predicted 10 billion. If current growth trends  continue, this will happen in about 30 years." 

                      "Sustainability talk is meaningless unless it is backed up by specific  measurable commitments and timetables for implementation," said Wackernagel. "We will achieve sustainability only when every person can lead a satisfying life within the Earth's biological capacity. People can use the ecological footprint to hold individuals, organizations, businesses, and  governments accountable for their sustainability performance." 

                      Wellington, New Zealand.  New Zealand had the largest surplus at 35 global acres (14                      hectares) per capita. (Photo  courtesy Discover New Zealand)

                      Calculations for these accounts make five assumptions. First, that  it is possible to keep             track of most of the  resources people consume and the wastes they generate. Redefining Progress also assumes  that resource and waste flows can be "converted into the biologically  productive area required to maintain these flows." 

                      The third assumption is that different types of biologically productive areas  can be expressed in the same unit "once they are scaled proportionally to their productivity." 

                      In addition, the calculations assume that since these areas represent mutually  exclusive uses and are standardized to represent the same amount of  productivity, they can be added to a total that measures humanity's demand. 

                      The fifth core assumption in calculating an ecological footprint is that the area of total human demand can be compared with nature's supply of ecological  services, "which may also be expressed in standardized units of productivity."

                      The authors say the footprint calculations are conservative measures. The  report underestimates human impact and overestimates the available  biological capacity in several ways, its authors wrote. 

                      First, it counts each area only once, even if the area provides two or more ecological services. In addition, the authors choose the conservative estimates when in doubt and include current agricultural practices as if current  industrial yields would not caused any significant long term damage to soil                productivity. 

                      Some human activities for which the authors have insufficient data are left out, and they have excluded activities that systemically erode nature's capacity to regenerate, such as plutonium, polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs)  and other materials for which the Earth has no significant assimilation  capacity. 

                      Nonrenewable resources from the Earth's crust are included in these accounts  only to the extent that their use damages the biosphere, such as through  mining and burning of fossil fuels. These assets appear in the carbon dioxide component of the ecological footprint accounts. 

                      Neither fresh water nor the release of solid, liquid and gaseous waste other  than carbon dioxide are included in the accounts. 

                      The calculations include six types of bioproductive areas used to support the  human economy - cropland, grazing land, forests for harvesting timber and   fuelwood, fisheries, built up areas for accommodating human infrastructure,  and forests to sequester carbon dioxide from fossil fuels or to replace fossil  fuels with biomass. 

                      Improvements have been made to their measuring techniques, the authors said, largely thanks to better data and databases. In earlier accounts, agricultural production statistics were separate from trade statistics. Units for  production, generally measured in metric tons, were difficult to equate with  trade figures reported in dollars. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization now has all of its statistics available in tons. 

                      "These accounts show the importance of addressing the current population dynamic to avoid future human suffering," the report says. "If the lack of  affordable, safe, and effective family planning leads to a human population of  10 billion people, we implicitly condemn large segments of future generations                to harsh lives." 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE

UNEP or UN in the news

Le Monde 28 novembre:  Séminaire à Matignon sur le développement durable

Le gouvernement, quasi au grand complet, devait se réunir, jeudi 28 novembre, à Matignon, afin de définir sa stratégie en matière de développement durable. Les ministres écouteront les interventions de l'astrophysicien Hubert Reeves, du paléontologue Yves Coppens, président de la commission en charge de rédiger une charte de l'environnement, de Jacqueline Aloisi de Larderel, directrice du Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (PNUE), de Dominique Bourg, professeur spécialiste de la question, et d'Henri Proglio, PDG de Vivendi Environnement. Les ministres entendront ensuite les explications de Roselyne Bachelot, ministre de l'écologie et du développement durable, et de Tokia Saïfi, secrétaire d'Etat au développement durable, avant d'intervenir à leur tour.

http://www.lemonde.fr/recherche_articleweb/1,9687,299859,00.html?query=d%E9veloppement+durable&query2=&booleen=et&num_page=1&auteur=&dans=dansarticle&periode=7&ordre=pertinence&debutjour=&debutmois=&debutannee=&finjour=&finmois=&finannee=&G_NBARCHIVES=753+066
also in the newspaper Libération:

Jean-Pierre Raffarin réunit ce matin ses 38 ministres pour un séminaire sur le «développement durable».

Le gouvernement fait son écolo-parade. Aucune ligne budgétaire n'est pourtant prévue pour cette «priorité» et certains crédits sont en baisse

http://www.liberation.com/page.php?Article=70203
General Environment News

Le Monde, 28 novembre: L'Espagne et la France lancent la chasse aux "navires-poubelles"

La France et l'Espagne ont engagé la traque des "navires-poubelles" au large de leurs côtes. Sans attendre la pleine application des dispositions arrêtées ces dernières années par l'Union européenne pour renforcer la sécurité maritime, les dirigeants des deux pays, réunis mardi 26 novembre à Malaga, ont annoncé la mise en œuvre "dès le lendemain" de nouveaux contrôles dans la zone des 200 milles marins (360 km) le long de leurs côtes : tout navire monocoque vieux de plus de 15 ans circulant dans cette zone et transportant des matières dangereuses pour l'environnement, comme le fioul ou le goudron, devra fournir des informations détaillées sur sa cargaison, son pavillon, son armateur, son itinéraire ; il pourra être inspecté et, le cas échéant, exclu de la zone.

http://www.lemonde.fr/recherche_articleweb/1,9687,299817,00.html?query=navires%2Dpoubelles&query2=&booleen=et&num_page=1&auteur=&dans=dansarticle&periode=7&ordre=pertinence&debutjour=&debutmois=&debutannee=&finjour=&finmois=&finannee=&G_NBARCHIVES=753+066
Also see: http://ens-news.com/ens/nov2002/2002-11-27-01.asp
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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SCIENCE:
Watch Those 'Beasts' Beneath Your Feet 

Sanjay Suri 


LONDON, Nov 28 (IPS) - Tread respectfully on those little beasts beneath your feet. Tomorrow they might save you. 

In that world of ants, earthworms and termites just millimetres below soil level, thousands of tiny organisms await discovery, scientists now find. It is these ”mini-beasts” that promise to find answers to an agricultural crisis and to the world's many ills, including global warming, scientists now find. 

”This is the first time that a major programme is being launched to understand the diversity of life below the ground in tropical countries,” Prof Jo Anderson from Exeter University told IPS Thursday. Prof Anderson chairs the technical advocacy group of a new programme being launched by United Nations Environment Prgramme (UNEP). 

The new UNEP programme will work with a budget of 26 million dollars to study this ”largest source of untapped life left on Earth” in seven tropical countries - Brazil, Mexico, Cote d'Ivoire, Uganda, Kenya, Indonesia and India. But studies launched already have pointed to ”incredible diversity” and its ”incredible usefulness”, Prof Anderson said. 

But why has it taken scientists so long to look under their feet? ”The breakthrough in technology to give us soil DNA came only in the late eighties and early nineties,” Dr Fatima Moreira, a soil microbiologist at the Federal University of Lavras in Brazil told IPS. ”Now, each day we are discovering more and more.” 

And scientists are discovering also that the final answer to global warming too may rest beneath the feet. Soil-living organisms are found to play a key role in the release of carbon dioxide, methane and other greenhouse gases from the land to the atmosphere. Understanding the role of these tiny creatures and life-forms in the so-called ”carbon cycle” may help the land absorb more greenhouse gases. 

”We are beginning to discover the importance of nitrogen fixing bacteria just below soil level that take nitrogen from the atmosphere and make it available to plants by turning it into ammonia,” Dr Moreira said. In Brazil alone moves to restore the life of bacteria can bring a benefit of 1.4 billion dollars a year, she said. 

”The life forms living just below our feet are the most understudied organisms on the planet,” said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of UNEP. ”When people think of where new species might be found, they tend to think of the rainforests, mangrove swamps or place like mountain peaks. Not millimetres below their toes.” 

Toepfer said: ”Researchers are now realizing that the world's soils, especially those in the tropics, are teeming with life and harbour more undescribed species than dwell on the Earth's surface. Harvesting the secrets of this understudied realm promises huge benefits and improved knowledge towards the goal of delivering sustainable development, towards eradicating poverty. This is one of the more unusual, curious but absolutely vital projects UNEP has undertaken.” 

Scientists working on the project say that for example earthworms, termites and other soil-burrowing organisms influence the amount of rainwater soils can absorb. Soils depleted in such organisms are more drought-prone and at risk from catastrophic run-off. This can in turn increase the risk of flooding and erosion with consequences for river water quality and habitats such as coral reefs. 

Research has shown that many soil-living organisms attack and neutralise plant, animal and human pests and pathogens. It may be possible to promote beneficial soil-dwelling life forms to reduce crop, livestock and human diseases, the researchers believe. 

Research indicates that the ability of termites to re-work iron-hard soils has been used as a tool to reclaim degraded soils in Africa and Australia. Scientists have shown that the digestive processes of these soil-feeding termites significantly increase the availability of nutrients to plants and are keystones in this traditional agricultural cycle. 

A team from the French 'Institute de Recherche pour le Development' and the University of Sambalpur in India, working with the Indian company Parry Agro, found that, after the re-introduction of earthworms including native species, harvests at some of the plantations are up as much as 282 per cent, and profits hike by as much as 5,500 dollars per hectare per year. 

Ahmed Djoghlaf, head of the UNEP/GEF (Global Environment Fund) in Nairobi said: ”Many people are well aware that increasing intensification of agriculture and the clearing of forests for farmland is contributing to the threat of extinction and a decline in the numbers of plants and animals on the surface. There is growing evidence that a similar impact is being felt below ground. So we may be losing many important and useful species from the world's soils without even knowing it.” 

Mike Swift, Director of the Nairobi-based Tropical Soil Biology and Fertility Institute said ”what we know is the tip of the iceberg.” He said apart from discovering new species, one of the project's aims is to test if different kinds of vegetation play a role in boosting or diminishing the diversity of life forms below. 

These life forms can healthily replace damaging fertilisers and pesticides, Swift said. Losses of essential nutrients in the soil ”can be partially compensated for by the use of petrol-driven agriculture and the use of industrially-produced fertilisers and pesticides, but complete substitution is often both biologically and economically inefficient and carries dangers of environmental side-effects,” he said
ENVIRONMENT-CANADA:
Experts Probe Impacts of Air Travel 

Paul Weinberg 


TORONTO, Nov 28 (IPS) - While the world is beginning to recognise the role that air travel plays in producing the greenhouse gases that lead to global warming, the health effects of those emissions are being widely debated. 

That discussion has landed in Toronto, where authorities are spending 4.4 billion dollars (2.8 billion U.S. dollars) to expand the country's largest airport. At the same time, they have hired a team of specialists to study air quality around Pearson Airport. 

Marc Brien, a member of the group Community Air, which is fighting a proposed move to expand Toronto's smaller Island Airport, questions these ''bought'' studies. 

''Pearson is only interested in results which are not going to disrupt their operations. So having the airport itself fund any of these studies is not meaningful,'' he says. 

David Chadder, one of the principals at Rowan William Davies & Irwin, says airport authorities have hired his and other similar firms across North America in response to environmentalists' concerns. 

But he says that an oft-cited study of pollution generated by flights in and out of Chicago's O'Hare Airport produced ''extreme'' results. It linked emissions from jet aircraft in the vicinity of the airport to the presence of cancer-based pollutants well above safe levels. 

A prominent U.S. scientist disagrees with Chadder. 

''There is no question at all that the totality of our environment is being contaminated with a wide range of avoidable carcinogens and other toxic agents. And airports are a major source of such contamination. That is quite apart from other issues of global warming,'' says Samuel Epstein. 

Epstein is the author of Politics of Cancer, an emeritus professor of environmental medicine at the University of Illinois School of Public Health in Chicago and chairman of the Cancer Prevention Coalition. 

He takes seriously a number of U.S. environmental studies, including the one at O'Hare, and laments ''the total failure of the aircraft and airport industry to recognise the very significant environmental and public health hazards and attempt to develop some abatements''. 

Up against these critics of airport expansion are a powerful group of politicians and business leaders who view aviation as a key component in increased global trade, says Jack Saporito, past president of U.S.-Citizens Aviation Watch. 

He points out that the business of carrying of freight generates more revenue for the aviation industry than does passenger travel. 

After the federal government's Transport Canada relinquished control of airports in the early 1990s in favour of a form of privatisation, a building boom sounded at airport facilities, including Pearson. 

It ignored a small but vocal lobby that has argued for decades that a high-speed train link in the Toronto-Montreal corridor would be a far better investment than expanding airports. 

This vast country is thousands of miles long and air remains the only option for time pressed long-distance travellers. 

But at least a third of Pearson's air passengers are headed for short-haul destinations within the Ottawa/Toronto/Montreal urban corridor and could easily be accommodated by high-speed rail if it were available, says Harry Gow, past president of Transport 2000. 

Gow is concerned that a renewed investment by the current federal government of Prime Minister Jean Chretien into the national rail service will not survive the coming to power of the prime minister's expected successor, Paul Martin, a year from now. 

Still, even Transport 2000 concedes that pushing rail transportation as the environmentally friendlier alternative to flying has not succeeded. 

But an expert says the environmental argument against air travel is stronger than the evidence that airports are bad for health. 

''There is no question that when you have more airplanes, you have more pollution, there is no question. And you also have more carbon dioxide, you have more greenhouse gases,'' says Judith Patterson, a geology professor at Montreal's Concordia University.. 

''As to whether or not the hazardous air pollutants are actually causing increased cancer rates, that is still subject to studies, that is still being hotly debated,'' she says. 

But diesel, which powers trains across North America, is not necessarily clean either, says Epstein. Ultra fine particulates released by the fuel lead to lung cancer and are ''as bad as cigarettes'', he said. ''I think that fuel cells (a non-polluting technology for rail) are the way to go.'' (END/2002)

CENTRAL AMERICA:
Grave Violations of Economic and Social Rights 

Néfer Muñoz 


SAN JOSE, Nov 28 (IPS) - A majority of the people of Central America suffer grave violations of their economic, social and cultural rights, which is creating a culture medium for rising crime and social unrest, warned experts consulted by IPS. 

A large part of Central America's 36 million people lack access to an adequate diet, health care, education and decent housing. 

A report by the Commission for the Defence of Human Rights in Central America (CODEHUCA) points out that 80 percent of the region's wealth is concentrated among the richest 30 percent of the population, while the poorest 30 percent makes do with less than five percent of the wealth. 

The widest income gap is found in Guatemala, where the poorest 10 percent of the population -- mainly indigenous people -- receives just 0.6 percent of national income. 

In Nicaragua, Guatemala and Honduras, up to 80 percent of the population lives in poverty, according to human rights groups. 

''We are creating a timebomb,'' Guatemalan sociologist Byron Barillas, who studies the deterioration of the social fabric in the region, told IPS. 

''The most heavily violated rights in Central America are those that guarantee people's survival. Those rights are being limited, and we are condemning many people to death,'' said Barillas, who stated that the neoliberal economic system and highly uneven distribution of wealth were at the roots of the problem. 

Economic, social and cultural rights have little visibility, and are frequently violated by states in the region. 

Basic human, civil and political rights -- such as the right to life, freedom from discrimination, slavery, torture and arbitrary arrest, and the right to a fair and public trial -- which received an enormous boost internationally after World War II (1939-1945), are known as the ''first generation'' rights. 

Economic, social and cultural -- or ''second generation'' -- rights were later defined by the international community. 

To these have been added the ''third generation'' or ''solidarity'' rights, such as the right to political, economic, social, and cultural self-determination, the right to economic and social development, the right to peace, the right to a healthy and sustainable environment, and the right to humanitarian disaster relief. 

''In Central America, the social deficit has, ironically, deepened in times of peace,'' Salvadoran sociologist Luis Vidal Bonilla commented to IPS. 

Over the past three decades, the region has suffered several bloody armed conflicts, including a 36-year civil war in Guatemala that claimed 200,000 lives by the time a peace deal was signed in 1996. 

But after the civil conflicts in El Salvador and Guatemala and the revolution and ''contra'' war in Nicaragua came to an end, a ''new layer of poverty'' emerged in Central America, made up of thousands of unemployed young people and millions of impoverished victims of natural catastrophes, said Bonilla. 

That new ''layer'' of poor was swollen by the devastation wrought by Hurricane Mitch in late 1998 and the earthquakes that hit El Salvador in 2001. 

''These natural phenomena revealed the fragility of the social system and of the states in terms of protecting the social, economic and cultural rights of their people,'' added Bonilla. 

According to the CODEHUCA study, poverty-related statistics in the region are ''alarming'': 39 percent of Nicaraguans have no clean water; 60 percent of Salvadorans lack access to social security and other benefits; and 27 percent of Guatemalan children are malnourished. 

In addition, hundreds of thousands of working poor live in slums and shantytowns, unable to afford decent housing due to the low wages they earn. 

The highest minimum wage in the region is 175 dollars a month, in Costa Rica, while the lowest is just 33 dollars a month, in Nicaragua. 

''Economic, social and cultural rights exist or disappear depending on the market. If you have no link with the market, you unfortunately lose those rights,'' Dutch economist Win Dierckxsens told IPS. 

Dierckxsens, who lived in Central America for several years studying the characteristics of poverty, believes the economic system is bringing about a gradual loss of rights. ''Hard-core neoliberalism is giving rise to neo-fascism. We must get the states to reassume their obligations to their peoples,'' he said. 

For his part, Salvadoran researcher Ricardo Sol said the deterioration of those rights was creating a ''culture medium'' for social collapse, rising crime and misgovernment. 

Another aspect underlined by the analysts is the marked disparity between countries in the region. 

The only Central American nation included in the category of high human development by the Human Development Report 2002 is Costa Rica, which ranks 43rd out of 173 countries. 

The rest are given medium development rankings. Panama is number 57, Belize 58, El Salvador 104, Honduras 116, Nicaragua 118 and Guatemala 120. 

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) report underlines that Costa Rica heads the region, for example, in terms of telephony, with 101 lines for every 1,000 inhabitants, compared to 21 in Guatemala, 17 in Honduras, and 13 in Nicaragua.
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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� HYPERLINK  \l "Dirt" ��AFP - Dirt, the final frontier 


�� HYPERLINK  \l "Soil" ��Press Association - Scientists work to unlock secrets of the soil�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Secrets" ��REUTERS - U.N. Scientists to Unearth the Secrets of Soil�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Unearthed" ��BBC - Soil's secrets to be  unearthed�
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