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ENVIRONMENT-INDONESIA:
Again, Gov't Pushes Back Phaseout of Leaded Gas 

Richel Dursin 


JAKARTA, Dec 30 (IPS) - - Promises are like babies: easy to make, hard to deliver,” goes an Indonesian saying. 

That could very well apply to the promise the Indonesian government made a year ago - that the entire country would be free of leaded gasoline by early 2005. 

- The government likes to break its promises,” said Ahmad Safrudin, chief executive of the Indonesian Lead Information Centre. 

ôWe are not yet ready to implement next year the phaseout of leaded gasoline nationwide,” Yanuardi Rasudin, environment deputy minister for the environmental impact management on non-institutional sources, told IPS. 

ôThe target is not realistic,” added Masnellyarti Hilman, environment deputy minister for technical infrastructure development for environmental management. 

Lack of political will, vested interests of big business, financial constraints and increases in global oil prices are some of the major causes of the Indonesian government's failure to fulfill its promise of eliminating leaded gasoline by early 2005. 

Indeed, Safrudin says, the progress of Indonesia's efforts to remove leaded gasoline over the years has been ‘'going up and down''. 

In 1996, then President Suharto launched a programme to get rid of leaded fuel by 1999. In January 1998, Indonesia signed a letter of intent with the International Monetary Fund, stating that ôIndonesia would convert to clean energy, including unleaded gasoline, at the latest in December 1999.” 

In 1999, the government made another commitment to phase out leaded fuel in 2003. However, this deadline was pushed back to 2005 due to the strong lobbying by suppliers of leaded gasoline, including Pertamina, the state-owned oil and gas company. 

ôThere is an invisible hand that influences the government policy on the use of unleaded gasoline,” Safrudin said, referring to suppliers of leaded gasoline. 

Indonesia is one of the last countries in Asia to still use leaded gasoline, a key factor in deterioriating air quality. About 90 percent of the world now uses unleaded gasoline. 

According to the United Nations Environmental Programme, Jakarta is the world's third most polluted megacity after Mexico and Bangkok. High lead content in human blood, particularly children, can cause anaemia, lower intelligence, autism and irreversible damage to the kidney and liver. 

While Indonesian remains an oil producer and exports part of its oil production, the revenue from its oil exports is no longer enough to pay for its oil imports -- which have increased rapidly during the past few years -- or investments in reducing harmful vehicular emissions. 

Since March this year, Indonesia's crude oil imports have surpassed exports, making the country a net oil importer. 

Oil and gas companies say that the government was ôtoo ambitious” in the first place when it targeted the phaseout throughout Indonesia next year. 

In order to implement the phaseout, the government needs to invest in the upgrading of its refineries in Balongan in West Java and Cilacap in Central Java. It also has to import raw materials needed to produce unleaded gasoline, such as high-octane mogas components (HOMC) from Singapore and other countries. 

ôWe don't have money to upgrade our refineries and import raw materials considering that we are in a difficult situation now,” Rasudin himself admits. 

Representatives of oil and companies, however, also claim that the gasoline components necessary to substitute lead's octane levels, such as HOMC, are damaging to public health. 

Isnaini, head of the oil processing division at the Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources, said the HOMC substance being used in Indonesia has a high content of olefin and aromatic that could cause cancer. 

Pertamina currently produces environmentally friendly unleaded gasoline that is already available in Jakarta, Bogor, Tangerang, Bekasi, Cirebon, Batam and Bali. However, the supply of unleaded fuel is not enough. 

It is estimated that every year, about 3 trillion rupiah (333 million U.S. dollars) is needed to meet the demand for unleaded gasoline. 

The truth, Rasudin said, is that ôif we totally phase out leaded gasoline next year, we cannot meet the public's demand for unleaded gasoline.” 

Many vehicles also still lack the catalytic converters required for cleaner emissions. 

ôRealistically, the phaseout of leaded gasoline all throughout Indonesia would take place in 2006,” Rasudin added. 

Still, experts say, the government cannot keep on delaying a decision to shift totally to unleaded gasoline. 

Several studies have shown that dangerous levels of lead concentration are present in the blood of schoolchildren in Jakarta, Bandung in West Java and Surabaya in East Java. 

ôIf we don't want our children to die slowly, we need to phase out the use of leaded gasoline,” said Puji Lestari, a lecturer at the Bandung Institute of Technology who conducted a study showing that schoolchildren and policemen in Bandung have blood lead levels high enough to potentially adversely affect cognitive development. (END/2004)
______________________________________________________________________________________________

The price we pay for the crimes of the rich

Mohammad Mozahidur Rahaman



In essence, economics is a science of choice. The discipline tells us the optimal choice is the one that maximises our satisfaction. The simple yet powerful tool through which economists arrive at the optimal choice is called the "opportunity cost" of foregoing the alternatives and the whole process is guided by the inherent thrust to preserve our own self-interest. However, when the choices we make have negative consequences for others, the welfare economics tells us to compensate the parties affected by our actions. This very fundamental premise of modern economics is challenged by one of the pressing issues of our time -- global warming. 

The impact of climate change induced by global warming knows no border. Particularly, the poor countries in general, and a flood-prone country like Bangladesh, in particular, do not have the resources to deal with the enormity of the impact of climate change on their lives. Yet these poor countries have very little to do with the consequences they are facing or about to face in the near future due to climate change, a problem exclusively created by the rich of our time -- the so-called developed economies who pride themselves on the functioning of market economy that is based on the basic premise outlined above. Then how does modern economics resolve this consequential problem? And most importantly, how do the developed economies, standing on the triumph of the modern economic theory, respond to the resolution offered by their own economics. 

To resolve any externality in economics, an economist must resolve three issues simultaneously. Firstly, who is responsible for the action that has negative consequence on others; secondly, is the consequence on the third party significant enough to draw any resolution; and finally, what mechanism will be optimal to resolve this externality problem. I explore these three issues in the case of the impact of climate change on the developing economies, in general and Bangladesh, in particular. 

Firstly, the crux of the resolution is to answer who is responsible for the climate change and what is the whole normative economics at the root of the problem. There are competing as well as controversial views on this first issue. The infidels of climate change argue that 98 percent of total global greenhouse gas emissions are natural (mostly water vapour); only 2 percent are from man-made sources. By most accounts, man-made emissions have had no more than a minuscule impact on the climate. Although the climate has warmed slightly in the last 100 years, 70 percent of that warming occurred prior to 1940, before the upsurge in greenhouse gas emissions from industrial processes. A Gallup survey indicated that only 17 percent of the members of the American Meteorological Society and the American Geophysical Society thought the warming of the 20th century was the result of an increase in greenhouse gas emissions. 

On the contrary, the believers of climate change argue that in 2001 the 2500 scientists from around 100 countries, who make up the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), warned that unless greenhouse gas levels are stabilised, Earth's average surface temperature will rise by up to 5.8 degrees celsius by the end of the century. The developed countries, which contain a minority of the world's population, account for 72 percent of current fossil fuel carbon dioxide emissions and 84 percent of fossil fuel carbon dioxide accumulated since the onset of the Industrial Revolution. Even taking deforestation and land-use changes into account, developed countries account for 63 percent of current and 78 percent of cumulative carbon dioxide emissions from all sources and emission is still increasing. 

While the developed countries, with their relatively small populations, have produced most of the carbon dioxide which produces global climate change, they also have benefited most from the production of carbon dioxide and have the resources to protect themselves from the consequences of climate change. The developing countries, on the other hand, with their large and rapidly growing populations, have less responsibility for causing global climate change, have received fewer benefits from the production of carbon dioxide, and have fewer resources to protect themselves from the consequences of the resulting climate change. 

Secondly, how significant is the impact of climate change attributed to the developed country emission on the lives of the people in developing countries, in general and Bangladesh, in particular. The UN environment programme estimates that the extra economic costs of disasters attributable to climate change -- floods, storms, hurricanes, etc -- are running at more than $300 billion annually. The best guess of development groups is that climate change could cost developing countries up to £6.5 trillion over the next 20 years. At present, some 46 million people live in areas at risk of flooding due to storm surges. Scientists estimate that a 50cm rise in sea level would increase this number to 92 million and a one metre rise would put 118 million in peril. The figures are based on current population density and present levels of sea defense measures. If the global ocean level went up by one metre, Egypt would lose 1 per cent of its land area, the Netherlands would lose 6 per cent, Bangladesh would lose 17.5 per cent, and on the Majuro Atoll in the Pacific Marshall Islands some 80 per cent of the land would disappear under water. 

Being a low-lying and densely populated country, Bangladesh would be worst hit by any rise in the sea level. Coastal areas will experience erosion and inundation due to intensification of tidal action. A rise in seawater will enable saline water to intrude further inland during high tides. Destruction of agricultural land and loss of sweet water fauna and flora could also occur. The shoreline will retreat inland, causing changes in the coastal boundary and coastal configuration. The process will also shrink the land area of Bangladesh. 

Dr Feroze Ahmed of the Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology warns that Bangladesh has already been experiencing catastrophic cyclones. The one that hit Bangladesh in 1991 claimed 150,000 lives and caused staggering losses to livestock and property. A warmer climate, by increasing the frequency of natural hazards such as floods and cyclones, will further aggravate such situations and negate the development efforts of the country. 

Monirul Qader Mirza, a Bangladeshi water resources expert now at the Adaptation and Impacts Research Group at the University of Toronto argues that latest climate models indicate that flooding in Bangladesh will increase by up to 40 percent this century as global temperatures rise due to global warming. Each year, roughly a fifth of Bangladesh is flooded, and climate change is forecast to exacerbate the problem as sea levels rise, monsoons become wetter and more intense cyclones lead to higher tidal surges. To make things worse, heavier rainfall triggered by global warming will swamp Bangladesh's riverbanks, a previously unforeseen effect, flooding between 20 and 40 percent more land than today. Bangladesh is particularly flood-prone because it lies in the delta of three great rivers, the Ganges, Brahmaputra, and Meghna, which together drain 175 million hectares. People can grow crops on land regularly fertilised by nutrient-laden silt from the rivers. But extreme floods cause considerable hardship and loss of life: in 1988 and 1998 over two-thirds of the country was under water at some point. 

Finally, given the negative externality imposed on the developing countries by the developed ones what is the optimal resolution mechanism to compensate the people in the developing countries, who did not get the benefit accrued by climate exploitation? Two complementing mechanism seems to emerge. Firstly, pressure seems to be building for developed countries to forgive developing countries' debt and to transfer environment friendly technologies. A new report by Christian Aid claims that the "carbon debt" by developed countries that is leading to global warming exceeds the financial debts of less developed countries. In fact, the report says, "heavily indebted poor countries" have credit of $612 billion when pollution is taken into account. Secondly, after Russia decided to sign on to Kyoto Protocol, it has raised hopes among the world's people that governments are now finally going to unite to take meaningful action to prevent this global environmental catastrophe by reducing emission while giving the developing countries necessary leeway to catch up in terms of economics progress. 

However, the US and Australia, two major contributors to global warming, refuse to accept the mechanism by not ratifying the Kyoto treaty. To defend their position they bring in the simple yet powerful "opportunity cost principle" coupled with the inherent self-interest principle of modern economics. According to a report by the Department of Energy, stringent targets to reduce fossil-fuel emissions in the US will cause energy-intensive industries, including steel, iron, chemical, rubber and plastic, to flee from the developed countries to the developing countries, taking with them hundreds of thousands of jobs. Carbon taxes will cause relatively large income losses in the poorest one-fifth of the population. The poor, because they spend a greater proportion of their income on necessities, would have few ways to cut back to compensate for higher living costs. Stabilising emissions at 1990 levels by 2010 would reduce the growth of US per capita income by 5 percent per year. The burden would fall on many individuals and families and would be unfair in that it would be quite unrelated to income, wealth or ability to pay. Instead, the burden would be determined by energy use patterns and circumstances, such as distance from work, condition and energy efficiency of homes, automobiles, and appliances. Senior citizens on fixed incomes would find their energy costs escalating and their income dwindling. In short, opportunity cost is too high to accept the mechanism. 

In summary, our economics and their economics, although the same economics give different resolution and perhaps precisely because of this someone once said: if there are two economists there are always three opinions. The world of modern economics through the window of opportunity cost and self-interest brings us back to square one without any optimal resolution mechanism to pay the poor of the world who are suffering from the environmental crimes of the rich. I, however, believe that there is another supreme mechanism that can resolve this consequential problem. That is the simple yet paramount principle of taking responsibility for our actions and taking responsibility for the future in the greater name of humanity. If we cannot leave a better future than what we have got for ourselves, our contribution to the future is zero, and nobody wants to leave this world empty-handed. 

The author is a PhD Candidate in Financial Economics at the University of Toronto and a Selwyn Scholar. 
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The Daily Star

The price we pay for the crimes of the rich

Mohammad Mozahidur Rahaman

In essence, economics is a science of choice. The discipline tells us the optimal choice is the one that maximises our satisfaction. The simple yet powerful tool through which economists arrive at the optimal choice is called the "opportunity cost" of foregoing the alternatives and the whole process is guided by the inherent thrust to preserve our own self-interest. However, when the choices we make have negative consequences for others, the welfare economics tells us to compensate the parties affected by our actions. This very fundamental premise of modern economics is challenged by one of the pressing issues of our time -- global warming. 

The impact of climate change induced by global warming knows no border. Particularly, the poor countries in general, and a flood-prone country like Bangladesh, in particular, do not have the resources to deal with the enormity of the impact of climate change on their lives. Yet these poor countries have very little to do with the consequences they are facing or about to face in the near future due to climate change, a problem exclusively created by the rich of our time -- the so-called developed economies who pride themselves on the functioning of market economy that is based on the basic premise outlined above. Then how does modern economics resolve this consequential problem? And most importantly, how do the developed economies, standing on the triumph of the modern economic theory, respond to the resolution offered by their own economics. 

To resolve any externality in economics, an economist must resolve three issues simultaneously. Firstly, who is responsible for the action that has negative consequence on others; secondly, is the consequence on the third party significant enough to draw any resolution; and finally, what mechanism will be optimal to resolve this externality problem. I explore these three issues in the case of the impact of climate change on the developing economies, in general and Bangladesh, in particular.

Firstly, the crux of the resolution is to answer who is responsible for the climate change and what is the whole normative economics at the root of the problem. There are competing as well as controversial views on this first issue. The infidels of climate change argue that 98 percent of total global greenhouse gas emissions are natural (mostly water vapour); only 2 percent are from man-made sources. By most accounts, man-made emissions have had no more than a minuscule impact on the climate. Although the climate has warmed slightly in the last 100 years, 70 percent of that warming occurred prior to 1940, before the upsurge in greenhouse gas emissions from industrial processes. A Gallup survey indicated that only 17 percent of the members of the American Meteorological Society and the American Geophysical Society thought the warming of the 20th century was the result of an increase in greenhouse gas emissions. 

On the contrary, the believers of climate change argue that in 2001 the 2500 scientists from around 100 countries, who make up the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), warned that unless greenhouse gas levels are stabilised, Earth's average surface temperature will rise by up to 5.8 degrees celsius by the end of the century. The developed countries, which contain a minority of the world's population, account for 72 percent of current fossil fuel carbon dioxide emissions and 84 percent of fossil fuel carbon dioxide accumulated since the onset of the Industrial Revolution. Even taking deforestation and land-use changes into account, developed countries account for 63 percent of current and 78 percent of cumulative carbon dioxide emissions from all sources and emission is still increasing.

While the developed countries, with their relatively small populations, have produced most of the carbon dioxide which produces global climate change, they also have benefited most from the production of carbon dioxide and have the resources to protect themselves from the consequences of climate change. The developing countries, on the other hand, with their large and rapidly growing populations, have less responsibility for causing global climate change, have received fewer benefits from the production of carbon dioxide, and have fewer resources to protect themselves from the consequences of the resulting climate change. 

Secondly, how significant is the impact of climate change attributed to the developed country emission on the lives of the people in developing countries, in general and Bangladesh, in particular. The UN environment programme estimates that the extra economic costs of disasters attributable to climate change -- floods, storms, hurricanes, etc -- are running at more than $300 billion annually. The best guess of development groups is that climate change could cost developing countries up to £6.5 trillion over the next 20 years. At present, some 46 million people live in areas at risk of flooding due to storm surges. Scientists estimate that a 50cm rise in sea level would increase this number to 92 million and a one metre rise would put 118 million in peril. The figures are based on current population density and present levels of sea defense measures. If the global ocean level went up by one metre, Egypt would lose 1 per cent of its land area, the Netherlands would lose 6 per cent, Bangladesh would lose 17.5 per cent, and on the Majuro Atoll in the Pacific Marshall Islands some 80 per cent of the land would disappear under water. 

Being a low-lying and densely populated country, Bangladesh would be worst hit by any rise in the sea level. Coastal areas will experience erosion and inundation due to intensification of tidal action. A rise in seawater will enable saline water to intrude further inland during high tides. Destruction of agricultural land and loss of sweet water fauna and flora could also occur. The shoreline will retreat inland, causing changes in the coastal boundary and coastal configuration. The process will also shrink the land area of Bangladesh. 

Dr Feroze Ahmed of the Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology warns that Bangladesh has already been experiencing catastrophic cyclones. The one that hit Bangladesh in 1991 claimed 150,000 lives and caused staggering losses to livestock and property. A warmer climate, by increasing the frequency of natural hazards such as floods and cyclones, will further aggravate such situations and negate the development efforts of the country. 

Monirul Qader Mirza, a Bangladeshi water resources expert now at the Adaptation and Impacts Research Group at the University of Toronto argues that latest climate models indicate that flooding in Bangladesh will increase by up to 40 percent this century as global temperatures rise due to global warming. Each year, roughly a fifth of Bangladesh is flooded, and climate change is forecast to exacerbate the problem as sea levels rise, monsoons become wetter and more intense cyclones lead to higher tidal surges. To make things worse, heavier rainfall triggered by global warming will swamp Bangladesh's riverbanks, a previously unforeseen effect, flooding between 20 and 40 percent more land than today. Bangladesh is particularly flood-prone because it lies in the delta of three great rivers, the Ganges, Brahmaputra, and Meghna, which together drain 175 million hectares. People can grow crops on land regularly fertilised by nutrient-laden silt from the rivers. But extreme floods cause considerable hardship and loss of life: in 1988 and 1998 over two-thirds of the country was under water at some point.

Finally, given the negative externality imposed on the developing countries by the developed ones what is the optimal resolution mechanism to compensate the people in the developing countries, who did not get the benefit accrued by climate exploitation? Two complementing mechanism seems to emerge. Firstly, pressure seems to be building for developed countries to forgive developing countries' debt and to transfer environment friendly technologies. A new report by Christian Aid claims that the "carbon debt" by developed countries that is leading to global warming exceeds the financial debts of less developed countries. In fact, the report says, "heavily indebted poor countries" have credit of $612 billion when pollution is taken into account. Secondly, after Russia decided to sign on to Kyoto Protocol, it has raised hopes among the world's people that governments are now finally going to unite to take meaningful action to prevent this global environmental catastrophe by reducing emission while giving the developing countries necessary leeway to catch up in terms of economics progress. 

However, the US and Australia, two major contributors to global warming, refuse to accept the mechanism by not ratifying the Kyoto treaty. To defend their position they bring in the simple yet powerful "opportunity cost principle" coupled with the inherent self-interest principle of modern economics. According to a report by the Department of Energy, stringent targets to reduce fossil-fuel emissions in the US will cause energy-intensive industries, including steel, iron, chemical, rubber and plastic, to flee from the developed countries to the developing countries, taking with them hundreds of thousands of jobs. Carbon taxes will cause relatively large income losses in the poorest one-fifth of the population. The poor, because they spend a greater proportion of their income on necessities, would have few ways to cut back to compensate for higher living costs. Stabilising emissions at 1990 levels by 2010 would reduce the growth of US per capita income by 5 percent per year. The burden would fall on many individuals and families and would be unfair in that it would be quite unrelated to income, wealth or ability to pay. Instead, the burden would be determined by energy use patterns and circumstances, such as distance from work, condition and energy efficiency of homes, automobiles, and appliances. Senior citizens on fixed incomes would find their energy costs escalating and their income dwindling. In short, opportunity cost is too high to accept the mechanism.

In summary, our economics and their economics, although the same economics give different resolution and perhaps precisely because of this someone once said: if there are two economists there are always three opinions. The world of modern economics through the window of opportunity cost and self-interest brings us back to square one without any optimal resolution mechanism to pay the poor of the world who are suffering from the environmental crimes of the rich. I, however, believe that there is another supreme mechanism that can resolve this consequential problem. That is the simple yet paramount principle of taking responsibility for our actions and taking responsibility for the future in the greater name of humanity. If we cannot leave a better future than what we have got for ourselves, our contribution to the future is zero, and nobody wants to leave this world empty-handed.

The author is a PhD Candidate in Financial Economics at the University of Toronto and a Selwyn Scholar.
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Daily Star

Editorial

Tidal waves devastate Asian coast

Together we mourn, together we must heal

Over 15,000 are dead following the tidal waves that buffeted the South and South-east Asian coastline in the aftermath of a giant 8.9 earthquake epicentred just west of the Indonesian island of Sumatra in the early hours of Sunday morning. The quake was the fifth largest in the past 100 years and has left massive death and destruction in its wake.

Like everyone else in the region we remain in deep shock at the extent of the devastation and join in the mourning for the lives lost and ruined. The tragic sweep of the havoc that has hit seven Asian countries including Bangladesh leaves us almost speechless with horror and sorrow and we would like to extend our heart-felt sympathy and deepest solidarity with the thousands upon thousands who have lost loved ones and seen their lives shattered.

The event has spurred an international relief effort which must be intensified and coordinated so that the harm is minimised. No expense should be spared by the international community to counter this truly international tragedy -- and if we all join hands then we can achieve far more by way of relief than if each affected nation operated independently.

The catastrophe reminds us once again of how helpless we are in the face of the power and fury of nature and should prompt a renewed call to re-examine the equation between nature and humankind. Events such as these teach us clearly that we can no longer afford to ignore the forces of nature and should serve as a wake-up call to us to rebalance our relationship with our environment. It is abundantly clear that the potential hazards of geological phenomena and the question of how best to minimise such hazards must be brought to centre stage of the global discourse.

On a purely pragmatic level, it is noted that there are early warning systems to provide advance notice of tectonic activity in the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans but that no such system exists for the Indian Ocean. This must be rectified immediately. Indeed, not only an early earning system, the clear necessity now is for a collective approach in the region to safeguard against such depredation in the future and to have in place systems to minimise the damage caused by natural forces that are unavoidable.
______________________________________________________________________________________

Bangkok Post

Fresh water running dry 

- Thailand toll tops 1,800, regional deaths now 82,000

- Churned up sediment threatening coral reefs 

- Health officials warn disease the next menace 

KULTIDA SAMABUDDHI & RANJANA WANGVIPULA 

People fill out a form expressing their intention to donate coffins to victims of the tsunami at the office of Ruam Katanyoo Foundation in Bangkok. - SOMCHAI POOMLARD

Freshwater shortages caused by sea water contamination of underground and surface sources threaten more suffering in tidal wave-hit areas.

Natural Resources and Environment Ministry permanent secretary Petipong Pungbun na Ayutthaya said staff were inspecting damage caused by Sunday's tidal waves and trying to quickly repair vital water systems.

"Salty water, mud and sand are covering every square inch of these areas. Recovering the freshwater sources, vegetation, soil and the fragile terrestrial ecosystem from the salty mud covering it all is a vital task," said Mr Petipong. 

The latest problem emerged as the confirmed death toll in Thailand from Sunday's tsunamis rose to 1,829, with 9,754 injuries and 5,288 reported missing, according to figures released late last night by the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation.

Throughout the Indian Ocean region, the confirmed toll soared to 81,956 yesterday, with aid workers predicting it would top 100,000. 

Military teams reaching the west coast of Indonesia's Sumatra island for the first time reported scenes of total devastation.

"We're facing a disaster of unprecedented proportion in nature," said Simon Missiri, Asia-Pacific chief at the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. 

The head of operations, Peter Rees, said: "I would not be at all surprised if we are over 100,000 dead, particularly when we see what has happened in the Andaman and Nicobar islands."

In Thailand, a rehabilitation effort for marine national parks devastated by the tidal waves is underway, focusing on the recovery of surface and groundwater sources and collection of hazardous waste scattered by the sea surge.

Mr Petipong said volunteer divers would also be sent to retrieve debris covering coral reefs. All told, 12 marine national parks had been severely damaged.

"It will take anywhere from three to 15 years for these ruined marine national parks, which have attracted more than 40% of foreign tourists visiting the country each year, to recover," he said. 

Groundwater Department chief Sanong Chantanintorn said new ponds would be established in nearby unaffected areas to supply locals with fresh water. 

"We have to find new freshwater sources as soon as possible because rainfall will be scarce beginning next month when the dry season reaches its peak," he said.

Authorities were also concerned about the massive amount of untreated municipal wastewater being discharged from the Phuket community of Patong into the Andaman Sea. The town's water treatment plant has been unable to treat its normal 10,000 cubic metres of wastewater each day since Sunday as the pump and regulator controls were destroyed. Many wastewater ponds were also flooded.

"There is salty water everywhere. The sea just surged into the ponds," said municipal official Banjobe Gualua.

The municipality could do nothing but wait for help because there were no experts available to do the repairs. As a result household wastewater was flowing directly into canals and the sea.

"The most urgent job right now is to clear debris and rubble in the area," Mr Suchai said.

An initial assessment by the department has found that sediment carried ashore by the giant waves and stirred up at sea, could have a devastating impact on coral reefs and other marine life.

Meanwhile, the Public Health Ministry has warned of the possibility of disease in the tsunami-ravaged provinces.

Spokesman Nittaya Mahapol said the six provinces had been declared disease-control areas. 

She said people were at risk of contracting diseases of the digestive system, dysentery, cholera and typhoid if they consumed unclean food and water.

Respiratory ailments also posed a problem, while damaged roads and infrastructure posed the danger of accidents. 

The ministry also issued warnings about the threat of conjunctivitis and mosquito-transmitted diseases such as malaria and dengue fever.

______________________________________________________________________________________

Bangkok Post

Experts urge tsunami alert system 

ONNUCHA HUTASINGH 

	

	GRIM TASK 

A team of Taiwanese rescuers carry the body of a tsunami victim recovered yesterday at Khao Lak in Phangnga's Takua Pa district. - Phongthai Wattanavanitvut 


Academics have urged warning and rescue systems be set up along the Andaman Sea coastline as they believe future deadly tidal waves are now more likely.

At a press conference organised by the Thailand Research Fund yesterday, Assoc Prof Panya Jarusiri, a seismic specialist from Chulalongkorn University, said the earthquake and tidal waves on Sunday were caused by the Indo-Australian plate colliding with and plunging under the Eurasia plate.

He said the phenomenon makes future earthquakes more likely along a fault line stretching northwards from Sumatra, across the Bay of Bengal and to Burma.

Assoc Prof Pennueng Vanichai, from the Asian Institute of Technology, called on the government to establish an effective warning system. 

He said advanced seismic detectors must replace Thailand's existing equipment which cannot measure earthquakes above 7.0 on the Richter scale. 

Assoc Prof Pennueng also called for high-technology tidal wave detectors to be deployed in the ocean and for them to be monitored by seismic and tidal wave experts rather than just by ordinary meteorologists.

Setting up an effective warning system would require cooperation from overseas agencies, he said.

Assoc Prof Pennueng urged the government to design within the next few months a system to cope with such tsunami disasters. 

The system must meet academic standards, not only bureaucratic requirements, and target the entire process of deciding whether an emergency warning should be issued, he said.

A quake measuring over 7 on the Richter scale requires immediate tidal wave warnings, without having to seek permission from a superior, Assoc Prof Pennueng said.

The system also should include effective means to inform people of danger and evacuate them from high-risk areas, communication networks that will endure disasters and regular drills to educate people and raise their awareness.

''Thailand usually waits for a disaster before working out a protection plan. Worse is that we have failed to come up with a plan even after some kinds of disasters were repeated,'' he warned.

He said the government should deploy experts to map zones at high risk of tidal waves. 

He also said mangrove reforestation along the coast would cushion the impact of such waves.

Thawat Virattipong, of the Jet Propulsion Laboratory at the California Institute of Technology, said a quake and tidal wave warning system would be costly. The government should cooperate with other nations to develop the system and share its use.

He had contacted experts from the National Tsunami Warning Centre in the US and they had agreed to transfer academic knowledge to help experts prepare such a system in Thailand. 
_________________________________________________________________

AFP

Tsunamis: early warning and infrastructure changes vital, ecologists say 

Source: Agence France-Presse English Wire Date: December 29, 2004 

by Odile Meuvret 

PARIS, Dec 29 (AFP) - Environmentalists are urgently calling for early warning systems and infrastructure improvements in vulnerable Asian coastal regions to save people from the worst effects of future tidal waves like that of Sunday. 

Steve Sawyer, Climate Director of Greenpeace International in Amsterdam, said a warning system like that already operating in the Pacific would give threatened areas time to react in an emergency. 

It would provide "a substantial number of minutes and lessen the loss of life if not the loss of property." 

Ecologists say the international community must also help the devastated Asian countries to find a new approach to management of threatened regions, emphasising human safety instead of tourist infrastructure. 

A timely moment to press for new international measures will be a world conference next month in Kobe, Japan, on disaster reduction. Environmentalists plan to make their points there forcibly. 

Farah Sofa is a campaigner with the Indonesian section of the environmental group Friends of the Earth. The epicentre of last Sunday's quake triggering tidal waves was just off the coast of her country. 

"Governments should set up long-term plans to reduce any foreseeable disaster and special plans for the coastal areas, taking into account the vulnerability of the poor communities and ensuring that we have early warning systems, immediate emergency responses and all necessary information," she said. 

Sofa, of the Indonesian Forum for the Environment, warned that better infrastructure and contingency plans were required for densely populated coastal areas of Indonesia, India and Sri Lanka. 

"The most threatened areas are on the coast, these are also the poorest areas with the poorest infrastructures and the most difficult access." 

Governments should focus on "human security instead of building infrastructure for attracting tourism," she urged, speaking by telephone from Jakarta. 

"Roads, access, electricity, public utilities, water sanitation, should be the order of the day. 

"We should have cooperation between governments, it is a shared responsibility of all governments, including industrial countries. We need assistance from more advanced countries." 

Tsunami, or earthquake-driven tidal waves, were natural disasters that would happen again. 

"We can expect in the coming years similar events happening as a result of global warming and therefore help and prevention are the responsability of the Northern countries as well," she said. 

Environmental campaigners Greenpeace International send the same message. 

Said Philippines-based Athena Ronquillo, political adviser to Greenpeace regional office for Asia in Bangkok: 

"For countries like India and Sri Lanka and Sumatra, the scale of poverty is just too big and it is an interplay between environment and development. 

"People in coastal areas depend upon fishing and marine life, they don't have a choice." 

Ronquillo said the world conference on disaster reduction at Kobe during January 18-22 was a timely occasion. 

Non-governmental organisations would be putting on its agenda proposals not just for more money but for "proactively incorporating disaster management programmes in development planning." 

Their proposals would be to "rehabilitate these communities, help the people retrieve their livelihood, rebuild these communities in a much more acceptable, environment-friendly way," she said from Manila. 

The Thai resort island of Phuket "was really unsafe, a makeshift infrastructure, 90 percent of people who were there are not locals, they're tourists or foreigners." 

NGOs wanted to "limit the population in the coastal areas and build infrastructures that do not over-exploit local resources such as fresh water." 

"Currently their makeshift housing is very close to the shores and cannot resist even normal typhoons or ordinary storms," said Ronquillo. 

Speaking from Amsterdam, Greenpeace official Sawyer said: "There should be building codes for the coastal areas, in some of these areas there has been a concentration of poorly built constructions, hotels, tourist shacks, shacks for the locals." 

Yves Contassot of France's Green party said on French radio: "Hundreds of millions of euros are going to be invested in reconstructing mass tourism. 

"We might well ask how much is going to be put aside purely for preventive measures, early warning systems and systems of informing the public." 
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Earthquake Generated Waves Sweep Thousands to Their Deaths

JAKARTA, Indonesia, December 28, 2004 (ENS) - A massive earthquake of magnitude 9.0 off the northwest coast of the Indonesian island of Sumatra on Sunday morning triggered enormous waves that have claimed at least 58,000 lives and caused unprecedented destruction in seven countries. The fourth largest earthquake in the world since 1900 has left some one million people across the region displaced and homeless.

Another severe earthquake of magnitude 7.5 struck the Nicobar Islands several hours after the first quake about 310 kilometers (195 miles) to the west northwest. These two earthquakes set tidal waves called tsunami rolling across the Indian Ocean wreaking havoc as huge walls of water lashed the shore, crashing as much as three kilometers inland in some places.

A series of 40 smaller earthquakes in the 5.4 to 6.4 magnitude range have been recorded in the region since the first large quake on Sunday.

The devastating quake occurred on the interface of the India and Burma plates and was caused by the release of stresses that develop as the India plate subducts beneath the overriding Burma plate, scientists with the U.S. Geological Survey said.

Scientists at the National Weather Service Tsunami Warning Center in Hawaii knew an earthquake struck under the Indian Ocean within minutes. But the lack of a warning system in Indian Ocean countries, rarely subject to tsunamis, prevented the information from reaching these countries in time to save thousands of lives.

Seven year old Kasturi and her brother Jithu in the rehabilitation camp opened by the Indian government in Kerala. (Photo courtesy UNICEF)

The death toll is increasing by the hour as authorities in India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Maldives, Sri Lanka, Thailand and, Somalia survey affected areas and count the dead and missing. The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) says one-third of all the dead are children.

Indonesia's Separatist Area Hardest Hit

Indonesian emergency personnel have found 10,000 dead in the Indonesia city of Meulaboh in the Aceh province on the northwestern tip of Sumatra, just 149 kilometers (90 miles) north of the quake’s center beneath the sea floor.

Relief supplies are pouring in from around the world, but the Indonesian government is reportedly making it difficult for foreign aid workers and journalists to reach the separatist province of Aceh - the closest populated area to the center of the quake.

The government of Indonesia has declared a national disaster and has mobilized civilian and military assistance to the affected areas. Communications infrastructure, roads, medical care and tourist facilities on the western and northern coasts of Sumatra, and on coastal islands off Sumatra, have been damaged and in some cases completely destroyed.

The government now says that as many as 32,000 people may have perished in the disaster and more lives are jeopardized by the possibility of disease outbreaks from polluted water and starvation.

Rotting corpses lie about in piles and grim survivors struggle to dig graves for them with the held of military personnel and volunteers.

There will be little help from foreign aid agencies, which are facing red tape put in place by the government of Indonesia, according to an Indonesian online news service, Laksamana.net. Before they can enter the area, forms must be filled out that could take up to two weeks to process.

Aceh province has been under military rule for the past year in a government campaign to defeat a separatist rebellion.

Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono today surveyed the damage in Aceh, visiting the provincial capital of Banda Aceh, leading prayers for the dead and survivors, and meeting with provincial officials.

The Ministry of Social Affairs tonight revised its estimation of the death toll in Banda Aceh from 3,000 to 9,000.

The earthquakes generated enormous tidal waves that destroyed lives and property across southern Asia, the Indian Ocean islands and the east coast of Africa.

The Indonesian military has begun transporting food and medical aid by air to Banda Aceh and dropping supplies to regions cut off by the destruction of road and port facilities, primarily along the southwest coast. Reconstruction of telecommunications to Aceh tops the government's list of priorities, the President said.

Former President Megawati Sukarnoputri will visit Banda Aceh Wednesday with relief supplies.

Police from police headquarters in Jakarta and North Sumatra police arrived in Nanggroe Aceh Darussalam on Tuesday on board two police aircraft to evacuate victims of the tsunami, the Antara News Agency of Indonesia reported.

The Indonesian Ulema Council has called on owners of entertainment centers to cancel their New Year's Eve parties in favor of holding fundraisers for disaster victims, a Council spokesman said Tuesday.

Sri Lankan Land Mines Uncovered by Tsunami

The island nation of Sri Lanka has lost more than 10,000 people to the quakes and resulting tidal waves. Hundreds of thousands of others are now homeless.

On Monday, UNICEF personnel in Sri Lanka reported that landmines are posing a risk to relief efforts, as the mines have floated and washed out of known mine fields and the warning signs on mined areas have been destroyed. The mines were placed as part of a continuing civil war between north and south Sri Lanka.

Sri Lankan President Chandrika Kumaratunga rushed back to the island Monday, cutting short a private visit to Britain to take control of her country. The President flew over the affected areas to view the devastation. She ordered the immediate release of 90 million rupees for relief work in nine districts. The government estimates that over 350,000 people will need assistance and food for at least the next 15 days.

Friday, December 31 has been declared a National Day of Mourning in Sri Lanka with multi-religious services planned.

UNICEF workers report disruption of water supplies and contamination of drinking water sources in the affected areas of Sri Lanka. Water treatment plants in the coastal areas have been destroyed and water delivery facilities swept away.

People are forced to drink unboiled water and consume uncooked foods due to a shortage of fuel. Malnutrition among children in the districts of the north and east of Sri Lanka is higher than in the rest of the country with over 40 percent of children under the age of five years being underweight, the children's aid agency reports. These children are at greatest risk when exposed to uncooked food and unboiled water, UNICEF warns.

Health facilities in the affected areas have become dysfunctional to a large extent and run out of basic drugs, UNICEF reports. Even before the arrival of the tidal waves, the areas in the north and east of the country had been affected by serious monsoon floods leading to displacement and infrastructure damage.

Blood has been an urgent requirement to save lives of casualties, and the government says university students and people of the area as well as Sri Lankan military and police personnel have lined up to donate blood since Sunday.

UNICEF staff have helped rescue marooned persons and ferry the dead and the wounded to area hospitals. UNICEF has also begun communication campaigns on mine risk awareness, hygiene and sanitation.

Logistical problems persist for emergency workers trying to reach the Andaman and Nicobar Islands in the Bay of Bengal. Some of the smaller islands have reportedly been completely washed out. Search and rescue operations have not yet started in several remote islands. In addition, the large distances between islands and the lack of clean fuel for rescue helicopters are hampering relief efforts.

So far, UNICEF has provided essential supplies for 10,000 persons within the first 48 hours after the onset of the emergency and to another 20,000 persons in the 24 hours after that. Additional 65 metric tons of essential supplies that are flown in will be provided to people in need in the coming three days.

In London, Major Cedric Hills, International Emergency Services Coordinator for the Salvation Army, says an International Emergency Response Team has been dispatched from London to Sri Lanka to help coordinate the massive relief efforts there. Salvation Army personnel in the affected region (as well as those nearby) are currently working ‘round the clock’ to demonstrate practical care for hurting neighbours. In order to be able to continue and expand the work currently being done, The Salvation Army is urgently appealing for donations to support our efforts in this enormous tragedy.

The Salvation Army assessment team returning from Galle on the southern coast of Sri Lanka reported finding the entire area, including Salvation Army properties, in total disarray. Debris is scattered all over this coastal town which used to be home to thousands of residents.

Thailand Mourns Royal Death

Rescue workers recover bodies from the basement of Ocean Shopping Mall, where victims became trapped when the water surged over the beach road and flooded the underground shopping arcade. (Photo courtesy Phuket Gazette)

In Thailand, the death toll from the tsunami was reorted at 1,543 deaths and 8,950 injuries, according to figures from the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation released late tonight.

Cities and resort areas along Thailand's west coast were hit by the tidal wave including the center of Thai tourism, Phuket. At least 700 foreigners are among the dead, the deputy interior minister Sutham Sangprathum told reporters before a cabinet meeting on the disaster this morning. The cabinet approved a 2.8-billion-baht emergency relief budget to help cope with the disaster.

A member of the Thai royal family, Khun Poom, the son of Princess Ubolratana, was swept to his death in Phangnga a resort town where he was holidaying with his mother. He had finished an expedition on his jet-ski and was back at the hotel when the giant waves hit, the princess told the "Bangkok Post."

Wachira Phuket Hospital and other area hospitals say there is an urgent need for shoes, shorts and T-shirts, especially in sizes large enough for foreigners. Many Thais and foreigners hit by the wave lost their shoes, and now many have foot injuries from stepping on broken glass and other sharp objects.

At least five Thai commercial airlines are offering free flights to Bangkok to assist the government effort in evacuating the dead and wounded from the island.

Wood for coffins is in short supply, and boats bringing the dead from Phi Phi Island and Khao Lak arrived in Phuket through the day, so the demand for caskets is high.

Indian President A.P.J. Abdul Kalam and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh today expressed "profound condolences at the tragic loss of life and property" caused by the terrible earthquake and tsunami in Nanggroe Aceh Darussalam and North Sumatra provinces.

The Indian Home Ministry said 4,413 deaths have been confirmed, but the toll is expected to rise. A police official said 8,000 people are missing and possibly dead in India's remote Andaman and Nicobar Islands, located just north of Sumatra, where 90 people are confirmed dead.

The government said the hardest hit state of Tamil Nadu had 80,000 homeless while UNICEF said the figure was 100,000.

Death Toll Still Rising

President Kalam said, "I am really saddened at the impact of the earthquake and the sufferings of people of Tamil Nadu, Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Pondicherry, Andhra Pradesh, and also parts of Kerala and other coastal areas of our country. I have seen the heartrending scenes of loss of human life, damage to the houses and habitat of the poor and disruption to the normal life experienced in different places today."

"The government of India remains ready to provide any assistance required by the Indonesian government in the aftermath of this natural calamity," President Kalam said in a letter to his Indonesian counterpart, President Yudhoyono.

Tamil Nadu Chief Minister J. Jayalalithaa conducted an aerial survey of the affected areas and visited the Marina beach in Chennai, the world’s second largest beach, which was the worst affected. The Indian Coast Guard and Navy have been pressed into service for rescue operations and helicopters are being used to search for the bodies in sea.

UNICEF staff members in Chennai, India inspect water tanks before they are shipped to relief camps in coastal areas hard hit by the tidal waves. (Photo courtesy UNICEF)

Among those missing majority are fishermen who usually sail into the sea at the break of dawn and are feared lost with their boats.

Since it was Sunday, eye witnesses said many people had gone to the beach to jog or walk, and it was crowded with children playing cricket or football or practicing martial arts.

A witness at Tiruvottiyur in north Chennai said, "Huge ferocious sheets of sea water simply broke open into the coast and nothing else could be seen for a while."

In the Cuddalore District of Tamil Nadu, India, the tsunami strike killed hundreds of people; whole settlements have been wiped out and many more people are missing at sea, according to Green Motherland, Pasumai Thaayagam, the largest environmental action movement in Tamil Nadu. "We have launched relief work in worst hit remote villages," said the organization's secretary, R. Arul.

The homeless in Tamil Nadu and tens of thousands in the states of Andhra Pradesh, Pondicherry and Kerala are receiving survival packs of food, water, clothing and kitchen utensils, Defence Minister Pranab Mukherjee told reporters following a federal cabinet meeting on relief efforts.

But Arul says the government is underestimating the death toll by at least half, and by a factor of four in some places such as Cuddalore, where he estimates 1,800 people have died. The government figure is 486 dead in Cuddalore.

"Government has listed only one third of the victims, and they distribute to the listed families only," Arul says.

The total death toll in Tamil Nadu has mounted to more than 7,000 Pasumai Thaayagam estimates from reports of their relief workers who are dealing with the disaster in remote villages. Some of these villages are situated in and around the Pichavaram Mangrove Forest, India’s second largest mangrove forest area, about 250 kilometers from Chennai.

In neighboring Bangladesh, two people died in tsunami related incidents.

In Malaysia at least 65 people, including an unknown number of foreign tourists, are dead, according to official reports.

In the African coastal country of Somalia, at least 110 people died in the gian waves, said Ali Abdi Awaare, environment minister of the semiautonomous region Puntland.

The African coastal country of Tanzania counted at least 10 people, mostly swimmers among the dead, according to a police spokesperson. And in Kenya, also on Africa's east coast, one person died.

In the island nation of the Seychelles, three people were killed.

Tsunamis pounded the island coasts of Cocos Island, Mauritius, and Reunion.

Tsunamis crossed into the Pacific Ocean and sea level changes were recorded along the west coast of South and North America with sea level fluctuations of 65 centimeters (two feet) at Jackson Bay, New Zealand and 50 centimeters (19 inches) at Callao, Chile.

Water Short, Tourists Stranded in the Maldives

In the low-lying island nation of the Maldives, at least 52 people are confirmed dead. The government has declared a state of emergency and has appealed for international assistance, saying that about two thirds of the population has been affected by the tsunami, with 100,000 severely affected. Some islands were virtually washed away.

The country consists of 1,200 coral islands of a maximum elevation of one meter (39 inches) and is spread across an area of the Indian Ocean the size of Ohio. Communication with communities on the 200 inhabited islands is still extremely difficult and in some cases impossible.

The total number of casualties is not yet known, but 19 percent of the islands have no access to drinking water and half of the islands have damaged sewage systems.

UNICEF reports that water supplies on these tiny coral islands are scant under normal circumstances, but during the disaster the invading sea water destroyed or polluted the water lenses and carried rain water collection and storage tanks out to sea. One in five islands is now without potable water.

The first cases of diarrhea diseases have appeared and drinking water polluted by the sea water, rubbish and rotting animal carcasses could soon result in cholera and other epidemics. Added to this immediate crisis is the fact that food items not washed away or spoilt are dwindling fast. Maldivians are totally dependant on fishing and food imports, neither of which is currently possible.

Male International Airport on Hulhule Island was temporarily closed as the single runway was littered with debris. It has now been cleared and reopened and many of the 35,000 stranded tourists are being flown out. Still, as the sea plane terminal handling internal air travel was nearly destroyed, 17,000 guests are stuck on resort islands, some of which have been severely damaged.

The largest relief effort in history

United Nations emergency relief co-ordinator Jan Egeland said the UN would probably make its largest ever appeal for humanitarian funding.

The United States and other international donors met with United Nations officials in Nairobi, Kenya today discuss relief efforts for East Africans affected by the earthquake provoked tsunami that struck South Asia, killing thousands in Indonesia, Thailand and other nations.

Damaged boats and cars floating in sea water at Marina beach Madras, in the south Indian state of Tamil Nadu on December 28, 2004. (Photo by Ananda Vikatan courtesy TC Malhotra)

The United States has committed a total of $35 million in humanitarian aid to the stricken countries. The government of Thailand has granted access to the Utapao Air Base as a regional hub to coordinate assistance and the White House said a dozen C-130 aircraft from the U.S. Pacific Command are transporting relief supplies, including food, water, blankets and emergency shelter.

The U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) Disaster Assistance Response Team (DART) leader in Bangkok, Thailand, is leading a regional team comprised of public health specialists, water and sanitation experts, field officers, and an information officer.

Presently, three USAID/DART members are in Colombo, Sri Lanka, and one is in Phuket, Thailand. In addition, a military liaison officer is scheduled to join the USAID/DART in Thailand on Wednesday to coordinate relief activities with the Joint United States Military Assistance Group.

The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies has launched a preliminary appeal for 7.5 million Swiss francs to assist some 500,000 people and bring immediate support to relief operations of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in Sri Lanka, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and other countries in the region.

The number of injured is still not known. One million Swiss francs were released earlier today from the Federation’s Disaster Relief Emergency Fund. Red Cross teams in Sri Lanka and India have helped evacuate survivors, dispensed first aid and provided emergency relief materials, such as tents and blankets, as well as food.

The International Federation will send medical supplies for 100,000 people into Sri Lanka, the country hardest hit by the disaster, tomorrow, from Copenhagen, Denmark. Two cargo aircraft are expected to land in Colombo on Wednesday and Thursday with over 50 metric tons of emergency supplies. Medicines to treat up to 2,000 possible cases of diarrheal disease will also be part of the shipment.

"The biggest health challenges we are facing is the spread of waterborne diseases, particularly malaria and diarrhea, as well as respiratory tract infections," explains Hakan Sandbladh, senior health officer at the Federation’s secretariat in Geneva. "We are particularly concerned about initial reports of destruction of hospitals and other health infrastructures in Sri Lanka."

"Basic needs for victims of the disaster are shelter, tents, blankets, clean water, food and family utensils and mosquito nets. An important part of the operation will also be tracing lost relatives," notes Simon Missiri, head of the Federation’s Asia Pacific Department in Geneva. "This preliminary appeal will be revised as precise needs are evaluated."

The United States and Indonesia continue to work together with the international community and with local and foreign nongovernmental organizations to provide assistance to the victims of the earthquake and tsunamis in Aceh and North Sumatra.

The United States has provided $100,000 to the Indonesian Red Cross/Palang Merah Indonesia for immediate relief activities including survival kits, potable water, emergency shelter and support for rescue operations. An additional $2 million grant to the Indonesian Red Cross is in process, to be used for water, sanitation, shelter and health needs.

Further assistance from the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) is being provided directly by USAID or channeled through NGOs and the World Food Program.

Some 100,000 water treatment kits were provided by the United States through CARE, as well as 500 tons of rice worth $250,000, which has been donated for immediate use in Aceh and North Sumatra through the World Food Program. $1 million in funding will be provided by USAID to several NGOs for basic human needs and small generators.

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has offered to extend immediate assistance to the countries afflicted by the huge earthquake and subsequent tidal wave.

From the bank's headquarters in Manila, Philippines, ADB President Tadao Chino has expressed deepest sympathy for this human tragedy in Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Maldives, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, and Thailand.

He assured the governments of affected countries of ADB's fullest support and cooperation in "alleviating the suffering brought about by the devastating earthquake and Tsunami and restoring normalcy to the affected areas."

In Cuddalore, two of the thousands of children who lost their lives in the giant waves. December 28, 2004. (Photo by Ananda Vikatan courtesy TC Malhotra)

"With the toll still rising, it is too early to make a clear assessment on the impact this disaster will have on lives and livelihoods, infrastructure, and national and local economies," Chino said in a statement today. "What is clear is that this is a massive tragedy that has exacted a terrible human cost."

He said ADB could help address immediate short-term requirements, repair critical basic services, and furnish essential equipment and supplies. It could also provide rapid assistance to rehabilitate priority water services, power, transport, and communication infrastructure, he said.

ADB teams from its country resident missions are in close coordination with government officials and humanitarian teams to assess needs and make plans to assist.

World Bank President Jim Wolfensohn said, "We are only beginning to grasp the magnitude of the disaster in terms of loss of life, material damage and economic impact across the region. It is clear, however, that it will take some time before the full impact of this terrible crisis is known."

Senior management from the World Bank's East Asia/Pacific and South Asia teams are in direct contact with the governments in the countries affected, Wolfensohn said. The teams are "assessing the feasibility of reallocating resources quickly within portfolios, or the provision of emergency credits, to respond to immediate humanitarian needs in the countries hit by this disaster." The crisis team is meeting daily, he said.

United Nations Under-Secretary-General and the Secretary-General of the United Nations International Meeting on Small Island Developing States, Anwarul Chowdhury, said that he was shocked and saddened to learn of the loss of life and destruction caused by a series of earthquakes and tidal waves.

"Destruction of life and property to the low lying coastal areas, once again highlights the vulnerability of the small island developing states," he said. Chowdhury will chair a UN meeting on small island developing states in Mauritius in January that will address this vulnerability.

Three Gulf states announced Tuesday that they are sending a total of $22 million to the tsunami victims. Qatar is sending 10 million dollars, as is Saudi Arabia, officials in the two countries said. The Kuwaiti government said it was sending two million dollars to help the victims.

Today the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) sent its first truckloads of relief food to 12 districts in Sri Lanka that have been devastated by the massive tidal surges sweeping the Indian Ocean region. The 168 metric tons of commodities are part of a WFP stockpile in the country of more than 4,000 tons of rice, wheat flour, lentils and sugar - enough to provide an emergency ration to 500,000 people for two weeks.

According to fresh reports from WFP in Sri Lanka, the number of people affected continues to rise, with at least one million displaced from their homes. Many have taken refuge in public buildings, schools and makeshift camps.

"We are especially concerned about people in remote coastal areas, which are difficult to reach because many roads and bridges have been destroyed," said Jeff Taft Dick, WFP country director in Sri Lanka.

Across the region, WFP has identified stockpiles of its available food in order to send it to the stricken areas. The contingency funds of US$500,000 in each of the worst affected countries will be used to purchase food close to the disaster zones for immediate distribution to the hundreds of thousands of people who have suffered.

{TC Malhotra in Delhi, India contributed to this report.}

 Quote of Note

"Become intimate with your own backyard, with a bit of riverbank, with a pond or hill. The rest of the watershed, the meta-landscape, the continent, planet and universe will be naturally drawn into this intimacy."

-- John McClellan, in "The Many Voices of the Boulder Creek Watershed"

Copyright Environment News Service (ENS) 2004. All Rights Reserved.
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Asia: Tsunamis -- Anatomy Of A Killer Wave

By Daisy Sindelar
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	Experts say an early-warning system could have saved thousands of lives

	


Few natural disasters are as terrifying as the tsunami. The massive waves can race through ocean waters with the speed of a jet airplane, but remain virtually invisible until they hit land. When they strike, they can be as high as 35 meters and crash down with a deadly force that can destroy bridges, overturn trains and turn cars and buses into dangerous projectiles. The South Asian tsunami, which has so far claimed nearly 70,000 lives, was all the more deadly for its unexpectedness. Even a few minutes of warning could potentially have saved thousands of lives.



Prague, 29 December 2004 (RFE/RL) -- The term comes from Japan, a country with its own history of destruction from the massive waves. 

Tsunamis -- a combination of the words for "harbor" and "wave" -- occur most often in the Pacific Ocean, threatening not only Japan but Alaska, Hawaii, Chile and Peru. 

But the Indian Ocean -- the site of last weekend's massive tsunamis -- has experienced relatively few. The last such deadly wave struck India in 1945, killing several hundred people. 

But with a current death toll expected to rise past 70,000, no one in South Asia is likely to think of tsunamis as a distant danger ever again. 

One after another, survivors of the disaster have described the terror of seeing a placid sea suddenly recede toward the horizon before rising into a massive wall of water rushing onto land faster than they could run. 

Reuters news agency interviewed Australian Bob Philips, who was vacationing in Sri Lanka when the tsunami hit. 

"The water came up to my door. And the water was so powerful, my bungalow just exploded. I saw the roof go and the walls just caved in. The water carried me about a kilometer into the lagoon," Philips said. 

Tsunamis can be spurred by volcanic eruptions and underwater landslides -- even, theoretically, by an asteroid crashing to Earth. 

But some of the most powerful waves are, like those in South Asia, caused by earthquakes near or on the ocean floor. 

The 26 December earthquake was the largest anywhere in the world in the last 40 years, with a magnitude of 9.0. It was caused by the sudden collision of two tectonic plates under the floor of the Indian Ocean. 

The collision caused a stretch of seabed over 1000 kilometers long to suddenly shift, jolting the waters above, and sending out in all directions a series of waves from the epicenter, close to the Indonesian island of Sumatra. 

The waves struck parts of the Sumatran coast within minutes. But to the north, west and south, they continued to ripple through the water at speeds approaching 800 kilometers an hour. 

In deep sea, tsunamis are barely detectable, often raising the water's surface no more than a normal wave. A boat just kilometers from the coast can sail over tsunami ripples with little or no disturbance. 

David Galloway, a seismologist with the British Geological Survey in Edinburgh, Scotland, describes what happens as the wave approaches shallower coastal waters.

"The water came up to my door. And the water was so powerful, my bungalow just exploded. I saw the roof go and the walls just caved in. The water carried me about a kilometer into the lagoon."



"Basically, this is what happens: When the earthquake occurs, basically the sea slumps, rather like losing the water in your bath going down the plughole. And obviously that water then has to come back, and that's what creates all the waves. And these tsunami waves can be devastating. They're very fast. But when they start getting near the coastal lines, they slow up, but they also get larger, and that's when they're very devastating to people in coastlines," Galloway said. 

One of the highest tsunamis on record occurred in a remote Alaskan bay in 1958, when an earthquake and subsequent landslide sparked a wave that reached an incredible 520 meters -- nearly twice the size of the Eiffel Tower. 

The recent tsunamis were far smaller, rising to maximum heights of 10 meters. But their impact along South Asia's densely populated coastal regions was devastating. 

The ocean first receded and then the waves crashed down, sucking thousands of people out to sea or slamming them against buildings, cars, and trees. Others drowned as the water rushed inland as far as 2 kilometers. Then the sea would retreat, only to be followed by another, sometimes more powerful wave. 

The deadly effects of the tsunami were felt as far away as Africa, where the waves slammed against the Somali coast some six hours after the earthquake's first tremblor, killing hundreds of people. 

The waves took between two and four hours to hit land in India, Sri Lanka, and the Maldives. 

That travel time could have left ample opportunity to warn people to move away from the coast. But unlike the Pacific, which has had a tsunami warning system since 1965, the Indian Ocean is not monitored for wave activity. 

Galloway says tsunamis are simple to detect, even hours before they hit land. 

"They're very easily detected in the Pacific Ocean because they have warning centers there, so they can actually give people along coastal areas a warning to stay away. But unfortunately, in the Indian Ocean, there aren't so many warning centers set up. So they only knew about it when the actual waves hit. If there had been a warning center set up, they might have had extra time. Even if it was minutes, they could have given a warning to people to get off the beach and away from coastal areas," Galloway said. 

"The New York Times" reports that scientists at the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center based in Hawaii registered the Sumatra earthquake, and within 15 minutes had sent warnings to 26 nations, including Thailand and Indonesia. 

Phone calls also were made to other Indian Ocean countries. But with no regional emergency plan in place, it was impossible to spread the alert as quickly as necessary. 

Officials have already called for an early-warning system to be established for the Indian Ocean. But for the 70,000 dead and millions more devastated by Sunday's tsunamis, it will come too late.

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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Australian Death Toll From Asian Tsunamis May Rise (Update1) 
Dec. 30 (Bloomberg) -- Ten Australians are confirmed dead after the weekend's earthquakes and tsunamis in Asia and the toll is likely to rise, Prime Minister John Howard said. 

The Department of Foreign Affairs has serious concerns for 12 Australians. Of the estimated 9,000 Australians in the region, 5,500 are not confirmed as safe, and 1,000 of those were in areas directly affected by the giant waves, the department said in a statement. 

``I warn people to prepare themselves for casualties being higher -- there are still a large number of Australians unaccounted for,'' Howard told reporters in Canberra. 

Seven Australians died in beach resorts in southern Thailand, including Phuket, a popular destination for Australian vacationers during the Christmas holidays. Three more were killed in Sri Lanka, the foreign affairs department said. 

The total death toll from the earthquakes and tsunamis has passed 80,000, with more than half the dead in Indonesia. 

Howard said Australia will send a 90-bed field hospital, helicopters, refrigeration equipment and engineers to the region. The nation has so far pledged A$35 million ($27 million) in aid. 

``We will need to do a lot more in the months ahead,'' Howard said. ``This is a human tragedy of mammoth proportions, the likes of which none of us have seen in peace time.'' 

Australia has joined the U.S., Indian and Japanese governments to co-ordinate the response to the world's deadliest disaster in more than a decade. 

New Zealand has pledged as much as NZ$5 million ($3.6 million) in aid. 

New Zealand's death toll remains at one, a 51-year-old woman. Seventeen New Zealanders are in hospitals in Phuket and Bangkok and about 124 of the estimated 770 New Zealanders in the region are missing, according to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

Qantas Airways Ltd., Australia's largest airline, today sent planes to Male in the Maldives and Colombo in Sri Lanka to ferry people back to Australia, the Sydney-based carrier said yesterday. The flights will carry medical teams to the countries. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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India to install warning system to predict tsunamis
NEW DELHI: India said Wednesday it would install an early warning system to predict lethal tsunamis such as the ones that killed nearly 68,000 people in Asia. 

Of the 11 countries affected by the tsunamis, only Thailand belongs to an existing system working among the Pacific Rim countries. 

India's Science and Technology Minister Kapil Sibal told reporters that India's system would be independent of the Pacific Rim program since that one does not monitor the Indian Ocean. 

Sibal said it would take two to two-and-a-half years to put the system in place and likely will cost up to 1.25 billion rupees (US$27 million). 

India had no clue that it was about to be hit by Sunday's tsunamis, which originated in Indonesia and killed nearly 7,000 people in India. Another 8,000 are also missing and feared dead on the remote Andaman and Nicobar islands. 

"We don't have the advance warning system and it is not possible to detect a tsunami until it reaches shallow waters and hits the coast,'' he said. 

On Sunday, India's meteorology center in Andaman and Nicobar informed the government of the earthquake that hit the region and the damage caused to the buildings but it did not have information on the approaching tsunami. 

"We could not have imagined that a tsunami of this magnitude would hit our coast and cause so much devastation,'' Sibal said. "No government thought of it because this really was not on the horizon.'' 

The existing international warning system is designed to alert nations that potentially destructive waves may hit their coastlines within three to 14 hours. Scientists said seismic networks recorded Sunday's massive earthquake, but without wave sensors in the region, there was no way to determine the direction a tsunami would travel. 

Although Thailand belongs to the international tsunami warning network, its west coast does not have the system's wave sensors mounted on ocean buoys. 

Under a new warning system, India wants to share data with the 26-nation Pacific Tsunami Warning Center, said Sibal. 

"All we need to do, and we need not include any other country, is to set up a deep ocean assessment and reporting system in India and connect it with at least 20 data buoys,'' he said. 

India will now begin shortlisting the countries from where it could buy the equipment.--AP 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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International
26 Germans dead, about 1,000 missing: Schroeder 

Berlin, Dec. 30. (AP): A grim-faced Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder said Wednesday that around 1,000 Germans were missing and 26 confirmed dead after the Indian Ocean tsunamis. He ordered flags on government buildings lowered to half staff. 

``In view of the terrible destruction that was caused by the flood waves, we have to fear that a number of Germans, clearly in the three-digit numbers, will be among the dead,'' Schroeder said at a news conference after interrupting his vacation and returning to Berlin. 

``How many exactly it will be, there is no way of saying reliably at the moment,'' he said. ``So far, 26 German citizens have been identified, and about 1,000 German citizens are still missing.'' 

The chancellor also canceled a planned New Year's Day visit to Austria. 
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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90 French nationals declared missing, 20 other killed in tsunamis

www.chinaview.cn 2004-12-30 05:20:54

    PARIS, Dec. 29 (Xinhuanet) -- Ninety French nationals were declared missing, 20 others were killed and 189 injured in the tsunamis sweeping across the coastal countries of the Indian Oceanrim on Sunday, the French Foreign Ministry announced Wednesday evening.

    According to this latest announcement, 20 French people were killed in the stricken Asian countries, 19 in Thailand and one in Sri Lanka.

    "Ninety (French) people were declared missing in Thailand and 189 others injured," said the same source.

    The ministry added that verification is being continued in the areas, especially in Sri Lanka, Maldives, and Thailand, with the help from the concerned authorities.

    When the catastrophe happened which killed over 80,000 people in Southeast Asia, some 5,000 French tourists were on vacation there. Enditem
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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Scientists: Tsunami Could Hit West Coast


Associated Press

JOSEPH B. VERRENGIA

Tsunami scientists and public safety officials are closely watching an earthquake-prone nation with thousands of miles of crowded coastlines for signs of an imminent disaster. Indonesia? Japan? Try the United States.

Experts say the West Coast could experience a calamity similar to the one they have been watching unfold half a world away.

"People need to know it could happen," said geologist Brian Atwater of the U.S. Geological Survey.

Scientists say grinding geologic circumstances similar to those in Sumatra also exist just off the Pacific Northwest coast. They are a loaded gun that could trigger a tsunami that could hit Northern California, Washington, Oregon and British Columbia in minutes - too fast for the nation's deep-sea tsunami warning system to help.

In fact, Atwater said there was a 9.0 earthquake under the Pacific more than 300 years ago that had devastating consequences. He and other scientists last year reported finding evidence of severe flooding in the Puget Sound area in 1700, including trees that stopped growing after "taking a bath in rising tide waters."

The danger rests just 50 miles off the West Coast in a 680-mile undersea fault known as the Cascadia subduction zone that behaves much like one that ruptured off Sumatra. The 1700 quake occurred along the Cascadia fault.

Scientists say a giant rupture along the fault would cause the sea floor to bounce 20 feet or more, setting off powerful ocean waves relatively close to shore. The first waves could hit coastal communities in 30 minutes or less, according to computer models.

Seattle; Vancouver, British Columbia; and other big cities in the region probably would be relatively protected from deadly flooding because of their inland locations. But other, smaller communities could be devastated.

And while buildings in the United States are far more solid than the shacks and huts that were obliterated in some of Asia's poor villages, few structures could withstand nearby tremors as powerful as those that occurred Sunday in Sumatra.

Moreover, such a quake would be way too close to shore for the nation's network of deep-sea wave gauges to be of any help.

Even in the case of quakes happening farther out in the Pacific or in Alaska, the U.S. warning system might not be adequate.

The network - which consists of six deep-sea instruments in Alaska, Washington, Oregon and Hawaii and near the equator off the coast of Peru - is thin and scattered, and at least two of the gauges in Alaska are not even reporting daily wave readings. Also, predicting where a tsunami is likely to come ashore cannot be done with the kind of precision seen in hurricane forecasts.

Eddie N. Bernard, who directs the network for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, said the six sensors are the "bare minimum" for adequate warning. He said there are plans to expand the system to 20 sensors in the next five years, including 10 gauges for the seismically active Aleutian Islands.

Whether the continental United States is vulnerable to tsunamis from Asian earthquakes is another question. Hawaii and parts of Alaska certainly are exposed, but whether earthquake fault lines in Japan and Southeast Asia are oriented in the right directions to send tsunamis all they way to the Lower 48 states is debatable.

As for the Atlantic Coast, a tsunami is considered extremely unlikely.

Some computer models suggest East Coast cities are vulnerable to a large tsunami if there were a huge volcanic eruption and landslide in the Canary Islands, off northwest Africa. But other researchers say such an event would happen only once in 10,000 years, and such a disruption is unlikely to occur all at once.

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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Lack of system to detect Tsunamis led to destruction in Asia: Experts:

[World News]: New York, Dec 29 : The fact that Tsunamis are rare in the Indian Ocean and that there is no system for detecting or alerting those in danger led to the destruction and deaths across Asia, experts said.

Experts at the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center in Honolulu, Hawaii, recognised what was happening only when they saw news reports of the deadly wave hitting Sri Lanka and damage that it had done, 'New York Times' reported.

One of the few places in the Indian Ocean that got the message of the quake was Diego Garcia, a speck of an island with a US Navy base, because the Pacific warning center's contact list includes the Navy. However, finding the appropriate people in Sri Lanka or India was harder, the report said.

Though experts at the centre were first alerted that an earthquake had struck off Indonesia, the paper said they had no way of knowing that it had generated a devastating tsunami and no way to warn the people most likely to suffer even if they knew.

Tsunamis are rare in the Indian Ocean, which has no system for detecting them and alerting those in danger, and scientists do not have the tools to tell when an earthquake has created one, they said.

After they saw reports from Sri Lanka, they realised that something was moving across the Indian Ocean, Centres director Charles McCreery told the paper.

"We wanted to try to do something, but without a plan in place then, it was not an effective way to issue a warning, or to have it acted upon," McCreery said. PTI
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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Tsunami devastates Somali island 
Most buildings on the Somali island of Hafun were swept away by the deadly Indian Ocean tsunami, an emergency aid relief team has revealed. 
Roads washed away by the sea are hampering the delivery of food aid to some 4,500 islanders affected. 
Waves which swept 7,000km (4,000 miles) from the epicentre left a trail of smashed buildings and boats along the East African coast. 
More than 130 people in East Africa are known to have died in the floods. 
Cholera fear 
"Almost 95% of Hafun's buildings have been destroyed," the UN World Food Programme's Ali Issay - part of the first relief team to reach victims of the tsunami - told the BBC's Focus on Africa programme. 
Dazed inhabitants have moved to higher ground and are wandering about asking for help, as there is no food and no fresh water on the island, he said. 
	


"We have nothing," destitute people told him. 
Hafun's governor asked for emergency assistance and told aid agencies that he feared up to 8,000 people across the island could be affected by the flooding. 
Twelve Hafun residents have been confirmed dead and many more are missing. Bodies can still be seen floating in the sea, the governor told Mr Issay. 
More than 30 tons of food aid is expected to arrive on Wednesday on the island off the north coast of Somalia by a bridge accessible during low tide, the WFP says. 
Meanwhile, the UN is planning an aerial assessment of Somalia's coastline on Thursday, where thousands of other people are reported to have lost their homes. 
Speaking on Kenyan television on Tuesday night, Somali Prime Minister Ali Mohammed Ghedi said he feared the disaster would cause an outbreak of cholera. 
He and other members of the government - which is currently based in neighbouring Kenya as Mogadishu is considered too dangerous for ministers - are due to visit the most affected regions of northern Somalia on Saturday. 
Bridge damaged 
Countries along the East African coast are still trying to assess the total loss of life and damage caused by the tsunami. 
Ten people drowned in Tanzania and more than 1,000 people have been made homeless in Madagascar. 
Three people died in the Seychelles, where a bridge linking the main airport and capital, Victoria, was destroyed while a village in northern Mauritius was submerged for almost three hours following the surges. 
In Kenya, beaches that were closed on Sunday reopened, amid government warnings to tourists to take precautions. 
About 15 fishing boats were damaged in the French territory of Reunion. 
The British government warned its citizens in Madagascar, Mauritius, the Seychelles, Kenya and Tanzania to be alert for potential danger from the sea surges. 
___________________________________________________________________________
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Wave toll 'could exceed 100,000' 
The number of dead from Sunday's Indian Ocean killer waves is likely to spiral above 100,000, the Red Cross has said. 
Senior agency official Peter Rees said he thought the toll would rise sharply when victims are counted on India's remote Andaman and Nicobar islands. 
About 77,000 people have been confirmed killed in the earthquake and waves. 
US President George W Bush pledged to set up an international coalition, with Australia, India and Japan, to co-ordinate the relief effort. 
The US earlier said it was more than doubling its pledge of funds to the region to $35m. 
The 9.0 magnitude quake happened just off the coast of the Indonesian island of Sumatra early on Sunday, setting off waves that smashed into coastlines as far away as Africa. 
Click here for map of affected area 
Plane loads of supplies have started arriving across the region, as aid agencies strive to bring relief as quickly as possible. 
The UN says disease could double the number killed by the waves. 
'Unprecedented disaster' 
The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies said the death toll from the actual disaster could reach six figures once more remote areas are checked for victims. 

More than 500,000 have been reported injured across the region. 
"We're facing a disaster of unprecedented proportion in nature," said the federation's Asia-Pacific chief, Simon Missiri. 
Many thousands of people are still unaccounted for, notably in the Indian-administered Andaman and Nicobar Islands near the earthquake's epicentre. 
Three aftershocks have also hit the islands, which have a total population of 350,000. 
Some parts are still said to be cut off from the outside world. 
At least 4,000 are known to have died on the islands, but a police chief who has flown over the stricken areas said one in five of the islanders was either dead, missing or injured. 
Officials said roads had been washed away and bridges destroyed making it harder for rescuers to move around. 
In Tamil Nadu state on the Indian mainland, officials have given up trying to count victims and are concentrating instead on burying the dead and helping survivors. 
Isolated joy 
But there was some good news from Sri Lanka, one of the worst-hit countries, after the government said it had approved a disaster-relief package for hard-hit areas in the north controlled by the Tamil Tiger rebels. 

Also, naturalists on the island said large-scale animal deaths appear to have been avoided, with many sensing the approach of the wave and fleeing to high ground. 
And there have been some individual happy endings, such as the rescue of a Sri Lankan fisherman spotted at sea by an air force helicopter. 
AP news agency quoted Sini Mohammed Sarfudeen as saying he had clung to his capsized ship for three days after the tsunami. 
Meanwhile, a Swedish toddler found by a roadside on the Thai resort island of Phuket was re-united with his father at a hospital where both were receiving treatment. 
However, thousands of tourists are still unaccounted for on Thailand's Andaman Sea coast. 
And the situation remains bleak in the north of the Indonesian island of Sumatra, the nearest landmass to the earthquake's epicentre. 

The BBC's Rachel Harvey in Banda Aceh, the capital of the province of Aceh, reports seeing bodies still lying in the rubble in some areas while survivors scavenge nearby for food. 
The first ship carrying emergency supplies is reported to have reached the worst-hit Indonesian town of Meulaboh, where 10,000 are feared dead - 10% of the population. 
A TV crew in the area said 80% of the west coast town was under water, while nearby Acehjaya is thought to be completely submerged. 
Other reports say a 10-15km strip of coastline was flattened. 
Relief workers and troops are only now reaching remoter areas of the coast. 
And all over the province, there are reports of people hiding in the hills, too scared to come down to the coast. 
__________________________________________________________________________
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Headline: New push for tsunami-alert system

Byline: Bennett Richardson Correspondent of The Christian Science Monitor

Date: 12/29/2004

(TOKYO)The estimated 10,000 people killed on the shores of Indonesia no doubt

were too close to the epicenter of Sunday's earthquake to be saved by a

tsunami early-warning system like the one used in the Pacific Ocean

today. But experts say that such a system could have warned people in

Thailand, India, Sri Lanka, and on the African coast that the deadly

waves were coming.

South Asian officials are calling for the creation of an Indian Ocean

warning system, and Japan - home of the world's most advanced tsunami

alert system - is offering to help build it.

While most systems can take several minutes to determine if a quake

poses a tsunami threat, Japan has developed technology within the past

year that can calculate the size, speed, and direction of a nascent

tsunami within seconds.

"We know that a tsunami will occur if the [earthquake] magnitude is

over 6.3, and that a tsunami will cause damage if it's over 7.0," says

Yoshinobu Tsuji, an associate professor at the University of Tokyo's

Earthquake Research Institute. "Even in the slowest case, the Japan

Meteorological Agency can judge within five minutes if a tsunami will

occur."

Japan has an extensive system of 300 earthquake sensors that operate

around the clock to relay real-time information to six regional

centers. Once a tsunami threat is identified, local government

officials nationwide are alerted to sound evacuation alarms and

broadcast information on radio and TV. Coastal towns can also shut

water gates to prevent waves from heading inland via low-lying river

networks.

One of the reasons Japan's system works, says Mr. Tsuji, is "because

Japan spends a lot of money on information transmission." He estimates

that the country spends $20 million annually on the alert system.

A tsunami that hit the island of Hokkaido in 1993 demonstrated that

community education and early warning systems save lives. Though 239

died, casualties were significantly reduced thanks to a timely warning

issued by the meteorological agency, and because residents fled to

higher ground after feeling the initial temblor.

Along with the US, Japan is one of the founders of the International

Coordination Group for the Tsunami Warning System in the Pacific

(IGC/ITSU). Established in 1965 after a tsunami struck Alaska, the ITSU

early warning system now covers 26 Pacific-rim nations.

"But because the Indian Ocean is separate from the Pacific, there is no

information on tsunamis in that area," notes Tsuji. He says that at an

ITSU meeting three years ago, the point was made that there was a need

for an early-warning system in Indonesia. "The main sticking point for

Indonesia was cost and upkeep," says Tsuji.

In June this year, ITSU recognized that a significant threat of both

local and distant tsunamis existed in the southwest Pacific and Indian

Oceans and recommended that a group be set up to look into tsunami

warning devices for countries in the region.

Experts say the establishment of a regional center capable of acquiring

and analyzing both seismic and sea-level data would require a reliable

high-bandwidth Internet connection as well as highly trained staff.

"Putting in the sensors is the easy part," Harley Benz of the US

Geological Survey in Golden, Colo. told the Associated Press. "The

difficult part would be coordination between emergency response

agencies in the region."

Reid Basher of the United Nation's Platform for the Promotion of Early

Warning (PPEW) in Bonn told Reuters Tuesday: "The international

community has to move ahead and build global systems to avoid a repeat

of what has happened in Asia this week." He said that would now be a

key topic at the World Conference on Disaster Reduction on Jan. 18 in

Kobe, Japan. "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 Mr. Basher.

As a nation that has a long history of dealing with earthquakes and the

deadly waves that they spawn, Japan has never stopped working to

improve its disaster mitigation systems. Even the current warning

method has been criticized as too slow, given that many quakes occur

less than 18 miles offshore, creating waves that take only five minutes

to hit land.

By the time local authorities sound the alarm under the current system,

more than 10 minutes has sometimes passed from the initial quake - and

every second is crucial when a wall of water is moving at the speed of

a jet airliner. A government study in 2003 showed that a tsunami

resulting from an 8.6 magnitude quake in the Pacific south of Japan

could kill up to 8,600 if evacuations were slow, spurring efforts to

improve warning systems.

The Japan Agency for Marine-Earth Science and Technology has since

developed a method to accurately predict the height of a tsunami three

seconds after an earthquake hits. Current systems measure the

correlation between different types of seismic waves that earthquakes

produce - the initial P-waves and the slower S-waves. "But we can now

estimate earthquakes using Global Positioning System (GPS) precision

clocks and a method that measures only the first stage of the first

P-wave," says Tsuji.

The new technology uses an existing system of quake-monitoring cables

on the seabed to measure changes in water pressure immediately after a

quake occurs with a pressure gauge attached to the cable. This system

currently covers an area in the Pacific directly south of Japan, long

thought to be the area where most tsunamis near Japan originated.

The Japan Meteorological Agency was allocated funding this year to

extend the tsunami warning system to an area including the Pacific

coasts of the Philippines and farther south toward Indonesia and Papua

New Guinea. The project is set to begin in March, 2005.

Another system, recently developed by Hitachi Ltd. and the Earthquake

Research Institute at the University of Tokyo, uses GPS technology to

detect tsunami several kilometers offshore by measuring how much a

giant 13-meter buoy rises or falls on the ocean surface.

* Sanae Benisty in Tokyo contributed to this story.

_____________________________________________________________________________
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After tsunami, relief begins

Nations and businesses pledge aid to areas hit by Sunday disaster.
By Janaki Kremmer | Correspondent of The Christian Science Monitor 

NEW DELHI – As people gathered on the beaches of southern India to scatter flower petals on the sea, and began to bury the dead, nations and aid organizations worldwide stepped forward with relief assistance for the eight Indian Ocean countries struck by tsunamis Sunday. 

In Kuwait, where thousands of Sri Lankans work as maids and janitors, the government pledged $1 million in humanitarian aid. "Companies are coming forward on their own, it's unbelievable," says Ahmed Izzeth Izzedeen, Sri Lanka's ambassador to Kuwait. Other nations are offering clothing and food, as well as their national airlines to carry the donations. Ships and helicopters of the Pakistani Navy are helping evacuate survivors in the Maldives.
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	


Relief workers say that given the scale of the devastation over many remote coastlines, the help is going to be needed. At press time, the death toll was estimated at more than 23,000.

"It was over in less than 20 minutes, but ever since then I have been helping recover bodies - at least 200 just on this beach alone and many are still floating in the lagoon," says De Lima, who works for CARE International, one of the world's largest humanitarian organizations, in Batticaloa, Sri Lanka.

While poor countries such as Sri Lanka and India have aid organizations with experience in dealing with floods in the region, many of those workers themselves are personally affected.

"My family and I were returning from church on Sunday [when the tsunami hit]," says Mr. Lima. "When I returned to my house and opened the door, four feet of water came pouring out along with furniture, clothes, telephones etc."

Although his home phone was washed away, De Lima has managed to restore the phone in his office and is back in business the morning after, along with 38 other CARE workers based in the area.

"There is no lack of aid workers in Sri Lanka, in places like Trincomalee, etc.," he says, "but this time around all the workers I know have been themselves affected by the disaster. Most have lost at least one aunt or uncle or other family member. It's nothing like what I have experienced in the past."

Oxfam official Gurinder Kaur in Delhi says that the initial efforts are aimed at preventing outbreaks of disease. "Although food and clothing are in severe demand, aid workers are concentrating first on digging out bodies buried in the sand to prepare them for identification and then burial. The rest comes later," he says.

Most aid groups like Oxfam and CARE International have a significant presence in Sri Lanka and have often dealt with floods and cyclones that hit coastal areas. Mr. Kaur worked on relief efforts after a cyclone in Bangladesh in 1991, when an estimated 140,000 people died. But he says that this disaster is different: "No one around India and Sri Lanka has ever witnessed or experienced a tsunami. While weather experts have had some experience in tidal waves and there was some warning, most people were still unable to get away. But this is a first for the Indian Ocean since the 1830s."

Biranchi Uppadhyaya, South Asian regional manager for Oxfam, based in New Delhi, says that the situation in India at the moment appears to be one of a "localized emergency that the Indian authorities and the Army are capable of dealing with, while the Sri Lanka situation is bad all along the coastline and made much worse by the fact that it's a major destination for beach goers getting away from northern winters."

Kaur agrees, noting that the tragedy was magnified in Sri Lanka because of all the built up areas along the beaches - the hotels and beach bungalows catering to vacationers.

ICRC, Care International, World Vision and other local NGOs have been assessing the extent of the tragedy for the last 24 hours, but are not expected to finish until later Tuesday. Disrupted phone lines and broken mobile phone towers have made communications difficult. "Some of these areas are remote and many have been totally submerged, so its difficult for the aid workers to know what or who they are looking for in many instances, says Kaur.

Lahiru Perera, director of programs at CARE International in Colombo says that the situation less clear in the Tamil Tiger controlled areas in the north. "We have heard that about 2,000 people in one Jaffna village have been killed by the tsunami, but we are unable to confirm the information."

The Sri Lankan government has put together a coordinating committee to deal with the disaster. Speaking from England, where she was vacationing, President Chandrika Kumaratunga told the BBC that Sri Lanka wasn't prepared for a disaster of "this magnitude."

As in Sri Lanka, the hardest hit areas of Indonesia are also in places where the government has been fighting separatist rebels. Monday, for the first time in 18 months, Jakarta lifted a ban on foreign journalists and international aid agencies traveling to the war-torn Aceh province, where an estimated 5,000 have died.

"I'm panicking and I'm praying," said Ani, an Acehnese woman in Indonesia's capital Jakarta who had not heard any news from her family in Banda Aceh, which was heavily damaged by the quake.

The relief effort may help Indonesia win over hearts and minds in Aceh, where government soldiers have often been blamed for human rights abuses going back to the 1970s.

An army spokesman in the North Aceh town of Lhokseumawe said that most military units are assisting in the relief effort, helping tens of thousands to evacuate. Baktiar Abdullah, a Swedish-based spokesman for the Free Aceh Movement, said Monday that it had declared a cease-fire to allow aid to enter the province.

In some parts of Somalia, waves traveled two miles inland, along riverbeds, Umar Haji Ali, a fisherman in Kabaal, told Associated Press. The UN Children's Fund says it is sending a team of aid workers to assess the situation in northeastern Somalia, says Siddharth Chatterjee, a senior program officer with the agency in Nairobi.

___________________________________________________________________________________________
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Fresh push to coordinate tsunami aid
India rebuffs offers of international help as South Asia's death toll nears 80,000.
By Janaki Kremmer | Correspondent of The Christian Science Monitor 

SADRAS, INDIA – The stench of rotting fish mingles with something more sinister in the balmy December air. The villagers of Sadras, many wearing the last pieces of clothing they own, stand on empty spaces in the sand where they trace with sticks the former locations of their homes. 

Their thatch-roofed huts are gone, their cooking pots are gone, and many of their children, women, and men are gone. "For us the sea is a goddess who gives us everything; our children play in her arms and we depend on her for our lives," says Jagan Mohan, a fisherman who lost his wife and his daughter in Sunday's tsunami and whose grief is beyond tears. After a moment, he quietly adds, "We didn't know that we would depend on her for our deaths as well
	
	
	

	


The death toll here on India's southern coast, and across Southeast Asia continued to climb to at least 76,900 people. Indonesian officials say the toll on Sumatra is more than 45,000. Wednesday, President Bush said the US, India, Australia, and Japan have formed an international coalition to coordinate worldwide relief and reconstruction efforts.

The British aid charity Oxfam said it raised $1.2 million in three days for the relief effort, the most it had ever received in such a short period.

A spokeswoman told the Associated Press that the charity planned to send a plane to Sri Lanka and Indonesia with water-storage tanks, emergency toilet equipment, buckets, and plastic sheeting. Denmark said it will head a Nordic-British-Dutch effort to establish a UN disaster coordination center on the island of Sumatra.

When a local aid worker arrived in Sadras Wednesday, the villagers pulled out white sheets of paper with handwritten petitions to the government for money to buy boats, fishing nets, and to rebuild their homes.

As in many of the villages dotting this Indian Ocean coastline, the people depend on the sea for their livelihood.

It is estimated that it will cost each family a minimum of $2,000 for each fishing boat, and to get them back generating an income in the waters that now glint gently just a few hundred meters away.

Officials hear say that nearly 4,000 people are believed to have been killed by the tsunami here in state of Tamil Nadu.

As they talk, The Women's Collective, another local nongovernmental organization, arrives with clothing piled high on the back of a truck and begin to distribute it quickly. "We are being given food and water, but what are we going to do about our boats and our motors without which we will surely die?" asks another villager, Kali Amma who shows injuries to her leg sustained as she swam to safety.

An NGO worker from the Association for Rural Women's Education and Liberation (ARWEL), says that based on past experience, the Indian government is likely to take six months before it responds to such requests.

"The government here has said that it is willing to give one lakh of rupees (about $1,000) to those families that lost members, but what about those who lost [all their property] but nobody died?" Sadras villager Jayanthi Jerome asks.

Delhi has advised the state governments to collect requests to provide housing to those who have lost their homes, especially to fishermen. But the state government is just started the process.

Local NGOs like ARWEL, armed with local knowledge, are the first to go into disaster hit areas with fresh water and clothes, along with the government. But the local NGOs say they don't have the manpower or resources for dealing with a disaster of this magnitude.

The Indian government has pledged to spend about $116 million for victims of the disaster, which it says is on par with the 1999 cyclone that hit the state of Orissa and killed 10,000 people.

One official in Delhi told Reuters that India has not accepted international offers of help because Sunday's tragedy was not of the same magnitude for India as an earthquake that struck the western state of Gujarat in 2001, killing 20,000 people. "In comparison to the Gujarat earthquake we have the resources to handle the situation at this juncture," he said.

India's government, the UN, and local aid agencies have begun distributing survival packs of food, water, and shelter to some160,000 people left homeless along the mainland coast.

Oxfam plans to give nearly $500,000 to the tsunami victims in India, says P.J. Chako, the group's humanitarian program manager in Delhi. He's not surprised by the attitude toward outside help. "The Indian government has for a number of years said that it can handle all disasters by itself, and this tends to slow down the aid from the international community to us because they then feel that their aid is unwelcome, and secondly they worry that they will not be able to make sure where the money goes if no one seems to care about it," he says.

Mr. Chako says that reluctance by the government to accept "outside help" has in the past also resulted in a "deliberate" lack of coordination on the ground with government officials. "This can lead to chaos and silly delays," he adds.

UNICEF Chief of Emergencies in India, Vinod Menoni, says that a meeting Wednesday evening was scheduled in Chennai, India, to help coordinate the work of a number of international aid agencies. "Some are good at some things and others at other things. This is going to be one of the largest initiatives in the sense that it involves so many countries all at the same time and we have to make sure that we get what we need for this country," he says.
__________________________________________________________________________________________
Chistian Science Monitor

Tourists stranded after tsunami
Vacationers trickling into the Sri Lanka's capital say local towns are struggling to cope with the devastation.
By Robert Marquand | Staff writer of The Christian Science Monitor 

COLOMBO, SRI LANKA – Four days after two tsunami waves pummeled this island nation, as many as 22,000 foreign tourists remain stranded and are increasingly fearful. 

As the magnitude of the disaster in Sri Lanka becomes clearer, with the numbers of the dead here being revised upwards from 12,000 to 23,000 and displaced persons now estimated at 1.5 million, relief efforts are uncoordinated and the situation is deteriorating, according to vacationers who escaped destroyed beachfronts, Sri Lankan officials, and the Red Cross.
	
	

	
	
	


A catastrophe of Sunday's magnitude would tax even the most well-equipped country. But in this developing nation, surviving tourists trickling into the capital paint a picture of local townships and neighborhoods struggling to cope. Many of them, the tourists say, are overcome by surges of inertia and emotional devastation that often seem as powerful as the watery walls that hit up and down the country's east coast. Police are described as unaware of what steps to take, and authorities seem unable to coordinate cleanup efforts. The army has been seen on the street, but not involved in basic relief services.

And accurate information is at a premium: Foreign ministry officials have said the roads to the south were washed out, yet tourists arriving Wednesday say they were intact, though filled with debris. Travelers say they are having to fend for themselves.

"You feel completely isolated; you feel like you have to help only yourself and that no one will help you," says Stuart Welsh of Nottingham, England, who got out of the southern town of Galle on Tuesday night with his wife, Stella, on a tractor run by a five-horsepower motor. "It is a siege mentality. You don't know where to go. You can't turn on the TV, there's no electricity. There are a lot of tourists still down there, and there are still a lot of bodies lying around."

Southeast Asia is a winter refuge for holidaymakers, especially from Europe. Tourism on this tear-drop-shaped island boomed after a 2002 cease-fire between the separatist Tamil Tigers and the majority ethnic Sinhalese government. Tens of thousands of vacationers now flock to the southern beachfront each year, where boutique hotels mingle with colonial-era architecture, and the famed elephant park known as Yala.

Yet the tsunami, originating 1,000 miles to the east off the coast of Indonesia, slammed Sri Lanka's southern beaches hard. Refugee tourists say that in addition to a lack of electricity, there is very little diesel fuel, long lines of cars picking their way through debris, and little clean water and fresh food.

German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder said Wednesday in Berlin that hundreds of Germans may have perished; some 1,000 are missing and 26 are confirmed dead. Meanwhile more than 2,000 Scandinavians are reportedly missing. In Thailand, of the 1,600 people who perished, 700 were tourists, according to the government. Israel says 100 of its travelers are missing, though some 1,500 have been found alive.

Evacuations are patchy and scattered, often via single helicopters. Tourists on group packages were fortunate, with teams back in Colombo sending in buses. Japanese tour organizers have worked the phones around the clock to get their groups away. Austrian airlines offered free trips back to Vienna for Austrian nationals. Yet Westerners traveling in smaller groups or who booked their hotels and travel on the Internet had no real backup.

"A lot of tourists like us are sitting down in Galle and Unawatuna like they would be in England or Canada, waiting for the police or the fire brigade to come, and nothing is coming," says Jo Fletcher-Lee of North Yorkshire, England, who, along with her husband Philip, took a seven-hour ride in a truck to get to Colombo, after hiking for hours.

Tales of how Sunday's events unfolded continue to emerge. Tourists say many of the fatalities occurred when curious locals and vacationers came back to the beach, unaware of a second wave on the way, hours after the first one struck. Many lost money, IDs, clothing, passports - along with loved ones.

"A lot of us didn't know what was coming next," says Andrew Burr of Britain. "The rumors were of a third wave at midnight, and, well, you start thinking what's really important, and it isn't anything material."

Sri Lanka is claiming about a third of the 76,000 Asian fatalities in 12 countries. Nor are all reports in. Each day brings new information. The southern coastal train here, usually about 16 packed cars, was mostly swept away as it chugged along on Sunday; few of about 1,000 passengers are accounted for, and only three cars are intact. More than 80 jeeps at the elephant park set off along the coast that morning; only half have been found. Several large remote hotels on the beachfront have not been heard from at all, and rescue teams reached on the phone Wednesday in the south and east report entire shanty communities wiped out.

The Red Cross has two small warehouses in Sri Lanka, and both have been emptied in the past four days.

"We've been helping deal with an armed struggle in Sri Lanka, which has been slowing down," says Marcal Izard, head of the Sri Lankan Red Cross. "We were not prepared for a natural disaster. A lot of rescue teams are still trying to reach some of these areas. Not every place has been visited."

In a solemn address to the nation, Sri Lankan President Chandrika Kumeratunga asked her often divided fellow citizens to use the tragedy as an opportunity to "take a fresh look at society and at ourselves," and overcome religious and ethnic differences, "as difficult as that may be to imagine." She proclaimed Dec. 31 as a national day of mourning.

Meanwhile, tourists say ordinary Sri Lankans have treated Westerners with great care. "The Sinhalese have been fantastic, I have to say that," Mr. Fletcher-Lee says. "They guided us, found shelter for us, and helped us. I have nothing but good things to say about them."

____________________________________________________________________________________________

The Observer

J'can officials discuss tsunami warning system

Observer Reporter

Thursday, December 30, 2004

LAND and Environment Minister Dean Peart yesterday convened a meeting with technical officials within the ministry and its affiliate agencies to discuss the establishment of a tsunami warning system for the Caribbean.

The meeting comes against the overwhelming loss of lives, estimated to be over 70,000 and damage to infrastructure in South Asia as a result of the devastating tsunami on Sunday.

Among agencies represented at the meeting were the Office of Disaster Preparedness and Emergency Management (ODPEM) and the National Meteorological Office.

Speaking with JIS News after the meeting, Minister Peart said he had requested that his technical officers "look at the possibility of having meetings with their counterparts in the Caribbean", to arrive at a consensus on the approach Caribbean states could take to avoid a similar tragedy, should a tsunami of the same magnitude occur within Caribbean waters.

____________________________________________________________________________________________

Houston Chronicle
U.S. will head coalition providing disaster relief

Bush announces a four-nation effort and military help

By MELANIE MARKLEY and MICHAEL HEDGES

Copyright 2004 Houston Chronicle

CRAWFORD - President Bush announced Wednesday that the United States would head a group of nations coordinating relief to areas devastated by Sunday's earthquake and tsunami, while defending the speed and scope of the American response to the tragedy. 

"We pledged an initial$35 million in relief assistance," Bush said in his first remarks since the disaster struck 12 nations in South Asia and Africa. "We have deployed disaster experts to the region. We're dispatching a Marine expeditionary unit, the aircraft carrier Abraham Lincoln and the Maritime pre-position squadron from Guam to the area to help with relief efforts."

The president indicated that the United States would continue to help over the long term.

"I spoke with the leaders of India, Sri Lanka, Thailand and Indonesia, and expressed my condolences and our country's condolences," he said. "I assured those leaders this is only the beginning of our help."

Secretary of State Colin Powell contacted leaders in Japan, Australia and India to set up a task force to administer world relief efforts, Bush said. A State Department official had a teleconference Wednesday night with counterparts in those nations to lay out an initial plan.

Toll may surpass 100,000

Predictions regarding the eventual death toll soared. "I think it's going to be well over 100,000," said Andrew Natsios, head of the U.S. Agency for International Development. 

As many as 3,000 Americans, mostly tourists in Thailand, had not been accounted for, the State Department said. So far, 12 Americans were known to have died after the 9.0 earthquake off Indonesia created the tsunami that inundated areas in 12 nations.

The U.S. reaction to the disaster was put into focus Wednesday by Bush and officials from the State Department and Pentagon anxious to counter any perception of a slow or meager response.

Bush appeared to bristle when asked about a U.N. official's remark earlier this week that the United States and other rich nations had been stingy in their humanitarian giving.

"In the year 2004, our government provided $2.4 billion in food, in cash, in humanitarian relief to cover the disasters for last year," Bush said. "That's 40 percent of all the relief aid given in the world last year, was provided by the United States government. No, we're a very generous, kindhearted nation."

Natsios said that Sunday, within hours of the disaster, teams of American experts began assessing how much aid was needed and how it should flow into the ravaged countries.

The U.S. pledge of $35 million in initial relief tops the funds promised by individual countries so far, according to the Geneva-based U.N. Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.

That money will end up being a small percentage of U.S. government and private assistance, including the costs of sending U.S. military ships and aircraft to the region, officials said.

Military support

The first U.S. military 

C-130s carrying supplies stockpiled in Dubai landed in Indonesia on Wednesday, said Lt. Gen. James Conway. P-3 reconnaissance planes from a group of nine sent to the area made an aerial assessment of damage sites.

Two Navy task forces set sail for the region, Conway said.

One group of Navy ships and U.S. Marines, headed by the carrier USS Abraham Lincoln, will operate out of a Thai base at Utapao. The carrier, which has helicopters that can help evacuate the injured and deliver supplies, left Hong Kong and will arrive in the area in about seven days, Conway said.

The second task force, which includes the helicopter carrier USS Bonhomme Richard and a force of Marines, steamed from Guam for the Bay of Bengal to help with relief efforts in Sri Lanka and India. It will arrive about Jan. 7.

Seven of the U.S. ships can each produce 90,000 gallons of fresh water daily to help alleviate fears of cholera from contaminated water. The task forces will also have medical facilities.

Private aid organizations were receiving enormous pledges to help from U.S. citizens, officials said.

Bush and other officials urged people wanting to help to send money — not food or clothing.

"If people give commodities, it'll take a month to get there, and the transportation costs are more than the value of the commodities," Natsios said.

Though it was difficult to calculate a dollar figure, the public's response to the disaster has been generous, said Mary E. McClymont, chief executive of InterAction, the largest alliance of U.S.-based private humanitarian agencies.
____________________________________________________________________________________________
New York Times

Bush Promises Long-Range Help as Impatience Grows in Region

By AMY WALDMAN and WARREN HOGE 
Published: December 30, 2004

ADRAS, India, Dec. 29 - World leaders, including President Bush, promised long-range help to Asian countries on Wednesday as impatience with the pace of relief efforts rose along with the estimated toll from the week's disaster, which officials said now surpassed 80,000 dead. 

As American planes and ships moved into place to help, Mr. Bush made his first public comments since tsunamis inundated about a dozen countries on Sunday, reflecting pressure on the vacationing president to appear more engaged in what aid groups are calling one of the worst natural disasters in history. 

"These past few days have brought loss and grief to the world that is beyond our comprehension," he said at his ranch in Crawford, Tex., adding that Washington was prepared to contribute much more than the $35 million it initially pledged. 

"We are committed to helping the affected countries in the difficult weeks and months that lie ahead," Mr. Bush said. He said the United States would work closely with Japan, India and Australia to coordinate relief efforts.

Meanwhile, Secretary General Kofi Annan cut short his vacation and was returning to New York Wednesday night to oversee the relief effort of the United Nations, one of the largest in its history, said his spokesman, Fred Eckhard.

Mr. Eckhard said Mr. Annan had spoken by telephone with leaders of the countries affected "not only to express condolences but to see what they needed most urgently." The secretary general had also been in touch with the major donor nations, he said.

Jan Egeland, the United Nations' emergency relief coordinator, said Wednesday that the death toll from the tsunamis had risen above 80,000, though that number could still rise. 

While the disaster affected countries from Malaysia to Somalia, the greatest devastation appears to have occurred in the Indonesian province of Aceh, where more than 45,000 deaths have been reported. But large parts of the province remain virtually cut off. [Page A13.]

Three days after the calamity struck, survivors in Aceh and elsewhere were growing increasingly desperate for help to arrive.

"There is no food here whatsoever," Reuters quoted Vaiti Usman, a woman in Aceh, as saying. "We need rice. We need petrol. We need medicine. I haven't eaten in two days."

Mr. Egeland said that international assistance was now coming forward in such quantity that the challenge was shifting from attracting aid to coordinating it. "Coordination is now vital," he said. 

"This is one of the biggest relief operations we have ever had," he said, "and we see clearly that in addition to our traditional donors, we now have a very generous outpouring from new donors, Asian societies, gulf Arab countries." 

Mr. Egeland said pledges and donations of immediate assistance had passed $220 million, with fresh amounts arriving almost hourly. In addition, he said, there has been "in kind" aid and military assistance worth tens of millions of dollars.

The Pentagon has set up a joint task force out of Okinawa, deploying forces to Thailand, Sri Lanka and Indonesia. Among the equipment sent are six C-130 transport planes, nine P-3 air surveillance and rescue planes, an aircraft carrier and several ships with the ability to produce hundreds of thousands of gallons of fresh water each day.

In Washington, Secretary of State Colin L. Powell said the aid money needed would end up "in the billions" of dollars, and pledged that the United States would increase its contributions and work with other donors to reach that goal.

To coordinate the international effort, Mr. Egeland at the United Nations said he was sending his deputy, Margareta Wallström, on Wednesday night to Geneva, where she would accompany United Nations officials to Indonesia, Sri Lanka and other affected countries.

"In any disaster of this nature," Ms. Wallström said, "you have to start planning the recovery now, parallel with the very large emergency response." 

__________________________________________________________________________________

Electric New Paper

Day of the KILLER WAVE

If only we had a tsunami warning system... 

By Teh Jen Lee 

jenlee@sph.com.sg

ONE big lesson may be learned from the tragedy.

If South Asia had a comprehensive tsunami warning system in place, thousands of lives could have been saved.

There could have been hours of advance warning, enough for evacuation of areas affected by killer waves.

The technology is available.

But there was no proper system to transmit the results to the affected areas.

Sunday's tsunami hit nine countries in South Asia, reached Africa and even crossed into the Pacific Ocean.

The Pacific Tsunami Warning System (PTWS), an international warning effort formalised in 1965, actually sent out warnings to Thailand and Indonesia.

Comprising 26 countries, PTWS monitors seismological and tidal stations to evaluate whether earthquakes will produce tsunamis, and disseminates tsunami warning information to national authorities.

But there was no system for translating the alerts into quick action.

India and Sri Lanka, which were devastated by killer waves, are not even part of the system.

US Geological Survey geophysicist Ken Hudnut told AFP: ''We knew that the whole coast of Sumatra was capable of large, damaging earthquakes and large tsunamis. 

''There was sufficient time between the time of the quake and the time of the tsunamis hitting some of the affected areas to have saved many lives, if a proper warning system had been in place.''

One problem, perhaps, was that dangerous tsunamis are extremely rare in the Indian Ocean: The last appears to have been in 1883. And since 1509, Indian Ocean tsunamis have never hit more than one place at a time.

Under the PTWS system, for any underwater earthquake exceeding 6.5 on the Richter scale, an alert is issued if a single wave gauge shows that the ocean is reacting.

Such instruments are installed out at sea as well as near the coast.

S'PORE IN NO DANGER

Singapore's meteorological services division, under the National Environment Agency, joined PTWS so it would know of earthquakes and related phenomena (like tsunamis) in the region. It does not participate as a warning centre. 

An NEA spokesman said that, this time, no information was received as Singapore was in no danger.

When asked how timely communication channels are maintained in case another tsunami happens, the spokesman declined to elaborate.

The system has helped minimise the damage of tsunamis in Hawaii and Japan, said Dr Chew Soon Hoe, assistant dean of engineering in NUS, who has been studying earthquake and engineering geology for 15 years.

Dr Chew, 44, told The New Paper that countries in the region should work together to install its own monitoring hardware such as sufficient wave sensors.

He said: ''Implementing a system and maintaining the hardware is costly. Plus you must have the right technical expertise to interpret the data and send out necessary warnings.

''But there can be a trade-off, for example, there need not be too many tidal gauges, just enough for strategic locations such as major coastal town where tsunamis will have great tourism and industrial impact.''

Otherwise, scientists who detect earthquakes must scramble to get life-saving information out to countries or communities an ocean away: Just what happened on Sunday.

About 15 minutes after the quake hit, calls were hurriedly made from the PTWS centre in Hawaii. But centre director Charles McCreery told reporters that the centre did not have direct contacts with Indian Ocean nations.

In a scene right out of a movie, scientists desperately tried to warn Asian nations by calling the US embassies in their capitals.

Ms Laura Kong, director of the United Nations' International Tsunami Information Centre, told the International Herald Tribune (IHT): ''Outside the Pacific, these things don't occur very often at all so the challenge is how to make people and government officials aware.''

DID NOT SENSE DANGER 

In the case of Thailand, officials of the meteorological department were at a seminar in Cha-am, when an emergency meeting was called, reported The Nation.

The Bangkok office had told them the quake was 8.1 on the Richter scale so they didn't think there would be a tsunami: A quake of 7.6 which hit Sumatra two years ago did not affect Thailand.

Since only four people out of 900 in the department are earthquake experts - and a tsunami had not hit Thailand in more than 300 years - they probably didn't know that a difference of 0.5 on the Richter scale represents 16 times more energy released.

As it turned out, the quake was a devastating 9.0.

Ironically, at a June meeting of the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission, experts said the Indian Ocean should have a warning network as it has a significant threat from both local and distant tsunamis.

Mr Tad Murty, a tsunami expert from India based in Canada, told IHT: ''There's no reason for a single individual to get killed in a tsunami. The waves are totally predictable.''

____________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters 

Tsunami toll may top 100,000

The Red Cross says the death toll from one of the worst tsunamis in history could top 100,000, as more bodies are found from India to Indonesia.

Those who survived the tsunami are now grappling with thirst and disease.

Sunday's colossal seawater surge was triggered by an undersea earthquake off Indonesia which was so large it may have made the world wobble on its axis.

The head of operations support with the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, Peter Rees, says the federation currently puts the death toll from the tsunami at 77,828.

But he expects that to rise as the consequences in remote areas become clear.

"I would not be at all surprised that we will be on 100,000 [deaths] when we know what has happened on the [Indian] Andaman and Nicobar islands," Mr Rees said.

At least 10 people from Australia are among those killed.

Stricken coastal villages

In parts of India's Tamil Nadu state, officials gave up counting the dead in their hurry to bury them in mass graves.

The stench of death hung over stricken coastal villages.

The United Nations has mobilised its biggest relief operation amid fears that cholera and diarrhoea could worsen the death toll.

The World Health Organisation says 5 million people lack the essentials of food, water and sanitation to survive.

"There is no food here whatsoever. We need rice. We need petrol. We need medicine," said Vaiti Usman, an Indonesian woman in Indonesia's devastated Aceh province, where tens of thousands died.

"I haven't eaten in two days."

Inadequate relief

In many areas, health experts say the relief operation looks woefully inadequate with shortages of coffins, equipment and medicine.

Emergency workers are struggling with power outages, destroyed communications and badly damaged roads.

A harrowing race is on for relatives to find loved ones.

A Swedish boy on a family holiday to the Thai resort of Phuket was shown in one news photograph clutching a piece of paper. On it was scrawled: "Missing parents and 2 brothers."

"I have lost three brothers, four sisters, and my father is missing," wept 18-year-old Tamil fisherman Rajan Xavier.

Health experts have warned disease could kill as many people as the tsunami, as the full extent of the tragedy begins to unfold.

Communities wiped out

For Scandinavia and Germany, fond of Asia as a winter refuge, the tsunami has turned the tropical paradise into hell for hundreds of travellers.

More than 2,000 Scandinavians and about 1,000 Germans are still missing, a full three days after disaster struck.

At least 600 Italians are missing.

Primitive tribes on India's remote Andaman and Nicobar islands were running out of the coconuts they were living on, with whole communities wiped out.

Buddhist monks are handing out rice and curry to survivors in Sri Lanka and aircraft have dropped food to isolated Indonesian towns.

In Thailand, idyllic resorts were turned into graveyards.

Near Khao Lak beach, the smell of decaying bodies hung over a Thai Buddhist temple-turned morgue.

"We have only cloth to wrap the bodies in and our bare hands and machetes to retrieve the bodies," Surasit Kantipantukul, a Thai rescuer, said. "We want machinery and boats."

Some Thai officials said their lack of equipment was embarrassing. 

"Our workers have only noses to smell for foul odours," Environment Minister Suwit Khunkitti said.

'I held my children as long as I could'

Survivors have told tragic tales of the moment the tsunami struck villages and resorts, sucking tourists into the sea, surging through buildings, sweeping away cars and smashing ships.

"The water was just too strong," said Surya Darmar, lying on an army cot in Indonesia's Banda Aceh with a broken leg.

"I held my children for as long as I could but they were swept away."

Children may account for up to a third of the dead, one aid official said.

In the midst of tragedy, there were also tales of luck.

A 14-month-old Swedish toddler was found wrapped in a blanket on a hill in Phuket, Thailand, by an American couple.

On Khao Lak, a two-year-old fisherman's son survived for more than two days after being swept into a treetop.

Indonesia has suffered the highest number of victims, with 45,268 known to be dead, although the toll could rise to 80,000 in Aceh alone, the province closest to the quake's epicentre.

Dead bodies and rubble

Troops and rescue crews reached the town of Meulaboh on Aceh's west coast, about 150km from the epicentre, to find dead bodies and rubble.

"Today so far 3,400 bodies have been found in Meulaboh. Eighty per cent of the buildings are wrecked," Chief Security Minister Widodo Adi Sutjipto said.

A senior UN official in Indonesia said the toll in Meulaboh could reach 40,000. 

In the provincial capital, Banda Aceh, as much as 5 per cent of the 300,000 population is believed dead.

Shocked survivors wandered among the rubble in search of lost family.

"I have given up searching for their bodies," said Rohani Amad, 40, wiping her eyes with a black Muslim headscarf, days after two sisters and her 16-year-old daughter disappeared.

Washed away

In Sri Lanka, where the death toll has topped 22,400, Tamil Tiger rebels appealed for help as they dug mass graves.

Hambantota, a tourist haven on the south coast, was wiped out.

Sri Lankan Army soldiers were still pulling hundreds of bloated bodies out of the mangrove behind the town.

"The people were washed away and trapped in the roots," an officer said. "Only after time do they all come up." 

Each new tide loosens hundreds more corpses to add to the more than 2,500 that were buried outside what remained of the town.

India's toll of nearly 7,000 is likely to rise sharply. Many of the dead were on the Andaman and Nicobar islands.

"When the waves came and it kept climbing higher and higher I knew God had meant us to die," said islander Augustine.

"But my child was there with me and I had to run. Jesus saved us."

Hope fades

More than 1,800 bodies were recovered from Khao Lak beach and more than 3,000 people may have died there.

More than 300 were killed on Phi Phi island, location of the film The Beach.

Bloated and decaying bodies washed ashore on the island as hopes of finding survivors amid the rubble faded.

"It's hard to tell which bodies are foreign because they are just unrecognisable," said French rescue volunteer Serge Barros.

DNA tests might be used to identify some victims.

Hundreds of people were killed in the Maldives, Burma and Malaysia.

The region has seen huge killer waves before, including one when Krakatoa erupted off southern Sumatra in 1883, but Indian Ocean countries have no tsunami warning system.

US President George W Bush said he would consider all requests for aid to afflicted countries.

-Reuters
____________________________________________________________________________________________

IPS

ASIA:Tsunami a Reminder of Risks that Plague Coastal Nuke Plants 
Ranjit Devraj 

Tsunamis and other natural disasters are posing a bigger challenge than pesky green activists to India's secretive nuclear power and research facilities on the coast of southern Tamil Nadu state, which accounted for 5,000 of the more than 50,000 deaths from this week's quakes and killer waves in Asia. 
NEW DELHI, Dec 29 (IPS) - The worst casualties among the tens of thousands who died around the shores of countries around the Bay of Bengal have been in Sri Lanka, which is separated from Tamil Nadu by the narrow Palk Straits and where government sources now say as many as 25,000 people may have perished. 

Authorities at India's secretive Department of Atomic Energy (DAE) have been quick to assert that the atomic facilities at Kalpakkam, 80 kilometres from Chennai, the state capital, were safe. On Tuesday, they allowed a group of journalists to inspect the installations to dispel widespread fears of radiation leakage. 

On Monday night, the plant's director S K Jain said the plant had been shut down following flooding of the pump house that controls the flow of sea water used to cool the power plant. He added that a perimetre wall around a controversial Fast Breeder Reactor (FRB) being built at the site had collapsed. 

Although the Kalpakkam facility escaped major damage, the fact that 30 inmates of the plant's residential complex nearby died and that several of them were technical personnel or atomic scientists was proof enough that planners never seriously considered the possibility of a tsunami striking the Tamil Nadu coast. 

The residential complex has now been evacuated of its 1,500 families. No one is venturing to say when the 440-megawatt atomic power plant will be functional again or when work can resume on the controversial fast breeder reactor. 

A bigger Russian-aided nuclear power complex that uses sea water for cooling is coming up fast at Koodankulam, 900 km south of Chennai and close to Kanyakumari, the southernmost tip of the Indian peninsula that was severely devastated by the tsunami that in some places reached 10 metres high. 

Long before the tsunami struck, the secret workings of the Kalpakkam and Koodankulam facilities have been the subject of protests by local citizens and groups opposed to nuclear power -- most notably the People's Movement Against Nuclear Energy and South Asians Against Nukes (SAAN), an informal information platform for activists and scholars concerned about the nuclearisation of South Asia. 

The DAE has justified the allegations of the green activists by extending secrecy to serious radiation leaks that have endangered public safety in the recent past. 

In March 1999 when there was a leak of heavy water at Kalpakkam, the Atomic Energy Regulatory Board (AERB), another wing of Indian nukedom, dismissed the incident by saying that â??the release to the environment is maintained well within the limits specified by the AERB.â?? 

Another leak that affected workers at the Kalpakkam Reprocessing Plant in January 2003 was met with complete silence, but after persistent media reports and pressure from eminent scientists and public persons the DAE acknowledged the accident six months after the event. 

Some of the installations at Kalpakkam are outside the reach of even the AERB or indeed any authority because they carry a strategic tag. These include the controversial fast breeder reactor (FBR) which involves the handling of large amounts of plutonium which can be used in nuclear warheads. 

''The DAE must adopt an enlightened policy of keeping the public informed at all times about safety aspects of its installations,'' said M R Sreenivasan, one of India's leading nuclear scientists and former chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission, commenting on the Kalpakkam leaks and attempts to hide them. 

The PMANE has mounted protests and seminars - including at the World Social Forum (WSF) in Mumbai in January 2004 - against fast breeder reactors which according to its convenor S P Udayakumar is ''being promoted in this country by a dangerous combination of career-minded scientists and facilitated by secrecy laws that shroud the Department of Atomic Energy (DAE)â??. 

FBRs have been built and operated in the United States, France and Japan but were phased out for a variety of reasons, but most especially because of accidents, such as the one at Monju in Japan in 1995 and the European reactor Super Phenix in France in 1987. 

Germany built an experimental FBR reactor at Kalkar in 1991, but never put it into operation because of safety concerns. FBRs use liquid sodium coolant, but the metal reacts explosively when it comes into touch with water, as what happened at Monju. 

Risky as the FBR project is, the PMANE and other anti-nuclear groups have been concentrating their energies on the bigger coastal project at Koodankulam, which is being built at a cost of five billion U.S. dollars although the area is known to seismically active. 

''We have been trying to assert our right to know the impacts of this anti-people project on us and our children's health, safety and the environment but even elected civil and political societies are being kept in the dark by the DAE,'' said Udayakumar. 

The DAE is intent on producing 4,000 megawatts of power at Koodankulam using four Russian reactors. 

Two of these have already been supplied under an agreement signed in 1988, while the Soviet Union was still in existence and despite opposition from the U.S. government and from the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) - also called the London Group because it first met in London in 1975 as a reaction to India exploding a nuclear device in the previous year. 

Since 2002, the Russians have developed cold feet over the project, the actual site of which was shifted by the DAE without consulting them. Earlier, possibly under pressure from the NSG, Moscow announced its inability to supply two more reactors that were to make a complement of four reactors at the Koodankulam atomic energy plant. 

Meanwhile, local bodies and religious groups have been regularly recording protests against the Koodankulam project. 

The latest of these was on Oct. 30, when Amritajnana Tapaswini, the head of the well-regarded Santhigiri Ashram that maintains an ayurvedic and spiritual centre, nearby insisted on leading a delegation into the high-security site to meet S K Agrawal, the project director, and warn him of possible dangers. 

''You may be building this project at great cost in the name of humanity and using high technology, but it is well to remember that there are far higher forces in the world that you do not understand,'' she warned Agrawal. 

Her remarks are now being seen as a premonition of the Dec. 26 tsunami that Indian scientists had been convinced would never strike the coasts of Tamil Nadu. (END/2004)

____________________________________________________________________________________________

Tsunamis may be unifying event
By Daniel Altman International Herald Tribune 

Wednesday, December 29, 2004

As coastal residents in southern and southeastern Asia sort through the remains of their homes and businesses, experts gauging the long-term effects of the tsunamis say they may not all be negative, especially where political and economic factors intersect.

In Sri Lanka, for example, the challenge posed by a natural disaster could conceivably help create common ground between the government and the Tamil rebels who control much of the northern part of the country.

"This has affected a very narrow strip all the way around the coast," said Alessandro Pio, the country director for the Asian Development Bank in Colombo. "It's a disaster that affects both the north and the south, both of the parties in the civil war." 

As a result, Pio said, cooperation between the two sides may be logical or even necessary from a logistical standpoint.

The effects of such cooperation could be far-reaching. Five years ago, earthquakes in Greece and Turkey began a political thaw that has arguably culminated in Turkey's candidacy for the European Union. 

In Indonesia, the government this week lifted a ban on international aid to Aceh, where separatists have been fighting a guerrilla war for a quarter-century. 

"I'm hoping that this will generate a certain feeling of national unity in trying to respond together to this adversity," Pio said of Sri Lanka's tragedy. "That's really one of the pivot factors in terms of the economy taking off on a higher growth path." 

In India, despite the fact that the tsunamis were the first for decades, they may become part of an ongoing learning process for dealing with natural catastrophes. In particular, they present an opportunity for the government to show that it is serious about preparing homes, businesses, public buildings and other infrastructure for future disasters.

"In general, the approach to disaster management in India has changed considerably," said G Padmanabhan, an emergency analyst at the United Nations Development Program in Delhi. He said that building laws and regulations had been modified to require disaster-proof construction, but that more officials needed training in enforcement and engineering techniques. 

"The government has recently started programs to train people," he said. "I hope in the reconstruction process they will enforce these, so we don't recreate this vulnerability."

An early implementation of the new laws came in the state of Gujarat, which experienced a severe earthquake almost four years ago. "There was a big hospital completely destroyed by the earthquake in 2001," Padmanabhan said. "The new hospital constructed in the same site is fully earthquake resistant."

In addition, Padmanabhan said, the government is creating a system to monitor potential tsunamis. "That would be a useful thing, because we don't know if it could happen again," he said. He added that while lasting effects on the Indian economy might be few, the tsunamis would become part of a learning experience that began with floods and earthquakes in recent years.

The chance that tsunamis will return, perhaps as a result of aftershocks from this week's earthquake, could also affect rebuilding decisions, said Claire Rubin, senior research scientist at the Institute for Crisis, Disaster and Risk Management at George Washington University in Washington.

"You would have this dilemma of where to rebuild your ports, or where you keep your fishing fleet," she said. "You have to rebuild next to the water, but you're likely to have it go out again." Some choices could even affect an economy's long-run earning potential. In cases where the destruction has been particularly thorough, "they may decide that place is not going to be rebuilt."

In the United States, Rubin said, rebuilding decisions have depended on a balance of risks. After a tsunami swept through Valdez, Alaska, in 1964, the state supported rebuilding at a higher elevation. Yet after Hurricane Iniki destroyed hotels overlooking beaches in Hawaii in 1992, just 10 years after Hurricane Iwa devastated the area, the owners rebuilt in exactly the same spots. "They put things right back, with their scenic ocean view," Rubin said. "They made a certain calculation."

For local economies that depend entirely on tourism, these are momentous decisions. "The question is, how long will it take for them to rebuild the infrastructure in order to prevent people from moving away from these regions and looking for new employment prospects?" said Simon Quijano-Evans, a senior emerging markets analyst at HVB Group in Vienna.

Given the differences between the countries hit by the tsunamis, the size of these effects is likely to vary. Because of the rarity of tsunamis in Sri Lanka, Pio said, he did not expect problems with tourism beyond this season. "People will remember this, but it's not something that you'd think will be recurring fairly frequently," he said.

Longer-lasting effects could occur in the insurance industry, but Pio warned that it was too early to tell whether the brunt of claims would affect domestic rather than international backers. So far, major global insurers have predicted fairly modest liabilities. Munich Re, the biggest of the reinsurers, on Tuesday forecast claims of less than â?¬100 million, or $136 million.

Governments and outside organizations are just beginning to assess the extent of the damage to their economies. In Thailand, Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra said repairs could total 20 billion baht, or more than $500 million. Almost as much may be spent by India, according to an estimate from ICRA, a rating agency there. The governments' finances are solid enough to prevent problems in international markets, Quijano-Evans of HVB Group said.
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Stuff NZ News

Experts call for defensive action on tsunamis

30 December 2004 

	


By BERNARD CARPINTER AND JOANNE BLACK

New Zealanders should see the Indian Ocean tsunami as "a real warning shot", specialists say. 

Geologist James Goff, who used to lecture at Victoria University and now runs GeoEnvironmental Consultants in Christchurch, said New Zealand had been hit by tsunamis in the past and it was inevitable that more would come. 

"It's a matter of when, not if," he said yesterday. 

Dr Goff has studied geological evidence of tsunamis around the New Zealand coast, and has found debris thrown as high as 32 metres. 

The 1855 Wairarapa-Wellington earthquake caused a tsunami 10 metres high when it hit Palliser Bay on the southern Wairarapa coast. The 1931 Napier quake caused a wave one to two metres high. Two tsunamis had been recorded just in the past couple of weeks, Dr Goff said. 

The Indian Ocean tsunami was only 10 centimetres high when it reached New Zealand, and the Auckland Islands quake earlier this month caused a 30cm wave to hit the southern coast. 

"It's a real warning shot across the bows," Dr Goff said, referring to the Indian Ocean tsunami. 

"Everyone wants to live by the coast now, but I've been saying to councils, let's look at the geology before you build houses there." 

Civil engineer Alistair Barnett, whose firm Barnett and MacMurray specialises in flood and tsunami management, has similar concerns and says building permits should not be 

issued for any building on the coast less than one metre above the high tide mark. 

"It's exactly the same risk the building code provides for a floodplain on a river, yet it currently makes no provisions for tsunamis on the coast." 

Dr Barnett said New Zealanders seemed not to connect events like those in the Indian Ocean this week with possible risks at home, but they were real. Harbours like Wellington and Tauranga not only did not offer protection from a tsunami – they increased the risk by squeezing the waves and making them higher. 

"The high tide mark inside Wellington harbour is twice as high as it is at the Heads." 

Dr Barnett said stopbanks were effective at stopping tsunamis and Wellington needed such a bank two metres above mean sea level right around the harbour. That would help to protect against a one-in-500-year tsunami. 

Dr Goff said there was a need for more research into tsunamis that had hit New Zealand in the past, examining their size and frequency. He planned to approach the Government within the next few days to urge action. 

"It could be just as bad here as the Indonesian one, but Kiwis have this `She'll be right' attitude and think it won't happen here," he said. 

"This is one opportunity we have as a country and as a government to really address the tsunami hazard and do something about it." 

Warning systems and civil defence needed to be improved, and people needed to be educated on what to do if they heard a tsunami alert. 

"If you feel a bloody great earthquake, you've got to know what to do," he said. In the event of a tsunami warning, people near the coast should head for higher ground or go further inland, and stay away from rivers. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________

CBS Marketwatch

Munich Re downplays tsunami risk

Industry's insured losses seen as manageable

By Madeleine Acey & David Weidner

LONDON (CBS.MW) -- Munich Re, the world's largest reinsurer, expects its costs arising from Sunday's devastating South Asian tsunamis to total less than 100 million euros, or $136 million.

The German company (DE:843002: news, chart, profile) told the Associated Press that, due to low levels of insurance in the affected region, it wasn't sufficiently exposed to warrant changing earnings forecasts for the year. It has forecast a profit of 1.8 billion euros to 2 billion euros.

The latest death toll from the disaster, triggered by a massive undersea earthquake in the Indian Ocean off the coast of Indonesia, is at least 80,000 people.

Insurance stocks traded mixed Wednesday after rising Tuesday, on confidence that the deadly waves that hit Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, Thailand, Myanmar, and Somalia, Tanzania and Kenya in Africa, won't require significant payouts.

Speaking to German television, Munich Re's Geo Risk unit head said the total bill for damage was likely to exceed 10 billion euros.

"We don't yet have any reliable figure," Gerhard Berz said, adding that his personal impression was that material damage would be in the tens of billions of euros.

"Considering the vast area that was affected and the tremendous damage I've seen in TV reports, I'm pretty sure it will reach that magnitude," Berz told the Associated Press.

Munich Re publishes a yearly report on the damage caused by natural disasters. The company's shares ended virtually unchanged in German trading on Wednesday.

U.S. insurance stocks had risen Tuesday on confidence that the deadly tsunamis and earthquake that wreaked havoc on nations in the weekend disaster would not require significant payouts.

Fox-Pitt Kelton analyst William Yankus on Wednesday estimated the insurance bill to be within the $1 billion to $5 billion range. He expects losses for U.S. companies to be "small or immaterial."

U.S. companies with exposure in the region include Chubb Corp. (CB: news, chart, profile), American International Group (AIG: news, chart, profile) and W.R. Berkley (BER: news, chart, profile).

Analysts agreed that the disaster was limited to regions that were underinsured.

The claims in the affected areas may not exceed the payouts from the string of hurricanes that hit Florida several months ago, despite billions in losses and an expensive cleanup effort.

"With some of the largest global reinsurers initially estimating their individual losses at less than $100 million, mostly in resorts and marine cargo, total insured losses may only be a few billion dollars," said Matthew Josefowicz, an insurance consultant at Celent, speaking Tuesday.

Countries affected by the disaster are among the least likely to have property and casualty or other types of coverage besides life insurance. Sri Lanka, for instance, spends about $7 per capita on insurance.

By contrast, comparable U.S. insurance expenditures amount to $1,980, according to the Insurance Information Institute. These figures exclude life policies.

Reinsurers, the companies that financially back the policies written by insurance carriers, are expected to bear the brunt of costs stemming from the Indian Ocean disaster.

On Tuesday, Swiss Re (SWCEF: news, chart, profile) said it expected tsunami-related losses to be less than it suffered from this year's U.S. hurricanes, which resulted in $35 billion in insurance claims. Hannover Re (HRVVF: news, chart, profile) pegged its tsunami-related losses at less than $10 million..

The S&P Insurance Index (IUX: news, chart, profile), tracking the sector's stocks, rose 0.8 percent by Tuesday's closing bell and was flat on Wednesday.
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Bangkok Post

Fixing the southern environment 

The tsunami tragedy of December 26 also presents an opportunity to help nature

Globetrotter & team

A sad story is the disaster at the Andaman coast last weekend, which turned the festive mood of people all over the country into worry and sadness. 

As the affected areas were prime tourist attractions, there is obviously trouble for the country's tourism industry. Just the three hardest hit provinces _ Phuket, Phangnga and Krabi _ generate one-third of Thailand's gross tourism revenue, about 100 billion baht, according to the Tourism Authority of Thailand.

There was concern the disaster will cause tourists to cancel plans to visit Thailand. But the TAT call centre, flooded by questions from tourists situation, reported the most common question was when it would be safe to return to Thailand.

"So it shows that this incident doesn't lessen the desire to travel to Thailand. It might have caused damage to the destinations, but not to the overall image of the country," said Jutamas Siriwan, the TAT governor. 

For now, tourists should stay away from the destinations that were badly damaged. 

According to the TAT, the hardest hit areas that should be avoided include Ao Phangnga in Phangnga, Ko Phi Phi of Krabi, and Patong beach in Phuket. 

But there are still areas unaffected by the tsunami, and ready to accommodate tourists. These include Nopparat Thara, Ao Nang and Klong Muang beaches in Krabi and Ko Ngai, Ko Kradan and Ko Bulone in Trang.

Jutamas said it would take at least a month to clean up the beach, and for hotels in the area to renovate before they could welcome tourists again. 

For the loss and damages, the TAT has joined forces with the National Park Department to send a team to investigate and assess the damages on natural environment as to do the immediate rehabilitation plan. 

But every dark cloud has a silver lining. The tsunami left not only losses and ruins, but also the opportunity to restore "degraded" tourist sites.

Phi Phi is a case in point. The islands which are part of a marine national park, have long been encroached by bars, guesthouses and tourist-related businesses, so much so that some areas on the island can be considered slums.

In one quick sweep Mother Nature put an end to the problems that the authorities and other humans could only complain about, and flushed the mess out.

Now things will start from scratch. It is time park officials, local business operators, academics and everybody concerned come together to discuss how to revive tourism on Phi Phi in an orderly fashion. Land-use zoning, rules on construction designs and specifications and fair lease contracts, for example, should be put into place.

We can't let this exceptional opportunity pass and allow the old problems to return. 

Cable car progress

There is currently a hot debate in the Blue Planet discussion room at Pantip.com, the most popular Thai web community. It centres on a report that Loei provincial authorities have approved the plan to construct a cable car to the top of Phu Kradueng National Park. 

According to a report from Manager online newspaper, the plan was approved by the parliamentary sub-committee on tourism. The next step is reportedly approval from the full tourism committee at parliament, after which it would be submitted to a cabinet meeting. If the idea sales through, the 450 million baht construction project would finally get under way.

Authorities say, so the reports say, that a cable car up the mountain will bring a tourism boom to help Loei province and thereby help the local economy. Estimates state the cable car would actually attract 235,000 more visitors a year to Phu Kradueng.

That doesn't impress everyone. Simple mathematics show that a cable car fee of 425 baht per person would be required if the project is to be paid for in 10 years. A 25-year amortisation with that many tourists would still require a fare of 300 baht per person.

As you can see, money is a problem, when it comes to such a debatable and sensitive issue. Money always come first when authorities want to do something that contradicts people's feelings. Isn't the primary objective of setting up a national park to conserve the natural environment rather than earning income from tourism? 

Local Thai authorities seem to lack proper understanding about environmental preservation, and appear so ignorant about the impact of mass construction and mass tourism that can affect nature in the long term. 

Why, despite numerous lessons, do our officials and authorities continue to repeat the same mistake _ over and over again. They seem not to have learned that when mass tourism sets in, there's no longer any room to talk about environmental preservation. Mass tourism actually brings about mass destruction, beyond anyone's power to control

Authorities have said that construction will take the environment into account. The problem is that authorities have lost all credibility on this sort of issue. Mistakes have been made again and again. Lessons have been learnt and we know what is going to happen if the cable car project is approved. 

Phu Kradueng is one of the most popular national parks in Thailand, mainly because of its natural beauty. It is famous for its access, which requires visitors to trek uphill "all day long" to the peak. The proposed cable car would enable visitors to reach the top in precisely 10 minutes and 36 seconds, take a look and go back down in another, precise, 396 seconds.

The charm of Phu Kradueng attracts trekkers who exactly want to test their stamina, and return home with good, permanent memories and high self-esteem. Blue Planet chatters "voted" against the cable car. Most feel that the outcome will actually be an economic loss; once nature is destroyed by the intruding tram, people will no longer visit 

Phu Kradueng.

If you have any news, views, opinion and complaints that you'd like to share with others, write to us at traveltalk@bangkokpost.co.th or fax to 02-6719818.
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Bangkok Post

10,000 people lose jobs in island hotel, resort industry 

WASSAYOS NGAMKHAM 

Phuket _ As many as 10,000 people are out of work after tidal waves destroyed most hotels and resorts along the Andaman shoreline on Sunday.

The estimate is based on the accommodation capacity of hotels and resorts in Khao Lak, Phangnga province's emerging tourist spot.

Kitti Pattanachinda, of the Phuket tourism business operators association, said about 6,000 hotel rooms were in Khao Lak, with the ratio of staff per room being 1.6:1.

Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra said yesterday one of the government's priorities was finding work for people who lost their jobs in the disaster.

Mr Kitti said umemployment was a pressing problem as restoring and improving landscaping would take at least a year, and the businesses may take longer to recover.

''These people rely on a salary. It's impossible for them to wait that long,'' he said.

Mr Kitti said the association would work with businesses in Phuket which need staff or ask them to hire as temporary workers people thrown out of work.

He believed the tourism industry in Phuket could take more employees to fill the gap left by those who left the resort island for thriving Khao Lak.

The association would also work with labour authorities and a tourism association representative in Phangnga to make sure staff get compensation and this month's pay cheque.

Mr Kitti believed that despite the damage the tourism industry in Phuket would take no more than three months to revive.

Chaninrat Phongyoi, 40, who worked at Seagull Andaman Resort, said she has not yet started looking for work.

A native of Udon Thani, she said she was still looking for a friend who went missing in the disaster.

''I haven't thought about it. Well, if there's no work for me, I'll go back to Udon Thani.

''I'm borrowing money from relatives. I haven't got this month's pay. But if they don't pay, it's really okay. We all share the same fate,'' she said.

She was unlikely to work at a beach resort or hotel again, after what happened.

Meanwhile, the common sight of foreign tourists in their swimming suits returned to Phuket's Patong beach yesterday.

Tourists could be spotted strolling along the beach or sunbathing, apparently oblivious to heavy machines working on rubble and debris nearby.

Jurgen Kloss, a German tourist, said he would return home in a couple of days and he'd better enjoy the rest of his stay.

Mr Kloss, who has been in Phuket for a month, said he was not afraid of another tidal wave.

Warren Arnold, a tourist from Australia, said he likes the weather in Thailand and enjoys a walk along the beach.

Thailand was still as beautiful as ever and he plans to return next year.

Klaus Buchweitz, a German tourist, said he wanted to see what was left of Patong beach after the tidal waves.
____________________________________________________________________________________________

The Scotsman

Call for a warning system on Atlantic tsunamis 
ALASTAIR DALTON 

SCIENTISTS yesterday renewed their calls for a tsunami warning system in the Atlantic Ocean to prevent a repeat of Sunday’s massive devastation across southern Asia. 

Some experts warned that an earthquake or eruption that triggered huge, destructive waves posed as much of a threat in the Atlantic as in the Indian Ocean - but coastal states in both regions lay unprotected. 

Professor Bill McGuire, a disaster expert at University College London, said that if a warning system had been in place, virtually none of the victims of the Asian quake would have died. 

Prof McGuire, the director of the Benfield Hazard Research Centre, said equipment monitoring seismic and tidal changes - already operating in the Pacific - could have given early warning of an impending tsunami, allowing people time to move inland. 

He said: "There has to be some sort of mechanism, otherwise we are going to be in the same situation as what happened in the Indian Ocean." 

George Maul, a professor of oceanography at the Florida Institute of Technology, said: "We may get fewer tsunamis in the Atlantic than in the Pacific, but the population density in Western Europe, the Caribbean and the eastern United States raises the spectre of a much greater loss of life." 

Prof McGuire said one of the main threats to such areas was a volcanic eruption in the Canary Islands, off Africa, which could force a mountain flank the size of the Isle of Man into the sea. 

The impact of this huge chunk of rock, partially severed in an eruption of the Cumbre Vieja volcano on La Palma in 1949, would create towering waves spreading out in all directions. These would reach the UK within hours, surging more than half a mile inland across the south coast. Prof McGuire said: "Thirty-foot walls of water have incredible destructive power, as we saw in Asia." 

Prof McGuire said the tsunami would also devastate the Atlantic coast of the Americas, with Florida, the Caribbean and Brazil suffering most. 

The scientist said the effect would be similar to that of the storm surge - not a tsunami - shown in the film The Day After Tomorrow, albeit with more destruction of buildings. 

In the film, the Statue of Liberty is engulfed by a massive wave, then coated with ice, rather than being swept away. 

Prof McGuire said: "Clearly, there should be a tsunami warning system in every ocean basin. While 80 per cent of tsunamis occur in the Pacific, they will also happen elsewhere." He said there could be a repeat of the great Lisbon earthquake of 1775, which killed up to 60,000 people. 

The scientist called for a network of tidal gauges and seismographs to be linked by satellites to a warning control centre that could alert emergency services in threatened countries. 

He said seismic activity of the Cumbre Vieja volcano was being monitored, which should give one week’s notice of an eruption, but nothing was in place to warn of a landslide. 

However, Dr David Booth, a senior seismologist at the British Geological Survey in Edinburgh, said the volcano threat had been exaggerated. 

He said: "The landslip may not occur in a single block or slide far enough into the sea to create a massive tsunami." 

Prof McGuire said there was far less risk of a repeat of the world’s largest landslide, off Norway, which accelerated Britain’s becoming an island after the last ice age. 

The underwater landslip, off Stavanger some 8,000 years ago, caused 20-40ft waves which engulfed Shetland and eastern Scotland. It also inundated much of the land bridge that joined Britain to Europe. 

A more immediate threat is another storm surge, like the one which killed 304 people across eastern Britain on 31 January, 1953, in what was to be the country’s worst natural disaster in modern times. 

Scientists believe the risks are steadily increasing because sea levels are rising while the continental plate, on which southern Britain rests, is sinking. 

However, the Environment Agency said flood-warning systems are in place which did not exist 50 years ago.
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Hi Pakistan
National environment policy approved

Islamabad  (30 December) - The National Environmental Council has approved the National Environment Policy with a view to improve the country’s environment and effective cooperation among the government, civil society, private sector and other stakeholders. 

The meeting of the National Environmental Council was held under the chairmanship of Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz and was attended by Chief Ministers of the provinces, Federal Minister for Environment Maj (retd) Tahir Iqbal, and other officials of Ministry of Environment. 

The prime minister, while presiding over the meeting, said there was a need to create awareness in public about the gravity of the problems relating to environment. He said the government had legislated laws to prevent pollution and these laws needed to be implemented by the provinces and the district governments. He called upon the council members to deliberate on the issue of pollution and put up practical recommendations for creating a clean environment. 

The prime minister said ownership of the provincial governments in tackling environmental pollution would be necessary. He said the federal government would help the provincial governments wherever necessary to resolve the issue of environment pollution. 

Shaukat said environment play an important role in development and prosperity. He said lack of clean drinking water, air pollution and drainage problems cause environmental problems. He said industries, particularly cement, sugar, steel, leather and automobile, should take preventive measures to avoid pollution. He directed the Ministry of Environment in collaboration with provincial and district governments, civil societies and donor agencies to focus on mass-awareness programmes to tackle the issue of environmental pollution. 

The prime minister said school and college students should be made aware of the issue of environment and added that the education departments should make environment as part of syllabi and courses of study. "Ulema and Khatibs may be persuaded to educate the general public about the need for clean environments, " he added. 

The prime minister said the civil societies should be mobilised to take active part in the campaign to create awareness among the masses about the environmental issues. Minister for Environment, Maj (retd) Tahir Iqbal giving details of the National Environment Policy to APP, said the Ministry of Environment has proposed projects of Rs 25 billion for the next five years which would be implemented with the help of provinces. 

The minister said main objectives of the policy are to secure clean and healthy environment for the people of the country, attain sustainable economic and social development with due regard to protecting the resource base and the environment. 

Tahir said the National Environment Policy would also ensure effective management of the country’s environment through active participation of all the departments and individuals. The policy also includes guiding principles for sustainable development, equitable access to environmental resources, creation of demand for better environment, respect and care for the environment and integration of environment into planning and implementation of policies, programmes and projects to achieve the objectives of the policy. The policy would also ensure change in personal attitudes and behaviours, extensive participation of communities, stakeholders and the public, accountability and transparency. It will also ensure increased coordination and cooperation among the federal and provincial governments, NGOs, private sector and academia with increased regional and international cooperation. 

The National Environment Policy has also identified key sectoral issues for intervention. Under this policy, the government would manage and use water resources efficiently and acceptable quality, besides protection of aqua-culture. The government would also develop legal and policy framework for promotion of safe drinking water in the country and establish a water quality monitoring and surveillance system. Water treatment plants would be installed as an integral component of all drinking water supply schemes. 

Under the policy, a master plan would be developed for the conservation and sustainable utilisation of water resources besides improving management of minor irrigation schemes. The policy would also ensure the enactment of "Water Conservation Act" and relevant standards to foster water conservation through installation of water saving devices. 

_____________________________________________________________________________
Daily Times - Pakistan

Prime minister okays environment policy

ISLAMABAD: The Pakistan Environmental Protection Council (PEPC) approved a national environment policy at a meeting chaired by Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz on Monday.

Environment Minister Major (r) Tahir Iqbal told reporters that projects worth Rs 25 billion would be started in the next five years to address environmental problems.

The meeting also approved the establishment of a biodiversity secretariat and the National Institute of Biodiversity and Ecosystem Science, capacity building of environment protection agencies, national human settlement policy and a programme to address poverty-environment nexus.

The minister said that all provincial governments had been asked to increase allocations for environment, establish urban waste and water treatment plants, and develop waste management systems in urban areas. They were also advised to introduce land use planning and zoning and conduct a study to tackle the issue of plastic bags. He said the meeting decided that plastic bags should be improved to ensure their re-use and recycling. He said the prime minister had given the assurance that the federal government would help the provinces tackle environmental problems and the government would also help resolve pollution problems in Quetta and at the Balochistan coastline.

The minister said a countrywide clean drinking water scheme would be started and pilot projects would be launched in every tehsil within a month. He said textbooks from class one to matriculation would have lessons on environment as well. The minister said forest cover had increased from 4.8 percent during the last 12 years. He said smoke-emitting buses and trucks would be moved out of big cities by 2011. Mr Iqbal said local bodies would be responsible for launching sewage and forestation plans. nni
___________________________________________________________________________________________

Europa Net

New environment research website on the block

Enter the word ‘environment research’ in your favourite internet search engine and the results are staggering, ranging from 20 to 25 million hits. The quandary: which link provides credible and up-to-date research information on this important subject? A new website tackles this complicated subject through simple and effective navigation and a comprehensive list of relevant documentation and links.
The first thing a visitor to the new Environment Research (ER) website sees is a clear and concise mission statement describing the aim of EU research into environmental problems and what the site itself strives to achieve. “This website explains how the Commission’s Environment Research Programme is tackling this huge challenge through the right policies, projects and people,” the site declares. 

Immediately beneath are a selection of the latest news items covering a range of subjects, from EU projects on climate research to reports on recent conferences in the environmental research field. One of December’s top stories, called ‘A Blue Danube for a Black Sea’, announces an international conference on nutrient management in the Danube River, hosted in Vienna (AT) by the EU project daNUbs.

Thanks to a simple and clean design, the new website enables the visitor to orientate themselves quickly. The navigation menu has four main areas: Environmental Research Policy; Environmental Research Themes; News and Documents; and The Environment in Other EU Activities. To the right of the screen, the ‘Highlights’ section on the homepage introduces a report on the findings of the Prague (CZ) Conference on Urban Sustainability.

Navigating environment research
The ER policy section establishes the ‘Policy Framework’ in which the EU recommends practical ideas and technologies to the environmental problems facing Europe and the world. It outlines the research challenges in this area, how ER fits into the European Research Area (ERA) principle, what the Union’s research Framework Programmes have to say about it, and then gives an overview of the role of international co-operation and small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in this endeavour.

Visitors are first given some background on the relationship between ER and the EU: “Environmental protection is now high on the international agenda. There is also much closer focus on environmental research and sustainable development, largely through the European Union’s efforts in this area,” the website states. But the job is not over, it continues. “Despite political and technological progress, the pressure on the environment and Earth’s natural resources has not eased to any significant extent.”

In the ER themes section, ten multidisciplinary topics are presented, including Atmospheric Pollutants and Climate Change, Biodiversity, Land Management, Marine Ecosystems, and Water-related Research. The horizontal nature of the themes is justified by the complexity of our environment which, according to the website, makes its study similarly complex.

“The environment is a realm of strongly non-linear processes that do not fall into neat subdivisions and require a multidisciplinary approach that cuts across research field boundaries and paradigms,” it explains. And that complexity “makes the thematic approach particularly applicable to environmental research”.

In the ‘News and Documents’ section, visitors are offered a choice of two newsletters to peruse: Water and Soil Times (a regular publication) and SusDev News (a bi-monthly publication). There is also a huge list of official documents divided into various categories, as well as press releases dating back to 2002. Publications available on the site include a number of recent brochures on ‘EU Research for Sustainable Urban Development’. Several pages of links – both internally to other environmental activities within the EU and to external sites of value – help those visitors to this excellent new site who would like to continue their search on the internet.    
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Manila Times

Have an environment-friendly holiday

 

The merry celebrations during the holidays often leave us oblivious of our surroundings. We leave torn gift wrappers, plastic and food containers in disarray. At New Year’s Eve and onto the next morning, the air becomes thick of pyrotechnic smoke that is toxic to both humans and the environment. 

Avoid such glitches by observing environment-friendly measures especially this season. Start the year by implementing pro-nature systems at your own home. Here are some ideas. 

Recycling 

• Make your own gift-wrapping paper from Sunday comics, old maps, magazines or from decorated paper bags. Remember not to use styrofoam for packaging because they are nonbiodegradable to begin with. Instead, use piled newspapers and shredded papers as fillers for your gifts. 

• Give reusable tote bags, lunch bags, travel mugs, house plants, bird feeders and cages and hand-made items. 

• Stage a New Year “treasure hunt,” with you hiding the gifts and making the kids search for it around the house. The more excitement, the less gift wrapper to use. 

• Put the small gift inside the bigger present to save space: Cookies in a flowerpot, chocolates in decorated canisters, or jewelry wrapped in a handkerchief or scarf. 

• Use e-mail instead of snail mail to greet relatives and friends from far away. 

• Don’t throw away ribbons and bows; they can be reused next year. Use a sack to store torn gift wrappers to avoid clutter. 

• Christmas trees have become very costly, so your tree should not end up in the garbage bin but in storage for next year. 

Reducing trash 

Did you know that around 6,000 tons of solid wastes are generated in Metro Manila every day? Of this, 74 percent comes from household wastes. This just goes to show that—yes—we all contribute to the pollution problem. According to experts, a well-off person generates 0.5 kilo of solid waste every day, while someone who has less in life manages to generate 0.344 kilo of waste.  Here are the 3R’s of solid waste management that would help you lessen your share of daily garbage: 

Reduce. Avoid wasteful consumption of goods. Begin by asking yourself: “Do I really need it?” No unnecessary packaging, and keep finding ways to reduce waste toxicity. 

Reuse. Whenever possible, reuse items instead of just throwing them away. Maintain and repair durable products. Borrow, rent or share items that are not used frequently. Sell or donate goods instead of throwing them out. It would greatly help if we patronize goods that are reusable, instead of disposable items. 

Recycle. Waste should be treated as a valuable resource. Items that are useless or of very little value to one person often have significant value to another. Portions of waste material should be sorted and reused. 

Composting. This refers to the controlled decomposition of organic matter by microorganisms, mainly bacteria and fungi, into humus-like product. The process utilizes biodegradable wastes from your kitchen and garden. Compost is both a soil and a fertilizer. Compost also helps conserve moisture, prevent erosion and reduce weed growth. 

We resort to burning our solid waste in our own backyard to dispose them. But substances from open burning of solid wastes can be fatal. It is prohibited under the Ecological Solid Waste Management Act, and it has adverse effects on people’s health and on the environment. 

Open burning releases into the atmosphere toxic substances such as dioxins, sulfur oxide, heavy metals, toxic ash and carbon dioxide. These elements are also major sources of air pollution that depletes the ozone layer that protects the earth from the harmful ultra-violet rays of the sun. 

On pyrotechnics 

Firecrackers are used especially on New Year’s Eve. But remember that its toxic dusts are hazardous to your health.  Here are some facts: 

• Pyrotechnics consist mainly of fine toxic dusts (particulate matter PM10) that easily enter the lungs and pose real danger for those already sick and the healthy. 

• The hazardous smoke generated from these fireworks can lead to dizziness, heart disturbances, asthma attack, allergies and respiratory illnesses like bronchitis, emphysema, chronic obstructive pulmonary diseases, laryngitis, pneumonia, among others. 

• Most firecrackers generate more than 80 decibels noise that can cause temporary hearing loss. 

• More so, firecrackers contain highly toxic heavy metals like cadmium and lead in addition to other metals like copper, manganese, zinc, sodium, magnesium and potassium. These pollutants pose great danger to the environment as these contribute to the depletion of the ozone layer global warming and climate change.
__________________________________________________________________

 Manila Times

ANALYSISBy JCM Romero 3rd 

Wrath of nature 

The devastation of South Asia with a powerful earthquake in Indonesia, followed by killer-tsunamis in India, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Malaysia, Myanmar and Maldives, confirms how helpless people can be in the face of a natural disaster. With 9,200 immediately reported dead in a region-wide catastrophe Sunday, the tremor is the world’s strongest in 40 years. It is unclear whether the calamity is a punishment for mankind. 

Broadcast accounts of the wrath of nature show us the grim picture that nations and their inhabitants could be wiped out even without genocidal war or military assault. If the intensity 8.9 quake jolted Sumatra and the entire region for a much longer time, then other neigh­boring countries like the Philippines could have been damaged as well. 

Could it be that God spared Manila because almost a thousand already died when three devastating typhoons, accompanied by flash floods, hit the archipelago in the last few weeks. If such an intervention is divinely possible, then the whole world should pray a lot more in order to put a stop to the war in Middle East and elsewhere. Maybe the unseen hand could also prevent repressive governments that abet assassination of journalists. 

God’s prosecutorial hand should shackle down or punish those who use war for political luxury and economic greed. Invasion is undertaken to promote democracy by force. And nuclear buildup for military might is misrepresented as energy-enhancement projects despite abundance of the conventional source of energy—oil. If military invasion and building up nuclear arms could cause more destruction than nature, why should thousands of people die because of earthquakes and tsunamis? 

Outside the technical explanation of the phenomenon involving dislocated plates of the ocean floor, the South Asia tragedy is a scourge that could hardly be predicted, unlike the unfolding of war. The mighty controls the fate of the weak through the bullet. What befell India, Sri Lanka and Thailand when angry waves savaged their inhabitants confuses the conventional mind as regards divine intervention, which supposedly embraces the unfortunate and protects them from harm. Why people from poor Sri Lankan coastal villages were washed away like worthless flotsam is a question that goes with grief, and one only God could sufficiently explain. 

Reports say increasing technology could lead to completely controlling the beha­vior of the environment, as a weapon of aggression, for instance. An aggressive state may for instance create a storm to cripple the military defenses of small nations. Were that possible now, we would have a reckless human prescription that goes against the divine design of things. 

Many hapless victims reportedly called on Allah to stop the cataclysm as if the natural events were satanic. Those who died may find out for themselves the truth in the after-life. Those who survived could either be shaking their heads or blaming God. 

This is part of the human weakness in the face of ordeal and confusion. A terrified South Asian people hardly understanding what they went experience would perceive the disaster as cruel fate. It is a misplaced retribution for them in a world raked up by political evils and economic opportunists. 

The discrepancy between human perception and divine act is subjectively wide. But in God’s mind, it is always objectively right according to His plans for us. The trauma makes it difficult for the victims to go on with life without experiencing some pain. As the world mourns the dead, dread grows from the debris of the severe geological disaster.

____________________________________________________________________________________________

NY TIMES

Op-Ed Contributor: The Year the Earth Fought Back

December 29, 2004

By SIMON WINCHESTER

London &mdash; LIKE two bookends of calamity, earthquakes at Bam in Iran and off Sumatra in Indonesia have delineated a year of unusual seismic ferocity - a year, one might say, of living dangerously. Twelve months, almost to the very hour, before Sunday's extraordinary release of stress at the India-Burma tectonic plate boundary, a similar jolt at the boundary of the Arabian and the Eurasian Plates devastated one of the most celebrated of Persian caravan cities. The televised images of Bam's collapsed citadel and the sight of thousands of bodies being carried from the desert ruins haunted the world then just as the images of the drowned around the shores of the Bay of Bengal do today.

But that has not been the half of it. True, these two disasters were, in terms of their numbers of casualties, by

far the most lethal. But in the 12 months that separated them, there have been many other ruinous and seismically

ominous events, occurring in places that seem at first blush to be entirely disconnected.

This year just ending - which the all-too-seismically-aware Chinese will remind us has been that of the Monkey, and so generally much prone to terrestrial mischief - has seen killer earthquakes in Morocco in February and Japan's main island of Honshu in October. The Japan temblor left us with one widely published image - of a bullet-train, derailed and lying on its side - that was, in its own way, an augury of a very considerable power: no such locomotive had ever been brought low before, and the Japanese were properly vexed by its melancholy symbolism.

In America, too, this year there have been some peculiar signs. Not only has Mount St. Helens been acting up in the

most serious fashion since its devastating eruption of May 1980, but on one bright mid-autumn day in California this year the great San Andreas Fault, where the North American and Pacific Plates rub alongside one another, ruptured. It was on Sept. 28, early in the morning, near the town of Parkfield - where, by chance, a deep hole was being drilled directly down into the fault by geologists to try to discern the fault's inner mysteries.

The rupture produced a quake of magnitude 6.0 - and though it did not kill anyone, it frightened millions, not least

the government scientists who have the fault in their care. They had expected this particular quake to have occurred

years beforehand - and had thought a seismic event so unlikely at the time that most were at a conference in

Chicago when it happened. They rushed home, fascinated to examine their instruments, but eager also to allay fears

that their drilling had anything to do with the tremors.

As every American schoolchild knows, the most notorious rupture of this same fault occurred nearly a century ago,

at 5:12 a.m. on April 18, 1906 - an occurrence now known around the world as the great San Francisco Earthquake. An entire city, a monument to the hopes and dreams of America's westward expansion, was destroyed by a mere 40

seconds of shaking. It was an occurrence possessed of a historical significance that may well be matched by the

tragedy now unfolding on the far side of the world.

But, curiously, it turns out that there were many other equally momentous seismic events taking place elsewhere in

the world in 1906 as well. Ten weeks before the San Francisco quake there was one of magnitude 8.2 on the

frontier between Colombia and Ecuador; then on Feb. 16 there was a violent rupture under the Caribbean island of

St. Lucia;then on March 1, 200 people were killed by an earthquake on Formosa; and then, to pile Pelion upon Ossa, Mt. Vesuvius in Italy erupted, killing hundreds.

But even then it wasn't over. The grand finale of the year's seismic upheaval took place in Chile in August, a

quake that all but destroyed the port of Valparaiso. Twenty thousand people were killed. Small wonder that the Chinese, who invented the seismograph and who tend to take the long view of all historical happenings, note in their writings that 1906 was a highly unusual Year of the Fire Horse, when devastating consequences are wont to abound, worldwide.

Given these cascades of disasters past and present, one can only wonder: might there be some kind of butterfly effect, latent and deadly, lying out in the seismic world? There is of course no hard scientific truth - no firm certainty thata rupture on a tectonic boundary in the western Pacific (in Honshu, say) can lead directly to a break in a boundary in the eastern Pacific (in Parkfield), or another in the eastern Indian ocean (off Sumatra, say). But anecdotally, as this year has so tragically shown, there is evidence aplenty.

Plate tectonics as a science is less than 40 years old. It is possible that common sense suggests what science has yet

to confirm: that the movement among the world's tectonic plates may be one part of enormous dynamic system, with effects of one plate's shifting more likely than not to spread far, far away, quite possibly clear across the

surface of the globe..

In recent decades, thanks largely to the controversial Gaia Theory developed by the British scientists James Lovelock, it has become ever more respectable to consider the planet as one immense and eternally interacting living system - the living planet, floating in space, every part of its great engine affecting every other, for good or for ill.

Mr. Lovelock's notion, which he named after the earth goddess of the Ancient Greeks, makes much of the delicacy

of the balance that mankind's environmental carelessness increasingly threatens. But his theory also acknowledges

the somber necessity of natural happenings, many of which seem in human terms so tragically unjust, as part of a vast system of checks and balances. The events that this week destroyed the shores of the Indian Ocean, and which leveled

the city of Bam a year ago, were of unmitigated horror: but they may also serve some deeper planetary purpose, one quite hidden to our own beliefs.

It is worth noting that scientists have discovered that the geysers in Yellowstone National Park started to erupt much more frequently in the days immediately following a huge earthquake in central Alaska in 2002. There turned out to be a connection, one hitherto quite unrealized, that intimately linked places thousands of miles apart.

Geologists are now looking for other possible links – sure in the knowledge that if real geological connections can be determined, then we may in due course be able to divine from events on one side of the planet indications that will allow us to warn people on the other - and so perhaps allow them to prepare, as those in today's Indian Ocean

communities never were able, for the next time.

For one thing is certain, and comfortless: on earth, eternally restless and alive, there will, and without a

scintilla of doubt, be a next time.

Simon Winchester is the author of "Krakatoa: The Day the World Exploded, August 27, 1883."

____________________________________________________________________________________________

Standard Democrat - Missouri


Recycling Christmas trees can benefit environment 


12/26/04


Chris Hart, a city of Sikeston Park Division employee, installs a sign for the city's annual Christmas tree drop-off.



SIKESTON - For those who decorate with real Christmas trees, a valuable conservation asset is available that can have a positive impact well beyond the holidays. 


The City of Sikeston Park Division is collecting real Christmas trees again this year for use as shelters in the city’s two public fishing lakes. By recycling real Christmas trees through Sikeston’s annual Christmas tree collection program, area residents can improve fish habitat in the city’s lakes in the Recreation Complex and at R.S. Matthews Park and also at Lake Wappapello, which ultimately will improve the fishing in those lakes. 


Today and continuing through Jan. 5, local residents may take their real trees to the designation collection site on Airport Drive behind the Sikeston Area Chamber of Commerce building. On Jan. 6, Park Division employees will load a portion of the trees collected onto a trailer provided by Pullen Brothers Inc. for transport to the Corps of Engineers at Lake Wappapello. The remainder of the trees will be taken to the city’s two lakes, where they will be bundled in small groups to be submerged in the lakes. 


The fish shelter program affords area residents an opportunity to dispose of trees in an ecologically sound manner and, at the same time, enhance fishing opportunities for anglers at local lakes. The shelters created by the submerged bundles of trees provide fish with breeding areas and resting places. 


They also provide young fish safe living space where they can feed without being preyed upon by larger fish. With this protective environment, fish have a better chance to grow to maturity and provide a good fishing experience for anglers. New trees are added to selected shelters each year to maintain their usefulness as cover. 


Area residents are encouraged to continue their support of this conservation effort to continue to improve fishing conditions in Sikeston’s lakes. For more information, call Jiggs Moore at 471-6070. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________

ABS-CBN Philippines


The day after tomorrow

At the risk of sounding like a broken record, we have to repeat our recent reminder to government to rethink its spending priorities—specifically, investing more in weather science rather than, say, pleasing international credit-rating agencies. 

We made the reminder right after the last typhoons cut a swathe of death and destruction across Southern and Central Luzon, stressing the folly of allowing the rape of our forests to continue without letup—thus destroying watersheds that hold back rainwater—yet failing to provide for the right weather equipment to detect on time the disastrous consequences of massively destroying the environment. Large-scale mining does the same thing, by the way. Indeed, weather bureau officials blamed the lack of radar—13 more, rather than the three they have—to give timely warning. Sure, radar can’t stop excessive rainfall or massive destruction of property, but an early if expensive warning system might have reduced human casualties. 

Oddly, for the price of just a couple of phone calls, thousands of lives were saved when what one wag called “the Jesuit jungle line” burned with warnings of impending calamity, even as weather officials continued to fret about lacking all the space age equipment they wanted. 

Indeed, the Jesuit-run Manila Observatory, having gotten real-time satellite imagery of the unfolding meteorological nightmare, sent a public warning through a network of bishops and parish priests in the area for the populations at risk to evacuate immediately. One priest, Fr. Charlie Collandres, lost his life, showing that you don’t need more radar but just a little more guts to do the job. UN experts remarked that such religious intervention was nothing new; in Afghanistan a network of mullahs perform the same disaster-warning function. 

Now comes the nearly Asia-wide disaster triggered by the record-setting intensity-9 quake that jolted Indonesia and spawned tsunamis that hit nine countries, killing more than 61,000—and still counting. Among those hit, India and Sri Lanka had the most casualties, largely because thousands of coastal residents were unable to seek higher ground, having been swamped within minutes by waves as high as 10 meters in some places. And yet the experts now say that the two countries may have been spared the human loss had they been part of an international link—which the Philippines reportedly has also severed—providing for an early-warning system on seismic disturbances. Reports said that the equipment installed in countries that are part of this link could detect the direction of the sea disturbances in case of earthquakes and provide lead time of as much as three to four hours for the evacuation of the areas at risk. 

It is not for us to judge the two South Asian countries that decided to forgo that international linkage; especially since we may have also done the same. But the tragedy that befell our neighbors should at least benefit us in terms of flagging yet again the need to invest in the appropriate science. 

Only last week, congressmen were jolted by the realization that their loved ones could end up fried as well because the national government’s—not the local governments’—fire-fighting units do not have the commonly available equipment to enter burning houses; not least because Department of the Interior and Local Governments officials pocket the funds. And so we see again a case of closing the barn door after the horses have bolted, not to mention been stolen. 

This time around, the tsunamis mercifully spared the Philippines—with one newsroom wag saying the country has, after all, reached its “quota of suffering” with the devastation in Quezon province and, of all the silly things to mention in the same breath, the death of FPJ. Yet this may only mean that we’re next. In a country of 7,107 islands, the risks of poor fishing communities and expensive yet popular beach resorts being swamped by tsunamis is high, especially since we are well-embedded in the Pacific’s seismic ring of fire. Yet last we heard, early warning systems have been left hanging by, among others, a question of funding and a dispute between public works officials and other agencies on which group can purchase the equipment or pocket the money. 

Not that we need all that much money—certainly much less than weather officials are asking for because it should be enough if we maintained and strengthened our linkages with, say, entities like the US-run Pacific Disaster Center that gave more than sufficient warning of the onrushing tsunamis. 

Indeed, it is time to reset our priorities, from first paying international creditors for the corrupt deals they brokered (e.g., the independent power producers) and hanging on every word of the credit-rating agencies, to focusing our resources on bracing our country and our people for the worst as the world’s increasingly zany weather combines with the planet’s increasingly volatile geology to produce the day after tomorrow’s unprecedented calamities.
____________________________________________________________________________________________
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UN or UNEP in the news

The price we pay for the crimes of the rich
The Daily Star – Bangladesh, 29 December 2004 - Mohammad Mozahidur Rahaman - In essence, economics is a science of choice. The discipline tells us the optimal choice is the one that maximises our satisfaction. The simple yet powerful tool through which economists arrive at the optimal choice is called the "opportunity cost" of foregoing the alternatives and the whole process is guided by the inherent thrust to preserve our own self-interest. However, when the choices we make have negative consequences for others, the welfare economics tells us to compensate the parties affected by our actions. This very fundamental premise of modern economics is challenged by one of the pressing issues of our time -- global warming.
……. The UN environment programme estimates that the extra economic costs of disasters attributable to climate change -- floods, storms, hurricanes, etc -- are running at more than $300 billion annually. The best guess of development groups is that climate change could cost developing countries up to £6.5 trillion over the next 20 years. At present, some 46 million people live in areas at risk of flooding due to storm surges. Scientists estimate that a 50cm rise in sea level would increase this number to 92 million and a one metre rise would put 118 million in peril. The figures are based on current population density and present levels of sea defense measures. If the global ocean level went up by one metre, Egypt would lose 1 per cent of its land area, the Netherlands would lose 6 per cent, Bangladesh would lose 17.5 per cent, and on the Majuro Atoll in the Pacific Marshall Islands some 80 per cent of the land would disappear under water. 
http://www.thedailystar.net/2004/12/29/d412291501108.htm 

Political impact of India’s river-linking project: view of a neighbor
The Telegraph, Nepal, 29 December 2004 -By Dr. Upendra Gautam- 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. 
….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)….
http://www.nepalnews.com.np/contents/englishweekly/telegraph/2004/dec/dec29/national.htm 

Insuring Climate Change -- High Risk Business
Tech Central Station, OH - Dec 27, 2004 - Alarmism over climate change has created many bandwagons. One is Europe's insurance industry. It is an official "business partner" of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), the UN's official climate change booster. Many businesses seek a Green afterglow as global warming fellow travelers. The insurance companies claim a higher tone. They are in it to contribute. They may be taking a bigger risk than they realize. 
http://www.techcentralstation.com/122704D.html 

General Environment News

Economic damage hits $19 billion
TVNZ, New Zealand, 29 December 2004 -The tsunami catastrophe in south Asia is likely to have wreaked economic damage of more than $19 billion, compounding what was already the most expensive year in history for insurers, the world's largest reinsurer said.
…"The terrible effects spreading all around the Indian Ocean and reaching as far as the Horn of Africa are a further reminder of the global threat from natural catastrophes," executive board member Stefan Heyd wrote in Munich Re's annual disaster report.
"They underline our long-standing demand for prompt and rigorous measures against global climate change. After the disappointing outcome of the recent climate summit in Buenos Aires, time is running out."
http://tvnz.co.nz/view/news_world_story_skin/466463%3fformat=html 

Indonesia's toll climbs past 27,000
TVNZ, New Zealand, 29 December 2004 - Indonesia's death toll from the weekend's tsunami soared past 27,000 on Wednesday, but was expected to climb higher with many bodies still buried under mud and rubble.
Nearly all the deaths were in the northwestern province of Aceh at the tip of Sumatra, but rescue crews were still trying to reach cut off areas.
http://tvnz.co.nz/view/news_world_story_skin/466471%3fformat=html 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

UN Daily News  - 29 December 2004

In the headlines:

• 
UN launches initial tsunami appeal, seeks early warning system within year

• 
Annan cuts short holidays to oversee massive UN relief effort after Asian tsunami

• 
UN's initial tsunami relief takes various forms in worst-hit countries

• 
Iraq's independent electoral commission hails UN role in organizing balloting

• 
Thousands of displaced Sudanese being relocated from crowded camp, UN says

• 
UN mission team finds evidence of killings in eastern DR of Congo

• 
UN mission provides security as 1992 Côte d'Ivoire currency is exchanged for new

• 
Haiti: Government pays demobilized soldiers following UN-supported meeting

UN launches initial tsunami appeal, seeks early warning system within year 

29 December - On day three of the massive United Nations relief effort after the devastating Asian tsunami, senior officials today issued an immediate call for $130 million ahead of a much vaster appeal next week, stressed that coordination was now vital to save hundreds of thousands of lives, and set a 12-month deadline to install an early warning system to prevent a repeat disaster. 

"We are saving lives, thousands of lives every day," Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland told a news briefing in New York, praising the generous donor response so far to the disaster, in which some 80,000 people were killed and hundreds of thousands injured after an undersea earthquake on Sunday off Sumatra, Indonesia, sent the giant waves crashing into nearly a dozen countries. 

"Coordination is now vital. It is one of the biggest relief operations ever," he said of the effort to bring in medicines, shelter, sanitation and water purification equipment to forestall deadly diarrhoeal diseases and acute respiratory infections among the millions of survivors threatened by contaminated water sources. 

The present relief operation is expected to surpass that launched after Hurricane Mitch devastated Central America in 1998, when the $155 million flash appeal for relief for the first six months was followed by a "mammoth" longer-term reconstruction effort undertaken by the UN and the World Bank. 

"I think this will be bigger and as such it is unprecedented," Mr. Egeland said, noting the enormous distances covered by the devastated zones, stretching from villages that were wiped out in Somalia to all those displaced in Sri Lanka to the "growing number we are now aware of" in Indonesia. "Indeed we are stretched to the limit." 

According to figures released by the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) the two largest UN flash appeals to date have been $1.6 billion for Iraq following last year's war and $350 million for the earthquake in Bam, Iran, a year ago. 

Mr. Egeland said overall donations pledged so far included some $220 million in cash and an equal amount in kind, some of which would help cover the $130 million emergency call he issued today. Secretary-General Kofi Annan is expected to launch the much vaster flash appeal for the next six months on 6 January. 

Asked at the same briefing about dire warnings that there could be as many dead from disease following the disaster as those caused directly by the tsunami, Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator Margareta Wahlström stressed that the first priority was clean water. "Hopefully it will not be that dramatic but the risk is there if the system is not able to access the areas," she said. Ms. Walhstrom is to leave New York tonight for an on-the-spot assessment of the devastated zones. 

The UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) warned that without immediate wide-scale action to provide safe water, millions of people will be at grave risk of water-borne disease. "Standing water can be just as deadly as moving water," UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said. Children, who make up at least one-third of the overall population in the worst-affected countries, are particularly vulnerable to such diseases. 

"Hundreds of thousands of children who survived the massive waves that destroyed their communities now risk getting seriously ill from something as simple as taking a drink of water," Ms. Bellamy said. 

Looking to forestall future tragedies, Sálvano Briceño, Director of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (IDSR), a UN initiative for increasing knowledge-sharing in areas of risk management, called for immediate work to install a tsunami early warning system in the Indian Ocean such as already exists in the Pacific. Such a system would allow quick evacuation of threatened areas before a tsunami struck. 

"I want to see that every coastal country around South Asia and Southeast Asia has at least a basic but effective tsunami warning system in place by this time next year," he said. "There is no reason why this cannot be done. We have been in contact with UN agencies, technical institutions and governments in the region affected, and find that there is a strong basis of knowledge, technology and collaboration and a real readiness to act." 

Mr. Egeland said the issue would be discussed at next month's World Conference on Disaster Reduction in Kobe, Japan. 

He added that casualty figures were rising by the hour, especially in Sumatra, the closest land to the earthquake, where many areas were still inaccessible. He said the UN was setting up camps for aid workers there. 

He noted that assuming a ratio of four injured to each dead person, there were hundreds of thousands of injured. "This has totally swamped and absorbed the local medical facilities which in many instances were destroyed in the first place," he said. 

"Still, perhaps the biggest challenge now is the water and the sanitation and the emergency food and the emergency shelter for hundreds of thousands of homeless," he added. 

Counting both local and international staff devoted to the relief operations, Mr. Egeland said the UN had thousands working in the affected countries. But he praised the local authorities who had tens of thousands working round the clock to alleviate the suffering. 

Annan cuts short holidays to oversee massive UN relief effort after Asian tsunami 

29 December - Secretary-General Kofi Annan is cutting short his end-of-year holidays to return to United Nations Headquarters in New York tonight to oversee the world body's relief efforts after the devastating tsunami that struck Southern Asia, killing some 80,000 people, injuring hundreds of thousands more and affecting millions. 

He will meet tomorrow morning with UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland and the heads of other agencies involved in the relief effort, which officials have called unprecedented and possibly the largest ever launched by the world body. 

Over the past two days, Mr. Annan has spoken to the leaders of the nearly one dozen countries hit by the disaster to see what they need most urgently and has also been in touch with leaders of major donor nations to review the international relief effort and to underscore the UN's coordinating role, his spokesman said today. 

Earlier today Mr. Annan discussed the situation with United States Secretary of State Colin Powell. 

In an interview on CNN last night, the Secretary-General called for a generous response to the flash appeal that the UN will launch on 6 January, warning that the emergency relief phase for the catastrophe together with the recovery and the reconstruction phase will require billions of dollars. 

"The needs are enormous. They need food. They need clean water. They need shelter. They need medication," he said. "We need to begin worrying immediately about the non-food items, sanitation, clean water, to ensure that epidemics do not set in. And so they need lots of help and are looking to the international community to respond and respond generously." 

UN's initial tsunami relief takes various forms in worst-hit countries 

29 December - As the United Nations system moves into high gear to identify the immediate needs of the countries devastated by the South Asian tsunami that has reportedly claimed nearly 70,000 lives and affected millions more, initial actions have been tailored to help each of the worst-hit nations. 

•  Sri Lanka - The World Food Programme (WFP), which says at least 1 million people have been displaced from their homes, is providing food aid for 500,000 people for two weeks. The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) is organizing an airlift of relief items from its UN Humanitarian Response Depot located in Brindisi, Italy, and the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) will bring in medical supplies for 150,000 people for three months after already providing more than 30,000 blankets. The World Health Organization (WHO) is shipping four emergency health kits for hospitals with medicines, disposables and instruments sufficient to support 40,000 people for three months. The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is initially distributing $380,000 worth of supplies, including 23,500 plastic sheets for shelter, 24,500 plastic mats, clothing, towels and 20,000 kitchen sets. 

•  Indonesia - UNHCR is set to airlift emergency shelter supplies for up to 100,000 people in the province of Aceh, including 3,500 lightweight tent, 20,000 kitchen sets, plastic sheeting for 20,000 families and 100,000 blankets. UNICEF is sending emergency health kits to supply 200,000 people for two weeks. UNICEF will also send tarpaulins and family sets for 8,000 households. The UN Development Programme (UNDP) will deploy a recovery expert and WFP will purchase food for immediate distribution. 

•  India - UNICEF is providing hundreds of thousands of water purification tablets, 1,600 community water tanks containing 500 litres each, 200,000 sachets of oral rehydration salts, medical supplies sufficient to serve 30 health centres, and 30,000 blankets. WHO staff working on polio and tuberculosis prevention have already been mobilized to support government efforts in surveillance and relief work. 

•  Maldives - UNDP released a $100,000 emergency grant. OCHA is organizing a 15-ton airlift of relief items from its Brindisi depot including tents, water containers, jerry cans, as well as emergency health kits. WHO is procuring supplies of water purifying tablets, oral rehydration salts and antibiotics. UNICEF is working with the government on the immediate provision of water purification supplies, food, clothing for children, shelter and other basics. 

•  Thailand - UNDP released an emergency grant of $100,000, while WFP allocated $500,000 to purchase food for immediate distribution to the affected population. 

•  Somalia - OCHA is organizing an aerial assessment of affected coastal areas while WFP has started moving more than 30 tons of food. A total of 1,000 tons of food is currently available in WFP stocks in the northern Puntland area and a ship with another 1,300 tons will be dispatched soon from Mombassa, Kenya. 

Iraq's independent electoral commission hails UN role in organizing balloting 

29 December - The Board of Commissioners of Iraq's independent electoral commission today hailed the work of the approximately 30 United Nations experts currently in the country to prepare for next month's planned balloting. 

In a statement, the Board said it was "very pleased to have secured the assistance of this experienced multi-national team, who are working alongside Iraqi staff at Commission headquarters." 

The Board added that it looked forward to "continuing to work fruitfully with the UN" in the run-up to the 30 January landmark poll, which will be Iraq's first free elections in more than 50 years. 

Calling the UN presence "essential," the Board said that without the world body's support, "it would have been very difficult to work to the tight electoral timetable demanded in law whilst still meeting international standards." 

The Board added that the work of the UN team has been carried out with "the highest integrity" and praised UN staffers for having "rigorously espoused and maintained the principles of fairness and transparency in their working practices and in their advice to Iraqi colleagues." 

Thousands of displaced Sudanese being relocated from crowded camp, UN says 

29 December - Half of the estimated 120,000 internally displaced persons in the swollen Kalma Camp in Sudan's strife-torn Darfur region will be relocated to three new sites early next month, the United Nations reported today. 

During a visit to the area on Monday and Tuesday, Manuel Aranda da Silva, the Deputy Special Representative for the Secretary-General in Sudan, expressed satisfaction at the ongoing process of relocation of IDPs, for whom three new relocation sites have been identified. The sites would cater to 60,000 IDPs, with 20,000 at each site, and the relocation would be carried out in the first weeks of January. 

Mr. Aranda da Silva, who is in charge of humanitarian affairs and development, met with Sudanese local authorities and representatives of the UN agencies, including those working at Kalma Camp. 

Meanwhile, with 15 new cases of polio reported, the UN World Health Organization (WHO) said its anti-polio vaccination campaign for Sudan would run from 10 to12 January and would target 5.9 million children. 

As of today there were 94 cases of polio in the country, with 40 of those in Sudan's capital, Khartoum. 

UN mission team finds evidence of killings in eastern DR of Congo 

29 December - The United Nations peacekeeping mission in the troubled eastern region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has found evidence that former Mayi-Mayi militiamen have killed seven civilians, a soldier and perhaps another six former officers from a rival militia, the UN spokesman said today. 

The killings took place "during and after the retreat from the area of members of a faction of the former Congolese National Army, known as RCD-Goma military wing and often referred to by its French acronym ANC," Fred Eckhard said in a statement issued to journalists. 

After a 21 and 22 December visit to Walikali, North Kivu, an investigative team from the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) confirmed that ex-Mayi-Mayi militiamen turned regular members of the DRC's national army carried out extra-judicial killings of "a Rwandan, a Kinyarwanda-speaking Congolese and a Congolese from the BaShi community," he said. 

In addition, the team obtained information corroborating reports of the murders of four civilians and a soldier, he said. 

"The team also told of reports that six ex-ANC officers were taken prisoners and subsequently executed by the ex-Mayi Mayi forces. An in-depth investigation of these cases is underway," he said. 

Mayi-Mayi tribal militias were allied with the former DRC Government in the five-year civil war that ended in June 2003 with the formation of a multi-factional Transitional Government. 

UN mission provides security as 1992 Côte d'Ivoire currency is exchanged for new 

29 December - The exchange of 12-year-old Côte d'Ivoire currency for new began today in the rebel-held north of the West African country under the watchful eye of the United Nations peacekeeping mission, which was asked to help provide security for the three-day operation. 

The UN Operation in Côte d'Ivoire (UNOCI), Forces Nouvelles rebels and some members of the UN-authorized French Licorne force "will see to it that the persons wishing to change their banknotes can do so in complete security," the mission said. 

Launched in the sub-region in mid-September, the exchange transaction was scheduled to end on Friday, after covering the eight countries belonging to the West African Central Bank (BCEAO) - Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d'Ivoire, Guinea Bissau, Mali, Niger, Senegal and Togo. 

UNOCI was to help transport and protect 26 BCEAO agents at the locations where the exchanges were being made. 

The old currency was the Community of French-speaking Africa francs (FCFA), in notes of 10,000, 5,000, 2,000 and 1,000, as well as in 200 FCFA and 500 FCFA coins. 

BCEAO said it was fulfilling a decision the ministers of the Monetary Union of West Africa (UMOWA) made in December of last year not use two different sets of currency after new notes and coins were issued earlier in the year. The 1992 currency amounted to 50 per cent of the currency in circulation, it said. 

In November of last year, the UN Security Council noted that there had been a bloody bank robbery in rebel-held Bouaké in late September, "followed by further related skirmishes in Bouaké among the soldiers of the Forces Nouvelles, who were reportedly fighting over the spoils, and two other attempted bank robberies in Man and Korhogo in October," but BCEAO did not link the currency exchange to the robberies. 

Haiti: Government pays demobilized soldiers following UN-supported meeting 

28 December - The Interim Government of Haiti today began paying former soldiers who have since demobilized following on agreements reached during talks supported by the United Nations mission in the country (MINUSTAH). 

During two meetings held in Les Cayes and in Cap Haïtien on Monday, both the ministers and the former combatants present agreed that a decision on reconstituting the army, which was broken up in 1994 by then-President Jean-Bertrand Aristide, would have to be taken by elected politicians following balloting. President Aristide left amid political turmoil in February. 

The members of the former Haitian armed forces (ex-FAD'H) set forth their requests, including back pay and pension benefits. Government officials, who called the meeting, affirmed their will to address key concerns, and today sent the first cheques to demilitarized soldiers who participated in the UN-run disarmament process. 

MINUSTAH supported the Government's action and provided logistical support to the meeting, including two helicopters for transportation, in the framework of its mandate. 

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, in his latest report to the Security Council on Haiti, welcomed initiatives to reintegrate into society the demobilized military "whose actions constitute a challenge to the authority of the State." 
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