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More moms get back on the job                                        by CARLY WEEKS

December 20, 2007 at 9:35 AM EST

OTTAWA — Kerri Corturillo wasn't prepared for the set of new challenges waiting for her when she returned to work after maternity leave: childcare costs, no more after-work socializing, and major anxiety about balancing career goals with family life.

But four years later, and on her second maternity leave, Ms. Corturillo, who lives in Markham, Ont., says she is looking forward to returning to her job and has no plans to leave the work force.

"I see myself working full-time as long as I can," said Ms. Corturillo, who has a four-year-old daughter and six-month-old son.

She's part of a growing contingent of new Canadian mothers who are returning to work and remaining in their jobs as their children grow, according to a Statistics Canada report released yesterday.

Kerry Corturillo of Markham, Ont., will be going back to work at the end of May. She has been home looking after six-month old Jacob and Emily, 4.
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Kerry Corturillo of Markham, Ont., will be going back to work at the end of May. She has been home looking after six-month-old Jacob and Emily, 4. (Tory Zimmerman for The Globe and Mail)
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The study examined the impact of childbirth on women's careers from 1983 to 2004 focusing on mothers aged 20 to 39.

While the rate of mothers in the work force is traditionally lower than women without children, an increasing number are returning to work after childbirth.

In 1984, the employment rate of new mothers during the first year after giving birth was 84 per cent. That number reached a peak of 91 per cent in 1999 and was at 88 per cent by 2000.

Mothers are also less likely now to leave the work force several years after having children than they were 20 years ago.

About 8 per cent of mothers who had children in the mid- to late-1980s quit their jobs during the first three years after having children.

But since 2000, that number has dipped to less than 6 per cent.

The main force driving the increase of working mothers in Canada is that many companies have started to realize it's in their best interest to draw experienced and skilled new moms back into the office.

"I think that's a very strong trend in Corporate Canada - focusing on retaining talented working mothers," said Lisa Martin, who is founder and president of Briefcase Moms, a Vancouver firm that helps organizations accommodate women who have had children.
Women giving birth since 2000 returned to their previous earning level more quickly than new moms in the early 1980s, the report says.

In the mid-1980s, women who had given birth five years earlier could expect to earn only slightly more than they did before having children. However, by the mid-1990s, mothers were generally earning 10 per cent more five years after childbirth.

But despite the gains made in the past two decades, the report highlights the fact that new mothers still face an uphill battle when looking to advance their careers post-childbirth.

"Both long- and short-term employment rates of mothers were consistently lower than those of other women," the report says.

Women who recently gave birth also had less job mobility.They were more likely to remain with an employer than those without children, according to the report.

For Ms. Corturillo, director of strategic projects with Ceridian Canada, a human-resources firm, flexibility is the key that has allowed her to remain in the work force.

In retaining her previous salary and working from home, she considered herself fortunate.

"It's a total balancing act," she said.

"The flexibility is the best part, but just being able to choose when to be flexible is also the key piece there," she added.
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"Tolerance isn't enough" 

09/01/2008 00:00

Tolerance of different cultures is no longer enough: Europeans should create an "inter-cultural society" says European culture commissioner.

Tolerance of different cultures is no longer enough: Europeans should create an "inter-cultural society" in which interaction across cultural boundaries is the norm, the European Union's top cultural official said Friday.

"We want to go beyond multi-cultural societies, where cultures and cultural groups simply coexist side by side: mere tolerance is not enough any more," the EU's Commissioner for Education, Training, Culture and Youth, Jan Figel, said ahead of the official launch of the European Year of Inter-cultural Dialogue 2008.

"We need to give an impulse for a true metamorphosis in our societies, so that we can create an inter-cultural Europe where cultures exchange and interact constructively," he said.

Last week the Year of Inter-cultural Dialogue was launched at a ceremony in Slovenia, the country which currently holds the EU's six-month rotating presidency.

European officials have already announced events across the 27- member bloc aimed at getting different national, linguistic, religious and other groups to listen to one another.

Seven cross-border projects were set to include artistic shows and discussions on hip-hop culture, video workshops for young people, radio broadcasts on migration in European history, and meetings between storytellers, artists, musicians and primary school children.

They were backed by national programmes ranging from a school essay competition in Latvia to a week-long festival examining the relationship between education and cultural dialogue in Germany.

These projects were  promoted by 15 leading figures of European culture ranging from Serbian pop star and Eurovision Song Contest winner Marija Serifovic to Brazilian author Paulo Coelho, and from German-educated Turkish pianist Fazil Say to Polish journalist and Solidarity activist Adam Michnik.

Their combined activities "will emphasize the interaction of cultures, deepening of relations between nationalities and religions, and promoting through dialogue a strengthening of understanding, tolerance, solidarity and a sense of common destiny among EU citizens from all walks of life," an EU press release proclaimed.

According to a survey published in December 2007, two-thirds of Europeans interact with at least one person from a different culture each day, and over 70 per cent think these contacts are positive.

But conflict between ethnic or religious groups still continues to bedevil many states, with suburban riots in France, political deadlock in Belgium, unrest in the Balkans and the fear of Islamist terrorism in many states all making the headlines in 2007.

Indeed Belgium, uniquely in the EU, has not even launched a national programme for inter-cultural dialogue this year: its three main language groups have each launched their own programmes without apparent reference to one another.

And with religious discord and ethnic tension hot topics on the political agenda, EU officials are likely to have their work cut out for them if they wish to forge a new society in Europe this year.

4 January 2008
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Men and women: Figuring each other out                       part 1
December 10, 2007 at 7:40 AM EST

Men and women have tried to figure each other out for eons. Now social scientists are on the case.

They've discovered the surprising news that men actually talk more than women, according to a meta-analysis published in November and reported in The Globe and Mail.

"On the average, men are slightly more talkative than women," Campbell Leaper, a psychology professor at the University of California, Santa Cruz, told reporter Rebecca Dube
What do you think? Feeling chatty? Ms. Dube was online Monday to take your questions about gabby Garys, silent Sues, and other research into the mysteries of gender.

Your questions and Ms. Dube's answers appear at the bottom of this page.

"Men tend to speak up more in what researchers call "assertive" speech, which includes giving directions, advancing an opinion and disagreeing with someone," Ms. Dube wrote. "Women, meanwhile, use more "affiliative" speech, which includes giving support, acknowledging someone else and agreeing with another person."

"...But before we start relocating planets," she writes, "he adds that the much ballyhooed chasm between the sexes is more like a hairline fracture: We're more alike than we think."

Ms. Dube has also written about evolutionary psychology's explanation for why men and women kiss differently, research showing that live-in boyfriends do more housework than husbands, and a study that found partners of feminists have more satisfying sex lives.

Ms. Dube joined The Globe and Mail in 2006, and worked as a copy editor and an online editor before joining the Globe Life team as a reporter last spring. A graduate of Yale University, she has also worked for The Associated Press and The Charlotte (N.C.) Observer. She lives in Toronto with her articulate husband and a beagle whose silence speaks volumes.

Editor's Note: globeandmail.com editors will read and allow or reject each question/comment. Comments/questions may be edited for length or clarity. HTML is not allowed. We will not publish questions/comments that include personal attacks on participants in these discussions, that make false or unsubstantiated allegations, that purport to quote people or reports where the purported quote or fact cannot be easily verified, or questions/comments that include vulgar language or libellous statements. Preference will be given to readers who submit questions/comments using their full name and home town, rather than a pseudonym.

Rebecca Dube, The Globe and Mail: Hi everyone, and thanks for joining us for this online discussion. If you've come expecting total enlightenment on men, women, the universe and everything, I have to warn you that I might not have all the answers. (Or at least that's what my husband sometimes tells me.) However, I do my best to read the latest research and keep Globe readers informed on what science has to say on the subject. And although I do believe in science I must say I think life might be rather boring if we ever did get all the answers to our gender mysteries; far better to try to muddle through together and have some fun along the way.

David Guy: Ms. Dube, you certainly have waded into an interesting topic. Of course, there will be some suspicion of bias since you are clearly (ahem) a woman and since the lead researcher who discovered men are more talkative is . . . a woman. With all due respect, how neutral can you be on this topic?

Rebecca Dube: Good leadoff question from the aptly named Mr. Guy. Drat, you have uncovered my super-secret plan to reinstate the matriarchy via articles in the Globe Life section. And I would have gotten away with it, if not for you meddling online commenters!

More seriously, the question of bias is something we always have to be aware of as reporters -- that was true when I was covering politics, and it's perhaps even more true now that I'm writing about issues closer to the heart such as gender differences, where I think our own biases may be more deep-seated and unconscious. The scientific study of gender differences really interests me -- probably even more so when my own beliefs are challenged by new evidence. I probably gravitate toward stories that surprise me by contradicting my own biases. I approach these stories from the perspective of trying to understand the science, and how it might apply to our daily lives, rather than trying to score points for one side or the other.

And for the record please note that the lead author on the chattiness study, Dr. Campbell Leaper, is a man. He's spent years researching gender differences in communication. (And he didn't talk my ear off on the phone, either, in case you're wondering.)

Henry Allen from Bank of the Don River Canada writes: Before we got married I told my wife I liked broccoli because she loves broccoli. I actually tried to like broccoli to please her. After we married I admitted I could not stand broccoli. She asked me why I said I liked broccoli when I actually hated it. I said I loved her and I didn't want anything coming between us. The moral of my story: Despite differences between the sexes, if you truly love each other, even broccoli cannot tear you apart.

4

THE GLOBE AND MAIL

Men and women: Figuring each other out                       part 2

Rebecca Dube: Mr. Allen, as a fellow broccoli-hater, I find your story inspiring and, unlike the sour taste of a certain green vegetable, very sweet. It is heartening indeed to know that the power of love can overcome the power of broccoli. I've no doubt you will share many years of broccoli-free happiness together. Though some experts will counsel truth above all, I do believe that men and women both must allow each other certain poetic allowance, especially in courtship. Best wishes to you both.

Seymore Applebaum from Toronto Canada writes: Men may talk a lot about their sex lives and health issues but they really do very little. How about women? Do they actually follow through when they talk about having affairs and getting facelifts etc?

Rebecca Dube: As you will no doubt gather from my picture, I am far too young to be having conversations about facelifts! (Or affairs, for that matter.) But in this as in most other things, I think the follow-though absolutely depends on the individual male or female. Some people are all talk and no action, and I've met my share of that type from both genders. While it can be interesting and fun to study gender differences, Dr. Leaper notes that our similarities far outweigh our differences. People are people, even though that's not a message that will launch a lot of self-help books (or headlines for that matter).

But now I'm curious, Mr. Applebaum: What do men talk about exactly when they talk about their sex lives? Or do I not want to know?

Josh Turner: Hello, Rebecca. It is interesting to note the study that indicates men talk slightly more than women. However, I've always thought the biggest difference between men and women is how they listen, particularly when a problem is presented. Men will listen through the filter (if I can call it that) of solving a problem, whereas women listen through the filter of offering compassion and sympathy. Have you encountered any research that examines how men and women listen as opposed to how much they talk?

Rebecca Dube: This is an excellent question. I have been searching around for links to research but have not been able to find them yet; however if I do find them later today I will add them to this post. Going from memory of studies I have read, I know that men and women generally do take very different approaches to conversation. As you note, men generally are very oriented toward "fixing" a problem; while women generally respond by voicing support. This can be very frustrating for both parties: Women get frustrated because they feel they're being bossed around when really they just want to be listened to, while men get frustrated by what they see as a pointless rehashing of topics without any resolution.

My own, ahem, field research has shown me that being aware of these communication differences can help one avoid some but not all of that frustration.

As always I want to stress that these generalizations are just that, generalizations that don't apply to every man and woman on earth. Dr. Leaper, the lead researcher in the chattiness study, made a useful comparison to gender differences in height. Thought it's true that men are on average taller than women, it's very easy to think of lots of examples of certain women who are taller than certain men. That does not make either the generalization or the specific example false. It just makes life a bit more interesting. All this gender research is the same way: Your mileage may vary.

Rad Fem: Heavens to Betsy, you mean the pop psychology canon might be wrong? That just can't be! That's about as likely as someone dismissing a study for having "flawed science" simply because it doesn't jive with one's preconceived sexist notions, and we all know that would never happen. (This comment was posted on the original article.)

Rebecca Dube: Rad username there, Rad Fem. (Oops, there's that pesky bias again.) I notice that the "flawed science" complaint comes up a lot in the comments section, almost automatically, whenever I write about any study. On the one hand, it's certainly healthy to be skeptical about what you read in the newspaper, even in one so top-notch and august as The Globe and Mail. On the other hand, as a knee-jerk comment it's about as helpful as the ever-popular "Gee, must be a slow news day" -- which is to say, not helpful at all. If people wonder about the science, I encourage them to seek out the original study and read it before critiquing its methodology. Otherwise, complaints about methodology will be read as little more than disagreement with the results.

R.M.: I have heard it said that Sigmund Freud never understood what women wanted nor what made them tick. Is it any different today? Are we getting closer to that goal?

Rebecca Dube: I think the biggest and most welcome difference today is that science no longer looks upon women as some separate species to be studied; rather, we're all trying to use the tools of science to understand the differences, and similarities, between the genders. I'm not a big fan of Freud -- he lost me at penis envy -- but I've heard convincing arguments that his contributions to modern psychology, viewed in the context of his time, were major ( in both the academic and Posh Spice sense of the word). The real point of studying the differences between genders, I think, is ultimately to find out what unites us and also to better both our lots. Much of Dr. Leaper's research, for example, is used to inform education of boys and girls and how genders learn differently.

Garlick Toast: My wife says I don't listen ... at least I think that's what she said.

Wasabi Jones: Of course, what the study says is true (I say while watching football as the wife yaks about something or other).

Rebecca Dube: Garlic, Wasabi … from your usernames I am going to assume that you are both accomplished chefs who whip up gourmet dinners for your wives every night while she relaxes with a nice footbath or something. Let's just hold onto that vision for a moment.

Now, I have something really important to tell both of you. Are you listening? Look at me. You're listening, right? OK, I think that blah blah blah blah Visa bill blah blah blah blah hockey blah blah blah blah beer blah blah blah blah dented the car.

I'm so glad we had this talk, honey.

J Law from Canada writes: Ms. Dube, What is an articulate husband? My wife usually refers to me as a creative person who has more excuses on how not to pick up after himself. Is there a similarity?

Rebecca Dube: Oh my, I am playing with fire answering this question. Let's just say that the joys of having a verbally expressive mate are many. In my opinion, an endless supply of scintillating dinner conversation more than makes up for the occassional long-winded debate over great issues of the day such as whose turn it is to walk the dog. You can keep your strong-and-silent type; I prefer a man with a vocabulary, thank you very much.

On that note, I see that it's now 2 p.m. which means time for me to stop chatting and get back to work. Thanks to everyone who sent in questions and joined us for the discussion. We may not have found all the answers, but it was a fun conversation. And remember, you can always keep talking in the comments section....
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CROW CAM

10:11:19  05/10/2007

Birds captured using tools

Crows from the Pacific island of New Caledonia have been filmed making and using complicated tools in the wild for the first time ever.

A tiny 15g-camera, similar to those found in the latest mobile phones, attached to the birds’ tail feathers, recorded their feet as they fed. It showed them carefully selecting twigs or grass stems, breaking them off and bending them into a hook shape, before using them to probe the ground for insects. The birds even stored the best tools for future use.

The Oxford University scientists that carried out the research had seen some tool-making in the lab, but, because crows are notoriously shy around people, did not know how they were used in the wild. It's hoped the new camera technology will be used to study other timid birds that are difficult to observe in their natural habitat.

CHILLI PAINKILLER

10:38:22  04/10/2007

Capsaicin may hold key to pain relief

The chemical that causes a burning sensation when you eat a chilli pepper may actually hold the key to relieving pain, without causing numbness.

Most painkillers work by blocking the sodium channels at nerve junctions, affecting touch and movement, as well as pain. The chilli chemical – capsaicin – only reacts with cells responsible for sending pain signals, opening tiny pores on their surface. A second drug, a painkiller called QX-314, enters these pores and blocks the pain signals, leaving other types of cells unaffected. Scientists from the Harvard Medical School have successfully tested the system on mice.

It is hoped that it could be used to provide pain relief in situations where patients need to be awake and alert, such as during childbirth.

MIND-READING COMPUTERS

10:43:06  03/10/2007

Are you working hard?

Scientists have developed simple, lightweight technology that allows your computer to tell how hard you are working by scanning your brain.

The team, from Tufts University in Boston, US, have invented a headband that sends infrared light into the brain, where it is absorbed by active, blood-filled tissues. The amount of non-absorbed light is then measured by the headband, giving an indication of the level of metabolic activity in the brain.

The technology, called functional near-infrared spectroscopy (fNIRS), has an advantage over other brain scanning technologies, such as magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), because it can be used to look at the brain responses of people in normal, everyday situations, such as sitting at their computers.

The team hope that the headband will allow them to gain real-time information about subtle emotional states, as well as helping people work more efficiently.

TRAVELLER TOOLS

12:38:59  02/10/2007

Ancient tools reveal Polynesian navigational skills

Stone tools discovered on Tuomotu atoll in French Polynesia in the Pacific Ocean, have shown that early Polynesians were better travelled than previously thought.

Scientists from the University of Queensland in Australia recently analysed the 19 tools – so-called adzes, used for carving wooden objects like canoes – that were recovered from coral atolls in the Tuamotus in the late 1930s.

By studying the distinctive chemical ‘fingerprint’ of the basalt which the tools are made from, they concluded that the adzes originated from various different places, even from as far away as Hawaii which is 4000km from Tuomotu atoll.

Over 2000 years ago, travellers from Samoa and Tonga sailed eastward, settling on archipelagos in the Pacific Ocean. But the widespread – and extensive – dispersion of the adzes challenges the previous belief that these journeys were one-off events.

WOOLLY DNA

12:07:07  28/09/2007

Mammoth hair provides ancient DNA

Researchers at the University of Copenhagen have extracted DNA from the hair of 10 woolly Mammoth specimens – some of which are almost 12,000 years old.

Over 90 per cent of the DNA belonged to the mammoths themselves. The researchers found that extracting the genetic molecule from hair provided better results than bone or muscle.

The problem with bone is that it contains a lot of unwanted DNA, such as from bacteria, in addition to the mammoths own DNA. Hair on the other hand, is made from a protein that protects the DNA from bacteria.

The finding is another step towards the possible cloning of extinct animals.
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Teens caught after wild night                                                                                                 by Kjetil Olsen

Three 14-year-old Norwegian boys attacked a juvenile authority who was charged with looking after one of them, and then stole his car. They crashed it and ran off again before police caught up with them.

Police found the car stolen by the boys Thursday morning, wrecked and abandoned near Skiptvet Church.

The young teens' wild night began late Wednesday, when one of the boys was supposed to be escorted back to a juvenile detention facility after holiday leave.

The man from Norway's child protective services (Barnevernet) reportedly had agreed to pick the boy up at a gas station in Vestby, south of Oslo, when he was met by the boy and two others.

The three attacked him and threatened to keep beating him until he handed over his car keys. He did so, and the three sped off in his VW Passat.

The boys then apparently picked up a girlfriend and the four of them disappeared. Police launched a massive search, and finally found the car wrecked at Skiptvet Thursday morning.

The three boys and the girl were finally caught and arrested a few hours later in Askim. It was unclear how they got from Skiptvet to Askim, but they may have walked.

All four were being questioned at the police station in Askim Thursday afternoon.

One of the boys, who lives at a youth home run by juvenile authorities in Østfold, has been in trouble before. Last summer, he stole a car belonging to the leader of the youth home and made it as far as Romerike, northeast of Oslo, before police stopped him.
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Self-harm                                                                                                                               by James Tighe
Friends, relatives and professionals are often so distressed when someone deliberately harms themselves that they don't know how to help, leaving the person inflicting self-harm feeling alone. James Tighe explains the help available.

Self-harm is a way of dealing with very strong emotions. For some people it gives the relief that crying may provide for the rest of us.
Some self-harming people feel so angry and aggressive they can't control their emotions. They become afraid that they may hurt someone, so they turn their aggression inwards to get relief.
People who self-harm are often labelled as 'attention seeking'. However, a person who self-harms may believe this is the only way to communicate their distress, and self-harm can be a hidden problem that goes on for years.
It may start as a spur-of-the-moment outlet for anger and frustration (such as punching a wall) and then develop into a major way of coping with stress that, because it remains hidden, generates more stress.

The severity of self-harm doesn't depend on the severity of a person's underlying problems. Usually, as time passes, the person who is self-harming becomes more accustomed to the pain they inflict on themselves and so has harm themselves more severely to get the same level of relief.
This spiral can lead to permanent injury and serious infections.

Types of self-harm
The most common forms are cutting the arms, hands and legs, and less commonly the face, abdomen, breasts and even genitals. Some people burn or scald themselves, others inflict blows on their bodies, or bang themselves against something.
Other forms of self-harm include scratching, picking, biting, scraping and occasionally inserting sharp objects under the skin or into body orifices, and swallowing sharp objects or harmful substances.
Common forms of self-injury that rarely reach medical attention include people pulling out their own hair and eyelashes, and scrubbing themselves so hard they break the skin (sometimes using cleaners such as bleach).

How common is it?
About ten per cent of admissions to UK medical wards are as a result of self-harm. Women are at the most risk of self-harming between the ages of 15 and 19; men, between 20 and 24.
Women have higher rates of self-harm than men.
Methods of self-harm vary, but the majority of hospital admissions are for drug overdoses - only five to 15 per cent are caused by cutting.

These figures probably hide another group of people who regularly self-harm to relieve stress. These people have usually found ways to keep their problem hidden and, when they do harm themselves badly enough to need treatment, will often have a story prepared, or will not seek help at all. The result can be permanent disfigurement or a serious infection.

About half the men admitted to hospital for self-harm and a quarter of women have drunk alcohol in the hours beforehand. This is a very worrying figure. A person who has taken a drug overdose runs the risk of the drugs interacting with the alcohol. Both tcould become more potent when mixed, with tragic consequences.

Self-harm paradox

It's important to make a distinction between self-harm and attempted suicide, though people who self-mutilate often go on to attempt suicide.

In the case of attempted suicide (most usually by swallowing pills) the harm caused is uncertain and basically invisible. By contrast, in self-harm by cutting, the degree of harm is clear, predictable and often highly visible.

Many people indulge in behaviour that's harmful to themselves, such as smoking or drinking to excess. But people don't smoke to damage themselves - harm is an unfortunate side-effect. The reason they smoke is for pleasure. Yet people who cut themselves intend to hurt themselves.

You're not alone

If you self-harm as a way of coping with stressful or difficult feelings, such as anger, frustration or worthlessness, the important thing to realise is that you're not alone. Many people do this and come through it. There is help out there.

The kind of personal exploration needed to resolve these issues is often best done with a mental health professional or counsellor. But this doesn't mean that people who self-harm can't take some control of their situation.

Self-help

Most people who self-harm want to stop hurting themselves and they can do this by trying to develop new ways of coping and communicating. However, some people feel a need not only to change their behaviour but also to understand why they have resorted to harming themselves.

There are a number of techniques that can reduce the risk of serious injury or minimise the harm caused by self-inflicted injury. This list is not exhaustive - different people find different things useful in various situations. So if one doesn't work, try another.

    * Stop and try to work out what would have to change to make you no longer feel like hurting yourself

    * Count down from ten (nine, eight, seven)

    * Point out five things, one for each sense, in your surroundings to bring your attention on to the present

    * Breathe slowly - in through the nose and out through the mouth

If you still feel like cutting, try:

    * Marking yourself with a red water-soluble felt-tip pen instead of cutting

    * A punch bag to vent the anger and frustration

    * Plunging your hands into a bowl of ice cubes (not for too long, though)

    * Rubbing ice where you'd otherwise cut yourself

Sources of support

If you're nervous about seeking professional help and wish to remain anonymous it may be a good idea to contact the Samaritans.

Professional help

Self-harm is almost always a symptom of another underlying problem. While the problem can be addressed directly through behavioural and stress-management techniques, it may also be necessary to look at and treat other problems. This could involve anything from medication to psychodynamic therapy.

Most local mental health teams are prepared to see and assess people who self-harm but, where the underlying problems are too complex, may decide to refer the patient to more specialist services.

Self-harm theories

A lot of people say they start self-harming behaviour in childhood, disguising scratches and bumps as accidents and progressing to more systematic cutting and burning in adolescence.

There are different theories as to why people self-mutilate. One is that because victims of childhood sexual abuse were forbidden to reveal the truth about their abuse, they use self-mutilation or self-cutting to express the horror of their abuse to the world.

Another theory is that sexual abuse in early childhood leads to extremely low self-esteem. If very low self-esteem develops, self-harm as an expression of self-hatred is understandable.

One research finding is that self-harmers tend to grow up in an 'invalidating environment' - one where the communication of private experiences is met with unreliable, inappropriate or extreme responses. As a result, expressing private experiences is trivialised or punished.

The problem with these theories is that (in the case of the sexual abuse theory, for example) not everyone who's been sexually abused starts to self-harm, and not everyone who self-harms has been sexually abused.

Another theory is that self-cutting triggers release of the body's natural opiate-like chemicals to reduce the pain. Perhaps self-cutters have become addicted to their body's heroin-like reaction to cutting, which is why they do it again and again. They may also experience withdrawal if they haven't done it for a while.

Drugs used to treat heroin addicts may behelpful with self-cutters, but mostly for those who describe a 'high' after they've cut themselves.

Another theory, which inpatient units often use, is based on the psychological principle that all behaviour has consequences that are somehow rewarding. Cutting usually leads to a sequence of behaviour - increased attention, for example - that may become the rewarding reason to repeat the behaviour.

Staff in specialist units are specially trained to ensure that no consequences follow from an episode of cutting that could be rewarding. Instead, when the patient stops cutting themselves they're rewarded with increased attention from staff.

Self-harm culture

It's essential self-harm is destigmatised so that people seek help early on. Modifying our bodies is part of contemporary culture, for example piercing, cosmetic surgery (breast enhancement and nose jobs), hair removal, skin bleaching, hair straightening and tattooing.

This article was last reviewed in September 2006.

First published in June 2000.
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Addicted to danger: a stuntman tells his story 24/07/2007 00:00

In our series on expats with interesting lives, Clare McKenna meets a stunt man who worked with Hollywood’s finest

You could be forgiven for not recognising Paul Weston at first glance, although you’ll almost certainly be a fan of his work. For the last 30 years he’s been responsible for designing and performing some of the most exciting stunts in cinema history.

James Bond, Star Wars, Superman, Aliens – he’s starred in them all and walked away unscathed. Well, almost! Paul has doubled for many ´A list´ actors and when you’re running along the roof of speeding trains and flying through the air, you’re bound to get the odd knock.

But a few bruises are nothing compared to the excitement and adventure of being a stuntman. It’s a career that’s taken him around the world and into the company of actors including Marlon Brando, Roger Moore, Michael Cane, Pierce Brosnan, Billy Crystal and John Belushi. So it’s strange to think that starring in films was never something he set out to do.

“I trained as an engineer but I didn’t enjoy that so I began modelling,” says Paul. “One day I was sent to stand in for Roger Moore in The Saint as they needed someone to go through his lines.

“I did that a few times and eventually they gave me a small part which required my character to fight. That led to a part as Emma Peel’s husband in The Avengers where I began learning more about the business and doing more serious stunts.

“At the time all you needed was to be fit and coordinated and it was a great way to make some money.”

These days a career as a stunt person requires up to five years training and a handful of qualifications. There are around 200 qualified men and women in the UK who specialise in skills such as skydiving, martial arts or sub aqua work.

While special effects and health and safety laws have changed the industry to a great extent, the basic mental and physical attributes needed for this sort of work remain the same.

“Obviously you have to enjoy the excitement,” Paul explains. “But the best characteristic a stunt person can have is the ability to control their adrenalin.

“It’s good to be fearful as you have to be aware of your emotions and be able to direct them towards what you’re doing. You have to trust in the process you’re following and know that you will come out safely on the other side.” 

In the James Bond films Paul has doubled for Roger Moore, Timothy Dalton and Pierce Brosnan as well as some of the more memorable ´baddies´ like Jaws. And it was the film Octopussy that presented Paul with one of his most dangerous scenes.

“I was doing a scene for Roger Moore where Bond runs along the top of a moving train. We filmed on an old railway track with very low bridges and they wanted Bond to duck underneath.

“There wasn’t enough room to physically duck so I had to run along the train, which was hurtling towards the bridge, and drop through a panel in the roof at the last minute. We did the take three times and the last one was so close that I only just got down in time and the bridge actually knocked the panel shut!”

He’s also had a few other hair-raising experiences, including breaking his cheekbone doubling for Superman and being set on fire at the end of Licence to Kill!

It’s those moments of breathtaking suspense and danger that Paul believes have saved the profession from the threat posed by special effects and animation.

“Technology has had a massive impact on what we do but it can only go so far,” he explains. “Audiences are sophisticated and they want to believe in and sympathise with real characters. Using computers diminishes that sense of reality and people don’t want that.

“The UK has some of the best stunt equipment in the world and we are getting better at using it to create amazing effects. What we need to do now is learn more about the techniques the Japanese filmmakers are using so we can improve even more.”  

Nowadays Paul still does the occasional stunt but most of his time is taken up with being a stunt coordinator and second unit director. He reads new film scripts, analyses what stunts they need, carries out risk assessments and talks to directors about how the stunts will look.

He’s recently finished working with fellow Brits Michael Cane and Jude Law on a film called Sleuth, which is due in cinemas later this year. And when he’s not on set he’s writing a screenplay or travelling to film conventions to meet fans, give talks and sign photographs.

“The conventions are great fun as it gives me the chance to meet up with friends that I haven’t seen for years,” concludes Paul. “For the moment I’m going to carry on with those and just see what happens in the future.” 

To find out more about Paul Weston you can visit his website at www.paulwestonstunts.com

Endsut Paul Weston you can visit his website at www.paulwestonstunts.com

This article first appeared in the magazine Dreamlife, which has a circulation of 60,000 in the Costa del Sol. See: www.dreamlife-magazine.com

[July 2007]
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Scientists on Svalbard eye underground CO2 storage                                                by Nina Berglund

The university on Svalbard is preparing to test out a possible underground storage facility for carbon dioxide in Longyearbyen, in hopes of making the area "CO2-neutral."

Scientists want to make Longyearbyen CO2 neutral.

This fall students and construction workers have drilled 855 meters down in Longyearbyen, and found a thick layer of slate, under which lies a layer of porous sand. "The drilling tests are being analyzed and all indications are that here are ideal conditions for storing CO2," says University Center UNIS director Gunnar Sand.

Much of the activity on Svalbard is based on coal, and all the electricitiy and warm water for Longyearbyen and Barentsburg are generated by coal-driven power. Sand, with a background in the industrial and technical research foundation SINTEF, has long had a vision of making Longyearbyen CO2-neutral.

The third phase of the project would see coal-power emissions treated and stored 855 meters down in the ground, but first the storage must be tested. The current closest source of captured CO2 is Melkøya near Hammerfest, which is set to freeze gas from the large offshore gas field Snøhvit (Snow White). The plan is to import and inject this CO2 near Longyearbyen and follow how it behaves with special measuring instruments.

In contrast to other projects, which first rinse their CO2 and then look for somewhere to store it, the Longyearbyen project has the storage ready, says Sand.

The university will now set up a line of study that includes the entire value chain from coal, via power generation, through CO2 capture to storage. Several students, researchers and companies in and around Longyearbyen are involved in the project.

"We have drilled through a lot of interesting geology that is 80 to 120 million years old," say graduate students Stefanie Hartel and Pierre Mauries. They have found indications of oil and coal in the 855-metre long drilling samples, which are now stored chronologically at the university.
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OUT OF AFRICA

12:18:31  20/09/2007

Palaeontologists unearth earliest human bones

Four specimens of the Homo genus have been found by archaeologists in an area known as the Dmansi site in Georgia. They are estimated to be 1.8 million years old and are the earliest human bones to be found outside of Africa.

The specimens – one adolescent and three adults – are providing important information about our ancestors’ movements out of Africa during the Pleistocene period.

While the upper arm bones and skulls appear to be fairly primitive, the leg bones of the specimens are relatively developed and would have been ideal for long-distance travel. This faster evolution of the lower limbs is likely to be one of the key factors that enabled our ancestors to leave Africa and go on to colonise the rest of the world.

ROBOSQUIRREL REVENGE

12:19:26  06/09/2007

Robotic squirrel uses infrared on rattlesnakes

A taxidermied squirrel stuffed with technology has been built by researchers at University Nebraska-Lincoln, US, to test how the species scare off predatory rattlesnakes.

Squirrels are known to intimidate the snakes by waving their tails. Rattlesnakes are particularly sensitive to infrared, so the heat in the large bushy squirrel tail scares the predator off.

The researchers were able to replicate the behaviour between the robosquirrel and a real rattlesnake by turning up the heat in the robot's tail. This the first time an animal has been shown to intimidate others using infrared.

CHIMERA GO AHEAD

15:19:45  05/09/2007

Public okays human-animal hybrid embryos

The public gave the thumbs up to creating human-animal hybrid embryos – chimeras – once research objectives and methods were made clear, says the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA).

Initial investigations of public opinion showed resistance to the idea of combining human and animal DNA. Ethical concerns with this type of research were the main reason for the public’s initial apprehension. But once they realised the research could lead to therapies for conditions like Alzheimer’s disease, opinion changed.

“This shows that when the public feel they understand the science and can see which diseases the researchers are trying to tackle, support swings strongly in favour of allowing research,” says Fiona Fox, Director of the Science Media Centre, London.

Two research proposals are awaiting approval from the HFEA. The first proposal is to combine human and cow cells, the other human and rabbit cells, with the hope of extracting stem cells – cells which have the potential to develop into any tissue type. The technique can be used to extract stem cells from human eggs, but they are currently in short supply.
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Scotland and the Four Nations of Britain                                                 By Fiona Watson         PART 1

Scotland became an independent nation partly because of the dynamic interaction between native tribes and incoming settlers. Fiona Watson describes how nationalism was born as the country developed its sense of separate identity. 

Four Countries

It makes perfect sense, in this day and age, to wonder how Britain came to be made up of four distinctive countries. The essential point to be stressed is that neither the creation of Britain, nor the much earlier emergence of the nations of the English, the Irish, the Scots and the Welsh was inevitable. We could have ended up with far more national units; or far fewer.

We should also remember - and Britain exemplifies this point very well - that there was more than one route towards political organisation and the development of an overarching identity in each country. Both England and Scotland went down the road of a single, unified kingship, though the extent to which power was centralised in the hands of the king was by no means the same.

'Resistance to this common enemy helped to promote unity among the native tribes.'

Wales and Ireland, on the other hand, preferred to leave predominant identification and power with smaller groupings within the larger unit. As we should all be more aware these days, thanks to the recent devolution of power away from London, the desire for centralisation or decentralisation varies over time, and there is no moral or political superiority of one over other.

The accidents of history that produced the four nations of Britain happened partly because of the dynamic interaction between native tribes and incoming settlers. In England, conquest by the Romans provided a model of centralised government, administration and economic life that was eventually resurrected long after the legions had gone.

In Scotland, resistance to this common enemy helped to promote unity among the native tribes. However, contacts with continental Europe, and areas that had been imperialised closer to home, meant that native rulers could take on aspects of centralisation if they wanted to. The earliest native tax assessment known in Britain is the seventh-century Senchus Fer nAlban - a list of the numbers of men that the various families of the Scoto-Irish kingdom of Dal Riata centred on Argyll could provide for their navy.

The Scottish people

Hadrian's Wall, a Roman frontier

The collapse of the Roman Empire around AD 400 heralded both the disappearance of Roman-organised ways of life and the problematic arrival of Teutonic tribes. They had been forced west by the eastern hordes, who had helped the Empire to implode in the first place.

In Britain's case, this meant the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons. The native British tribes who met these intruders first were forced further and further west, until they held only Wales, Cornwall and the south-west, parts of the western English seaboard and south-western Scotland. In Scotland, British tribes shared the landspace with the Picts, who occupied the territory north of the Forth; and the Scots/Irish who lived west of the mountain ranges of Argyll.

'The native British tribes who met these intruders first were forced further and further west...'

Anglo-Saxon success at acquiring territory obviously had a profound effect on English history. But Scotland also found itself attacked, as the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms immediately to the south of the Britons, in Lothian and the Borders, began to centralise and coalesce. The newly unified kingdom of Northumbria (c.620) played as much of a role in Scottish history as it did in English history.

By c.668, the Northumbrians had annexed Pictland, south of the Forth, and also begun to challenge the Britons of Strathclyde and the Scots of Dal Riata. However, the Anglo-Saxons were not always victorious - losing most notably at the battle of Nechtansmere in 685, when the Northumbrian king, Ecgfrith, was killed.

Another major theme in the relationship between all these warrior groups is the connection between warfare and intermarriage. This led to leaders of a hostile nation becoming kings over their former enemies, so long as they had a good sword arm to back up their claims. This is certainly what happened to help the kingdom of Alba (later Scotland) to develop.

What was unforeseen was who would be taken over by whom - it was the Dal Riatan kings who eventually succeeded in permanently taking over the Pictish throne, but the Picts themselves, the Britons of Strathclyde, or even the Anglo-Saxons of Northumbria, might just as well have managed it instead.

Separate Scotland

Scottish borders

It should be becoming clear by now that there is actually very little reason to ask the question: 'What makes Scotland separate?', any more than one would ask the same of England.

For most of the history of an identifiable Scottish kingdom, over the last 1,200 years, the nation has been entirely separate and independent, developing its own administrative institutions appropriate to its needs.

The process of consolidation of the Scoto-Pictish kingdom of Alba was also helped by the threat of a new invading force - the Scandinavians - who basically took over much of northern Scotland, Orkney and Shetland, and the western seaboard.

Those areas able to remain outside Viking control were thus provided with a common enemy, and had an incentive to consolidate and work on their common national identity, embryonic as it was.

'England had already worked out a justification for claiming that its kings were superior to all others in Britain.'

The extent to which that had happened by the end of the first millennium AD is illustrated by the fact that England had already worked out a justification for claiming that its kings were superior to all others in Britain.

This probably prompted the Scottish kings to retaliate, by articulating the origins of their nation through links with Ireland. This was stretching the truth slightly, especially considering that both Saxon and British territory was absorbed into the larger Scottish kingdom. Recent scholarship also argues that the Scots in general did not migrate from Ireland around AD 500, as the traditional story would have it.

Rather, they were essentially the native peoples of the western seaboard, who nevertheless had stronger links with Ireland than they originally did with those living beyond the mountains of the mainland. However, leadership of this Scottish kingdom of Dal Riata may have passed to an Irish family thanks to the usual process of dynastic ping-pong caused by intermarriage.

The Scots' pre-eminent role in the creation of the kingdom of Alba/Scotland led them to challenge English claims of superiority through emphatic Celtic, non-Saxon roots in Ireland - this as well as giving their name eventually to the kingdom as a whole.
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Scotland and the Four Nations of Britain                                                   By Fiona Watson         PART 2

Different identities

The Scottish Church, too, had worked long and hard for several centuries before 1300 to justify its independence - and that of the nation as a whole - against attempted interference from south of the border.

These ecclesiastical civil servants were at the forefront of the articulation of Scotland's sovereign status, up to and including seeking the protection of the Pope in Rome - effectively the UN of the middle ages - against English claims. The rights and wrongs of these claims are largely irrelevant. The fact of the matter remained that Scotland had developed its own identity and political and administrative institutions, and thought of itself as entirely separate.

'These ecclesiastical civil servants were at the forefront of the articulation of Scotland's sovereign status.'

But there is also no doubt that these institutions have tended to suffer in comparison with those of England. This is for the simple reason that, because so much administration continued to be dealt with at a local level in Scotland, national politics and government did not develop as much as it did in England. Scotland had also given up on developing its military capacity by the later 13th century (which showed extremely bad timing, to say the least).

Military activity explains much of the development of government and administration in England. The comparative lack of military activity at the heart of Scottish government meant that national institutions, such as parliament, also remained undeveloped. On the other hand, they worked perfectly well for their own requirements.

Roots of Scottish Nationalism

English attempts to conquer Scotland, from the reign of Edward I onwards, certainly helped to underline the separateness of Scottish identity, though it would be quite nonsensical to argue that it did not exist before.

Even those of Anglo-Norman extraction, who began to dominate southern Scotland and often the Scottish royal court, in the centuries after the Norman conquest of England, quickly became 'Scottish', not least because intermarriage, yet again, blurred racial distinctions.

'English attempts to conquer Scotland, from the reign of Edward I onwards, certainly helped to underline the separateness of Scottish identity.'

Historians argue long and hard about when it is reasonable to claim that nationalism has become a force in a nation's politics, or at what point it becomes clear that supporting the state in war and peace is a civic duty.

However, it is difficult to suggest that a document such as the Declaration of Arbroath, written by Scottish clerics on behalf of King Robert Bruce in 1320, does not reflect a form of nationalism. It is such a clear articulation of the right of a nation to self-determination.

The fact that it is also an extraordinary piece of propaganda on behalf of Bruce, does not really detract from its rhetorical appeal, even in the 21st century.

    For so long as 100 of us remain alive, We will never in any degree be subject to the rule of the English. For it is not for glory, riches or honour that we fight. But for liberty alone, which no good man loses, but with his life. - Declaration of Arbroath 

The united kingdom

Caerlaverock Castle, Dumfries destroyed during Border Wars and rebuilt

The wars with England undoubtedly did much to add a layer of defiant anti-Englishness to the multi-faceted Scottish identity. Those wars were violent, bitter and long drawn out, and the last English campaign into Scotland was as late as the 1540s.

However, Scottishness was not entirely defined by anti-Englishness - the medieval kingdom of Scotland was striking in its self-confidence (certainly in comparison with Scottish self-image today), perhaps even its over-confidence.

Due to England's position as a great European power, which was often at odds with other great powers such as France, the Scottish king wielded more diplomatic clout than the political importance of his kingdom actually merited.

'Scottish nationalism usually only raised its head in times of crisis, which was a fairly common phenomenon.'

For so long as Scotland remained an independent kingdom, Scottish nationalism usually only raised its head in times of crisis, which was a fairly common phenomenon. With the union of 1707, which dissolved both the English and the Scottish parliaments and created a new joint one in Westminster, many Scots worried about the undue influence that the Auld Enemy would now have on Scottish affairs.

Many others, however, foresaw the opportunities that underpinned this new relationship with England - they saw the chance, finally, to reap the benefits of Empire, an empire that the Scots did much to build all over the world.

But then towards the end of the 19th century, Britain began to lose its pre-eminence in world affairs. This was a turn of events that hit the Scottish economy hard, strongly based as it was upon heavy manufacturing industries.

The immediate reaction was a crisis of confidence, followed by a reassertion of Scottish distinctiveness in culture and politics. Scottish nationalism, in the modern political sense, was born. And it was as if Scotland's own particular identity, and its foundation in a long-standing history, had never gone away.
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Wellbeing                                                                                                                                by James Tighe

Happiness, wellbeing, contentment, harmony, enjoyment and peace don't all mean the same thing, but they all suggest self-esteem and a positive outlook on life.

In this article

Secrets of everyday wellbeing

Self-esteem

Secrets of everyday wellbeing
Someone once said the secret of happiness is having someone to love, something to do and something to look forward to. There's probably some truth in this, although it doesn't mean you have to have an adoring spouse or partner, a high-powered job and a world cruise coming up to enjoy life.

The 'someone to love' could be a friend, relative or pet, and the 'something to do' and 'something to look forward to' could be just about anything you enjoy.
But even if you have those three 'somethings', there may be times when you don't feel very happy. Our mood can be affected by all sorts of things, including lifestyle, past experiences and genetic factors.

Scientists think that people who always seem to be in a good mood may simply have naturally higher levels of certain substances - endorphins (types of hormone) and the neurotransmitters dopamine and serotonin.
These are released by the brain and make us feel good when we're enjoying ourselves or when something pleasant happens.

Our state of mind is only partly influenced by the past or by physical factors. The rest is down to us - the way we think about things and how we manage different aspects of our lives. Most of us have much more influence over our feelings than we may think.
We can't always avoid negative thoughts, but one of the secrets of mental balance is being able to notice when you're 'choosing' or 'allowing yourself' to think negatively rather than positively, and keeping an eye on the way your lifestyle affects your mood.

Feel-good factors:
    * Relaxation

    * The ability to express your feelings

    * Aiming for achievable goals

    * Time for the things you enjoy

    * A healthy diet

    * A sport or exercise you enjoy

    * Work you find rewarding

    * A comfortable balance between work and leisure

    * Time to yourself, to do the things that interest you

    * time for friends and family

Things to minimise:

    * Too much stress

    * Feelings of rage or frustration

    * Expecting too much of yourself

    * Negative thoughts and feelings

There's no instant recipe for a sense of wellbeing - but these are some of the main ingredients.

Self-esteem

One important ingredient in wellbeing is self-esteem. Definitions vary, but all agree that high self-esteem means we appreciate ourselves and our own worth. More specifically, this means we have a positive attitude, are confident of our abilities and see ourselves as competent and in control of our lives.
Low self-esteem can mean we feel helpless, powerless and even depressed.

Our self-esteem has huge implications for our life paths: our history of self-esteem begins as children and continues throughout our lives, affecting all our decisions.

Rejections, disappointments and failure are part of life and even our best efforts aren't always successful, but high self-esteem can help us get through the bad patches.

Find out more about stress, negative feelings and thoughts, and anger management.
This article was last reviewed in September 2006.

First published in June 2000.
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Hopes dashed after Rally Dakar cancellation   by Alexander Carlsen Strande, Halvor Hegtun

Four Norwegians were among the many stunned and disappointed participants in Rally Dakar when the annual event was abruptly cancelled on Friday because of terrorism fears.

"I'm standing here at the check-in point, and suddenly they've shut down everything," an exasperated Rally Dakar veteran Pål Anders Ullevålseter told Aftenposten.no on the phone from Lisbon.

"I've psyched myself up for this all year long," Ullevålseter said. "I've invested money and resources and now we suddenly can't go.

"There are a thousand thoughts going through my head right now, I'm thinking about the team, our sponsors. What are we supposed to do now?"

Ullevålseter was aiming for a strong performance in the grueling motorcycle race over the deserts of North Africa. Instead, he didn't get any farther than filling in travel documents and checking his equipment before it all ground to a halt.

Rally organizers cancelled the event after the French foreign ministry advised against travel through Mauritania, where eight stages were due to occur. The advisory was issued after a French family was murdered while traveling near the border to Senegal, and three soldiers were gunned down in the north of the country.

Threats were also lodged against Rally Dakar itself and experts believe terror organization al-Qaida may be behind the December attacks.

Three other Norwegians were due to take part in the race, including Gjermund Frostad, Asbjørn Sletholt and Ivar Tollefsen. Ullevålseter said all had expected that the rally would go on as planned.

This is an article from www.aftenposten.no.

Updated: 04. januar 2008 kl.14:28
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NANOTECH SWITCHES ON

15:51:38  04/09/2007

Molecular computing gives hope to industry

Researchers at IBM have taken the first step towards building logic gates for computer chips on a molecular level. They have created a stable molecular switching device that can turn a molecule ‘on’ or ‘off’. This is similar to the way a computer works, by feeding ‘bits’ consisting of binary code (1s and 0s) through an electronic circuitry made of logic gates, which evaluate each input based on specific rules.

Computer chip components need to get smaller and smaller in order to keep up with the trend in computing hardware, whereby the speed of computers doubles every 18 months, according to Moore’s Law. But this law may soon run into trouble, because no more components can be squeezed onto the increasingly small space on computer chips. An obvious solution would be to increase the size of gadgets, but consumers won’t buy that.

Though the research has many potential uses, it is still in its early stages, as the researchers have yet to build a circuit out of the molecules and link these together to create a molecular chip. 

GROWING OLD GRACEFULLY

17:19:39  03/09/2007

Scientists discover the sunny side of life

Ever wondered why your gran seems so calm about life, while you are stressing about money, love – and the Universe in general? The answer seems to be age-related, according to recent research by the University of Colorado and Scripps College in California. The study shows that the older we get, the less prone we are to be negative.

Researchers showed 51 participants emotionally-charged images and measured their brain activity. The older the participant, the less they responded to negative images. The scientists think that the older we get the more our attention shifts towards positive information in order to make the most of the time left.

But it is unclear whether participants voluntarily adjusted their emotional responses or whether this was an unconscious process.

SECOND SELF

12:26:17  24/08/2007

Scientists trigger out-of-body experiences

Researchers have shed light on the peculiar phenomenon of out-of-body experiences (OBEs) by using visual illusions to trick the mind into thinking the body was elsewhere.

Volunteers donned virtual reality goggles simulating a virtual image of themselves. The scientists then touched the back of the subject with a pen while the same action was mirrored in the virtual image, fooling the volunteers into thinking that it was the pen touching their virtual body that had caused the sensation. This made the volunteers feel as though the virtual body was their own. The effect was so pronounced that subjects produced stress reactions when the virtual copy was threatened.

OBEs are widely reported and there have been many theories regarding their true nature. The researchers maintain that there is a neurological explanation for the bizarre occurrence, caused by a disparity between the neural circuits that process visual and sensory information in the brain.

The team believe the combination of virtual reality with tactile sensation may lead to more immersive video game experiences and even ‘virtual surgeons’ performing operations across continents.

CHIN-VISION

16:16:46  22/08/2007

Fish ‘sees’ with chin

The Peters’ elephantnose fish (Gnathonemus petersii) locates its food and surroundings using electrical signals emanating from its chin.

Modified muscle cells in the tail release pulses of electrical energy 80 times per second. The electrical field created is distorted by nearby objects and then absorbed by sensors in the chin, allowing the fish to perceive an accurate 3D representation of its surroundings.

The cigar-sized fish behaves much like an aquatic metal detector. Scientists from the University of Bonn discovered that it swings its lengthy chin from side to side, ‘sweeping’ the sea floor for buried nematocera larvae – its favourite food – as it hovers close to the bottom. It can discern living from non-living objects, and measure distances with an accuracy of a few millimetres – all in absolute darkness. The fish possesses a greatly enlarged cerebellum to process the information. As a result, their brains are proportionally larger than a human’s.

EARTHLY EMBERS

12:18:59  20/08/2007

Earth elements discovered around dying star

Earth-like planets may not be as rare as previously thought. Traces of elements commonly found on our planet have been discovered in the disk surrounding a white dwarf – a ‘dying’ star – by astronomers from UCLA in Los Angeles.

Around 100,000 years ago a large asteroid circling the white dwarf GD 362 got too close to the star and was pulled apart by its very strong gravitational force field. The resultant dust particles contaminated the star’s atmosphere.

Crucially, the composition of the asteroid was similar to that of the Earth’s crust: rich in iron and calcium and low in carbon. Scientists believe this shows that rocky worlds similar to our own may be more common in the Universe than previously thought.
GD 362 is located around 150 lightyears from the Solar System. This latest discovery in the hunt for other habitable planets follows news in April of the discovery of an Earth-like planet just 20.5 lightyears from the Solar System, which seems to lie within the habitable ‘Goldilocks Zone’ around its star.
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Stress                                                                                                                                      by James Tighe

Stress in itself isn't necessarily harmful. Everyone needs goals and challenges. But too much can be damaging. We explain how to spot when stress is becoming unmanageable and suggest ways to deal with it.

Tackling work stress

Stress is a well-known trigger for depression and it can also affect your physical health. So it's important to identify the causes of stress in your life and try to minimise them.

Any sort of loss, from bereavement, divorce and separation to a child leaving home, causes stress, as do long-term illness and disability. But things such as marriage, moving house, a new job and holidays have quite high stress ratings too.

In work, worrying about deadlines or about not being up to the challenges of a particular task can cause stress.

Symptoms of stress

Some common signs of too much stress include:

    * Increased irritability

    * Heightened sensitivity to criticism

    * Signs of tension, such as nail-biting

    * Difficulty getting to sleep and early morning waking

    * Drinking and smoking more

    * Indigestion

    * Loss of concentration

It's important to act to relieve damaging stress before it affects your physical or mental health.

Dealing with stress

The secret of managing stress is to look after yourself and, where possible, to remove some of the causes of stress. If you start to feel things are getting on top of you, give yourself some breathing space.

Take a day off work, domestic chores, family and everything else that puts pressure on you. Spend the day doing only relaxing things that make you feel good. It can make all the difference, reducing the threat to your wellbeing.

Some ways to cope with stress:

    * Accept offers of practical help

    * Do one thing at a time - don't keep piling stress on stress

    * Know your own limits - don't be too competitive or expect too much of yourself

    * Talk to someone

    * Let off steam in a way that causes no harm (shout, scream or hit a pillow)

    * Walk away from stressful situations

    * Try to spend time with people who are rewarding rather than critical and judgmental

    * Practise slow breathing using the lower part of the lungs

    * Use relaxation techniques

One response to stress can be anger. Find out more about anger management.

Work-related stress

Stress caused by work is the second biggest occupational health problem in the UK (after back problems). Because there's still a stigma attached to mental health problems, employees are often reluctant to seek help in case they're seen as unable to cope.

Many situations can lead to stress at work. These include:

    * Poor relationships with colleagues

    * an unsupportive boss

    * Lack of consultation and communication

    * Too much interference with your private, social or family life

    * Toomuch or too little to do

    * Too much pressure, with unrealistic deadlines

    * Work that's too difficult or not demanding enough

    * Lack of control over the way the work is done

    * Poor working conditions

    * Being in the wrong job

    * Feeling undervalued

    * Insecurity and the threat of unemployment

When people feel under impossible pressure at work, they tend to work harder and harder to try to close the gap between what they're achieving and what they think they should be achieving. They stop taking breaks and lose touch with their own needs.

Tackling work stress

There are general things you can do:

    * Talk to someone you trust - at work or outside - about the things that are upsetting you

    * Use whatever counselling or support is available

    * Work regular hours and take all the breaks and holidays you're entitled to.

    * If things get too much, book a day off or a long weekend

    * Use flexitime, if available, to avoid rush-hour travel or to fit in with childcare needs

    * Look after yourself through exercise and healthy eating

    * Tackle addictions to alcohol, smoking or other drugs

Specific things to do:

    * Make your work environment comfortable and suited to your needs

    * Discuss problems with your supervisor or manager, and if difficulties can't be resolved, talk to your personnel department, trade union representative or other relevant members of staff

    * Treat colleagues with the respect and consideration you'd like from them

    * Be aware of company policies on harassment, bullying or racism, so you know how to challenge unacceptable behaviour and what back-up there is

This article was last reviewed in September 2006.

First published in June 2000.

17
www.expatica.com
Catalan donkeys find their saviour 

14/01/2008 00:00

Retired farmer collects rare breed

When Juan Gasó gets to his ranch in the morning, located in Berga, Barcelona, he is greeted by a chorus of braying. This 79-year-old farmer decided to save the Catalan donkey 40 years ago, when it was on the brink of extinction. Today, more than 150 animals from this breed answer his call, a third of those that are thought to still exist.

"When I was very young, I used to travel through the villages in the Arán valley, buying cows and then bringing them down on foot," he says, explaining why he decided to save this breed. "It was a 10- to 11-day walk, which meant I had to sleep on the mountain and carry everything from clothes to food with me.

"We'd load it up with all our stuff, and set off. But that era soon passed, and then we started using trucks instead, and the donkeys were forgotten," he explains. Then one day, 40 years ago, Gasó had a thought. What if, he wondered, his car were to break down - there would not be a single donkey around to carry heavy loads. "That was when I realised that we couldn't lose this species. Nowadays, people see a donkey, and they think of me."

So, Gasó began to buy all of the donkeys that he found, ending up with a total of 32. Unfortunately though, all of them were elderly females, with no male in sight. "That was when I remembered that they had one at the military barracks in Hospitalet, so I went to ask them for it."

But how did Gasó's family react to his mission to save the donkeys? "I said to them, I'm going to buy donkeys. And they answered by saying: 'What, you don't have enough in the house already?' The truth is, I've never had any problems with the family about it - quite the opposite. In fact, my son, who is a vet, is going to carry on my work."

But having 161 donkeys to look after must take its toll. Gasó disagrees. "Donkeys are very docile and they're intelligent. The only thing you have to do is keep the sexes separated. Then, when one of the females is on heat, we grab her, take a look at her family tree, and pick her out a boyfriend."

Gasó even knows them all by name, and seems to prefer their company to that of humans. "They say hello to me in the morning. If you go to a café first thing and you say 'Good morning', half of the people there won't even answer. All of the donkeys say hello back to me."

January 2008

[Copyright El Pais / CLEMENTE ÁLVAREZ 2008]
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Getting help and feeling better

Find out why you might develop mental health problems as a young person, and where to turn for help and support.


Why is this happening now?

People who can help

What can I do to keep myself mentally healthy?

If you're feeling anxious or depressed, or affected by eating disorders, it's a sign that you might be struggling with stresses or personal difficulties.

In the UK, about 20 per cent of people aged between 16 and 24 are thought to have a significant mental health problem

Because adolescence and early adulthood are full of changes and challenges - sexuality, friendships and pressure to prove yourself in exams, for example - you can start to experience mental health problems around this age.

If you're dealing with other problems too, such as family conflict, bullying, bereavement, poverty, emotional deprivation or abuse, it can feel like a vulnerable time.

How do I know if I'm struggling?

You may be:

    * Sad, withdrawn and less interested in things you used to enjoy

    * Worried and anxious

    * Critical of yourself and the way you look

    * Eating and sleeping much more, or much less, than in the past

    * Harming yourself (for example, drinking too much or taking too many drugs, cutting yourself or intentionally putting yourself in dangerous or risky situations)

    * Angry and aggressive

    * Confused and acting in unfamiliar ways

    * Avoiding college, work or social situations

Alcohol and drugs can seem to provide an escape from your problems, but can create an extra layer of difficulty if your use of them becomes excessive.

What should I do to get help?

    * Talk to someone you trust (though you might not feel able to trust anyone)

    * See your GP because they’re there to help you, they won’t judge you and will be able to refer you for appropriate, specialised help

    * Use the internet to find out what might help you, there are useful links on the right of this page

Why is this happening now?

Your self-image begins to take shape during adolescence, and if you haven’t experienced stable or loving relationships in your early life you might experience self-destructive thoughts and feelings.

If you have had emotional security from your family, plus education, social support and good physical health, your risk of mental distress ever reaching the point of breakdown is much less than for people who haven’t had this sort of stability.

Major changes, such as leaving home and the support of family and friends you grew up with, usually coincide with early adulthood, and can leave some people struggling to cope.

People who can help

If you’re worried about the stigma attached to mental illness it can be very difficult to ask for help. The thing to remember is that a lot can be done to prevent and treat mental health problems, but it’s crucial you get help early on.

There are lots of different people – in the NHS and private and voluntary organisations – who can offer you help and support.

What kinds of help might I be offered?

    * Cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT)

    * psychodynamic therapy

    * Group therapy

    * Medication (this can sometimes help in the short term, but many psychiatric medicines aren’t recommended for people under 18)

    * Family therapy

    * Counselling

    * Creative therapies (art, music or dance)

Alongside counselling and therapies, anything that helps you find trusting relationships and the sense that you belong somewhere and that you’re valued will improve your mental health and wellbeing.

What can I do to keep myself mentally healthy?

    * Make time to relax and enjoy yourself

    * Spend time with friends, having fun

    * Do something physical that you enjoy like playing football, dancing etc

    * Organise your time so you feel on top of the things you need to do

    * Spend time every day thinking about the things you really like about yourself

    * Take a thoughtful, compassionate attitude to yourself when you’re struggling with something, as you would with a friend

    * Find things you can laugh about – humour is good for your physical and mental health

This article was written by consultant clinical psychologist Dr Martin Seager, and Dr Celia Sadie and Dr Alan Larney, who are both clinical psychologists. It was first published in February 2007.
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News feature: Why Spanish parents are sending their babies' umbilical cords abroad 

14/01/2008 00:00

father holding baby Law prohibits the storing of samples containing stem cells in private facilities

Stem cells contained in the umbilical cords of newborn babies hold the potential to treat numerous diseases the child may face later in life. That promise of better health - and even the dream of future miracle cures - for their children has led thousands of Spanish parents to pay companies to store umbilical cord samples.

But despite the enactment of new legislation in Spain late last year allowing private umbilical cord banks to be set up, the vast majority of the potentially life-saving genetic material is still being sent abroad.

The problem, say experts and industry representatives, is that the Spanish rules mean parents cannot have umbilical cords kept for the sole use of their own children and other family members, but, like organ donors, must make them available to the general public.

"If a client is going to pay, they want it only for themselves in case it can one day be used to treat a disease their child develops," says Guillermo Muñoz, the director of Criocord, a company specialised in storing umbilical cord samples. "In addition, there are many people with family medical problems that can't be cured at present, but they put their hope in umbilical cords. The restrictions imposed by the legislation make no sense - they force parents to publicly donate samples."

Most Spanish parents interested in storing their newborn child's umbilical cord have therefore opted for a practice that was already widespread before the Spanish legislation went into effect: sending the samples abroad.

It is estimated that there are currently more than 10,000 samples of umbilical cords from Spanish children in private banks outside the country. Criocord says it ships all of its Spanish samples to Belgium, where it maintains a storage facility, while a rival company, Vida Cord, sends 80 percent of them to Poland.

In fact, in Europe, only Spain and Italy ban the private storage of umbilical cords for individual, rather than public, use. Parents typically pay around EUR 1,500 to have them saved.

However, Spain does pay for public banks to which parents can donate the umbilical cords of their children. The stated aim of the system is to store 5,000 umbilical cords from the 450,000 babies born in Spain each year over the next eight years until a sufficient reserve is created for public transplants as stem cell-based treatments for different diseases are developed.

"We aim to keep the best cords and make sure they are available to anyone who needs them," says Rafael Matesanz, the director of the National Transplant Organisation (ONT).

In Matesanz's view such an approach makes sense because most of the treatments that have been developed to date do not require stem cells from the same donor - in fact they often cannot be from the donor.

"The diseases being treated are haematological and hereditary so the vast majority of donors couldn't use their own cords because they have the disease in their cells," Matesanz notes.

Around the world, 7,000 transplants involving umbilical cord cells have been carried out to date, with the samples all having come from third-party donors. Only four procedures have involved auto-transplantation back into the donor and their "success is questionable," the doctor explains.

Nonetheless, some experts argue that everyone's umbilical cords should start being stored because of the enormous potential to treat diseases that may be unique to that person, even though such treatments may still belong to the future.

"It is possible that umbilical cord cells could generate treatments to regulate the immune system to combat autoimmune diseases, such as multiple sclerosis, Type 1 diabetes and arthritis, and this will require your own cells," explains Carlos Martínez, the head of Spain's Higher Council for Scientific Research (CSIC).

January 2008

[Copyright El Pais / M. L. FERRADO / A. DE CÓZAR 2008]
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RUBIK’S RIDDLE SOLVED

12:41:53  17/08/2007

Rubik’s cube solved in just 26 moves

A supercomputer took 63 hours to calculate the best solution to Rubik’s cube, completing the puzzle in just 26 moves.

But the computer needed a little helping hand. Its programmers Daniel Kunkle and Gene Cooperman of Northeastern University, Boston, employed a two-step technique whereby they programmed the computer to half-solve the 43 billion billion possible cube positions first, before identifying the few extra moves needed to finish the solution.

But Kunkle and Cooperman think they can reduce the number of moves still further. They’re on a mission to find ‘God’s number’ – the lowest possible number of moves required to solve a disordered cube. 

CIA CAUGHT RED-HANDED?

18:06:22  16/08/2007

Wikipedia claims CIA editing its pages

A scanning device used by the free online encyclopaedia Wikipedia has allegedly traced edits made to an entry about the President of Iran to the CIA network. After the word ‘Wahhhhhh!’ cropped up at the beginning of a section on Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s plans for his presidency, the page was corrected and a stern warning appeared on the anonymous users profile: ‘You have recently vandalised a Wikipedia article, and you are now being asked to stop this type of behaviour.’ The CIA refuses to confirm these allegations.

Wikipedia Scanner searches a list of 5.3m edits and matches them to the internet address of the editor. The tool normally traces spelling mistakes and factual errors, but can also detect defamatory material. It has proved successful in a number of similar cases, such as when Vatican computers which edited entries on Sinn Fein's Gerry Adams were tracked down.

MOUSE-OHOLICS

10:23:51  15/08/2007

Curing mice cravings could help alcoholics

The smallest bar in Idaho in the US doesn’t need a last call for orders because its patrons – mice – can order a free drink as often as they like. By simply pressing a lever the rodents receive a mouse-sized shot of alcohol. Some of the customers are respectably teetotal while others are effectively huge alcoholics, drinking throughout the day.

The bar tender, scientist Fred Risinger of Idaho State University, believes individual mice crave alcohol at different levels because of their genetic make up – just like humans.

Risinger has spent the last 10 years trying to find a drug or combination of drugs, which can switch off the receptors in the brain that produce these uncontrollable cravings in mice, in the hope of finding a cure for alcoholics.

AILING ARCTIC

10:11:45  14/08/2007

Sea ice reaches record low

Recent measurements show that sea ice in the Arctic is approximately 30 per cent below average for this time of year. As melting usually continues until the middle of September, the US National Snow and Ice Data Centre (NSIDC) believe the summer will end with the lowest ice cover ever on record. NSIDC claims that the ice loss is not solely due to natural processes, and the Arctic is also responding to an increase in greenhouse gas emissions as a result of human activity.

Scientists now expect summers in the Arctic to be completely ice free by 2040, which would have drastic repercussions for wildlife, especially polar bears, who use the ice surface to hunt for prey. The ice also provides a reflective surface, bouncing 80 per cent of the sunlight that strikes it back into space. As the ice retreats, there is less surface area to reflect the light and so it is absorbed by the ocean, warming the waters and increasing the rate of melting still further.

SHOOTING STAR SPECTACULAR

13:58:18  13/08/2007

Northern hemisphere witness meteor shower

The annual Perseid meteor shower has coincided with a full moon, providing the clearest viewing conditions for years. The phenomenon peaked on Sunday night with roughly 100 meteors visible every hour, blazing across the heavens.

The spectacle occurs when pieces of debris, no larger than grains of sand, enter the Earth’s atmosphere as our orbit moves through the tail of the Swift-Tuttle comet. This matter is accelerated to speeds of up to 52km/s, heating the air around them to phenomenal temperatures, and producing the visible blaze of light. The particles then burn up as they enter the atmosphere.

The shower lasts roughly two weeks, so there’s still a chance to observe the phenomenon. No telescopes required, just a little patience.
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William Wallace                                                                                                                                 PART 1

'This is the truth I tell you:

of all things freedom’s most fine.

Never submit to live, my son,

in the bonds of slavery entwined.’

William Wallace - His Uncle’s proverb,

from Bower’s Scotichronicon c.1440’s

The reputation of William Wallace runs like a fault line through later medieval chronicles. For the Scots, William Wallace was an exemplar of unbending commitment to Scotland’s independence who died a martyr to the cause. For centuries after its publication, Blind Harry’s 15th-century epic poem, ‘The Wallace’, was the second most popular book in Scotland after the Bible.

For the English chroniclers he was an outlaw, a murderer, the perpetrator of atrocities and a traitor. How did an obscure Scot obtain such notoriety?

Who was William Wallace?

Wallace was the younger son of a Scottish knight and minor landowner. His name, Wallace or le Waleis, means the Welshman, and he was probably descended from Richard Wallace who had followed the Stewart family to Scotland in the 12th century.
Little is known of Wallace’s life before 1297. He was certainly educated, possibly by his uncle - a priest at Dunipace - who taught him French and Latin. It’s also possible, given his later military exploits, that he had some previous military experience.

Wallace’s Rising

In 1296 Scotland had been conquered. Beneath the surface there were deep resentments. Many of the Scots nobles were imprisoned, they were punitively taxed and expected to serve King Edward I in his military campaigns against France. The flames of revolt spread across Scotland. In May 1297 Wallace slew William Heselrig, the English Sheriff of Lanark. Soon his rising gained momentum, as men ‘oppressed by the burden of servitude under the intolerable rule of English domination’ joined him ‘like a swarm of bees’.

From his base in the Ettrick Forest his followers struck at Scone, Ancrum and Dundee. At the same time in the north, the young Andrew Murray led an even more successful rising. From Avoch in the Black Isle, he took Inverness and stormed Urquhart Castle by Loch Ness. His MacDougall allies cleared the west, whilst he struck through the north east. Wallace’s rising drew strength from the south, and, with most of Scotland liberated, Wallace and Murray now faced open battle with an English army.

Wallace and CressinghamOn 11th September Wallace and Murray achieved a stunning victory at the Battle of Stirling Bridge. The English left with 5,000 dead on the field, including their despised treasurer, Hugh Cressingham, whose flayed skin was taken as a trophy of victory and to make a belt for Wallace’s sword. The Scots suffered one significant casualty, Andrew Murray, who was badly wounded and died two months later.

'Commander of the Army of the Kingdom of Scotland’ - the outlaw Wallace was now knighted and made Guardian of Scotland in Balliol’s name at the forest kirk, at either Selkirk or Carluke.

It was a remarkable achievement for a mere knight to hold power over the nobles of Scotland. In a medieval world obsessed with hierarchy, Wallace’s extraordinary military success catapulted him to the top of the social ladder. He now guided Scottish policy. Letters were dispatched to Europe proclaiming Scotland’s renewed independence and he managed to obtain from the Papacy the appointment of the patriotic Bishop Lamberton to the vacant Bishopric of St Andrews.

Militarily he took the war into the north of England, raiding around Newcastle and wreaking havoc across the north. Contemporary English chroniclers accused him of atrocities, some no doubt warranted, however, in Wallace’s eyes the war, since its beginning, had been marked by brutality and butchery.

The Battle of Falkirk, 1298

The English nobility had been on the edge of civil war with Edward I. They were disgruntled over his wars in France and Scotland, however, faced with the humiliating defeat by the Scots at Stirling Bridge, they united behind him in time for the Battle of Falkirk.

According to later tales, Wallace told his men: ‘I hae brocht ye to the ring, now see gif ye can dance’, however, as one historian has called it, ‘it was a dance of death’, as Wallace had seriously misjudged Edward’s battle tactics. His Welsh archers proved to be the decisive weapon: their arrows raining death on the Scots spearmen.

Wallace the Diplomat.

After Falkirk, the Scots nobles reasserted their role as guardians of the kingdom and continued the war with Edward. Wallace was assigned a new role as an envoy for the Scots to the courts of Europe.
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William Wallace                                                        PART 2

Diplomacy was crucial to the Scots war effort and Wallace, by now a renowned figure across Europe, played a high profile role. In 1299 he left Scotland for the court of King Philip IV of France. He was briefly imprisoned for various political motives, but was soon released and given the French king’s safe conduct to the papal court. Wallace returned to Scotland in 1301, with the diplomatic effort seemingly in good stead.

However, the French abandoned Scotland when they needed Edward’s help to suppress a revolt in Flanders. With no prospect of victory, the Scottish leaders capitulated and recognised Edward as overlord in 1304. Only Wallace refused to submit, perhaps signing his own death warrant at this time.

Here was the crucial difference between Wallace and the key players from amongst the Scottish nobles - for Wallace there was no compromise, the English were his enemy and he could not accept their rule in any form. However, the nobles were more pliable and willing to switch sides, or placate the English, when it served their own ends. Wallace had become a nuisance to both his feudal superiors and the English.

The Martyrdom of William Wallace

Wallace was declared an outlaw, which meant his life was forfeit and that anyone could kill him without trial. He continued his resistance, but on August 3rd, 1305, he was captured at Robroyston, near Glasgow. His captor, Sir John Menteith, the ‘false’ Menteith, has gone down in Scottish legend as the betrayer of Wallace, but he acted as many others would have. Menteith was no English lackey, and in 1320 he put his seal to the Declaration of Arbroath.

Wallace was taken to Dumbarton castle, but quickly moved to London for a show trial in Westminster Hall. He was charged with two things - being an outlaw and being a traitor. No trial was required, but, by charging him as a traitor, Edward intended to destroy his reputation. At his trial he had no lawyers and no jury, he even wasn’t allowed to speak, but when he was accused of being a traitor, he denied it, saying he had never been Edward’s subject in the first place. Inevitably he was found guilty and was taken for immediate execution - in a manner designed to symbolise his crimes.

Blind Harry

Wrapped in an ox hide to prevent him being ripped apart, thereby shortening the torture, he was dragged by horses four miles through London to Smithfield.

There he was hanged, as a murderer and thief, but cut down while still alive. Then he was mutilated, disembowelled and, being accused of treason, he was probably emasculated. For the crimes of sacrilege to English monasteries, his heart, liver, lungs and entrails were cast upon a fire, and, finally, his head was chopped off. His carcase was then cut up into bits. His head was set on a pole on London Bridge, another part went to Newcastle, a district Wallace had destroyed in 1297-8, the rest went to Berwick, Perth and Stirling (or perhaps Aberdeen), as a warning to the Scots. Edward had destroyed the man, but had enhanced the myth.

Wallace became a martyr, the very symbol of Scotland’s struggle for freedom. He entered the realm of folktale and legend. From Blind Harry's 'Wallace' to Mel Gibson’s ‘Braveheart’, William Wallace continues to haunt the Scottish imagination with a vision of freedom.
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Suicidal feelings                                                                                                                     by James Tighe

To take one's own life is probably the single most extreme expression of hopelessness that any person can make. If you're considering suicide, please follow this link before you make any firm decision.

What to do if someone discusses suicidal feelings with you

It's important to distinguish between impulsive acts of self-harm and planned, organised attempts to end your own life. In most suicides, the person has taken steps to ensure they aren't discovered until afterwards.

Having said that, most people contemplating suicide do try to raise the subject with a relative, friend or doctor.

Unemployed men living on their own are the most likely to commit suicide. While about one per cent of deaths in the UK are because of suicide, this number is higher for people with:

    * depression

    * alcohol or drug problems

    * schizophrenia

    * personality disorders

    * long-term physical illnesses.

If you're considering suicide

If you're reading this, you're probably in a lot of pain emotionally or physically, or both. No one takes the decision to end their life without believing there is very good reason. Many people feel that the burdens they have to bear outweigh their coping resources.

But before you finally decide, please consider these points:

   1. By reading this page you've already put space between your suicidal feelings and your actions. It's worth making more space, and putting off the decision until you've spoken to someone who might be able to help you with your pain. Don't burden yourself by trying to cope alone. Just talking about how you came to feel this way releases a lot of pressure, which might be exactly the additional coping resource that you need.

   2. Be careful who you speak to about your feelings. Some people simply won't understand. They may feel frightened or angry - this has more to do with their state of mind than yours - and may make your pain worse. But there are people who understand and can help you through this traumatic time. One option is getting in touch with your local community mental health team (you can reach them via your GP or your local accident and emergency department). If you're worried that they'll force you to go to hospital, then try the Samaritans.

   3. Feeling suicidal is in itself a traumatic experience, quite apart from the circumstances that led you to feel this way. Once you've got through this, it's absolutely essential that you continue to look after yourself and get the support that you need. The Samaritans or Mind can put you in touch with support groups in your area.

   4. You could also try Maytree, a sanctuary for the suicidal, a place where, during a brief stay, a person will find the support that can alleviate their despair and isolation. You can phone Maytree on 020 7263 7070. 

What to do if someone discusses suicidal feelings with you

If a friend or relative comes to you with feelings of depression or hopelessness, then you're clearly seen as someone who's sensitive and who can be trusted. It may not feel like it at the time, but it's quite a compliment if someone feels able to talk to you about this. Try to remember the following points:

    * They have come to you because of the person you are - don't try to be any different.

    * There are no 'right' things to say. If you're genuinely concerned, you will show it without having to put on an act.

    * Try to remain calm and be sympathetic. Don't argue, try to solve problems or give advice. A problem that may seem not so bad to you could be a major life trauma for someone else.

    * Rather than trying to find the right thing to say, encourage the other person to talk about how they feel - and listen. Don't be afraid of silences. Ask questions that need more than a "yes" or "no" answer. Letting the person unload their feelings will probably make them feel much better.

    * Statements such as "I want to go to sleep and never wake up," or "I feel so low, I can't go on like this" may suggest suicidal feelings. If this does happen, ask in a calm, clear manner: "Are you thinking about suicide?" You're not putting the idea in their head. If they haven't considered suicide they'll probably just dismiss the idea. If they have considered it they'll probably feel relieved that someone has realised just how desperate they're feeling.

    * If they answer "yes", ask how far they've got in planning their suicide. Have they worked out the 'how,' 'where,' and 'when?' If they've worked out two or more of these they are probably seriously considering suicide. Continue to offer a listening ear and sympathy, but also be clear that they need to get professional help. They may well be nervous about doing so, but an offer to go with them could be enough to persuade them to go. You could try your family doctor, your local community mental health team, the Samaritans or Mind. 

This article was last reviewed in September 2006.

First published in June 2000.
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EXCAVATING AN EMPEROR

10:37:35  10/08/2007

Statue of Roman Emperor Hadrian discovered

Only the head, foot and leg of the statue of Hadrian have been unearthed so far, but the excavators can already see that the effigy is exquisitely carved and stood 4-5m tall. The monument is dated to the early part of Hadrian’s reign – roughly AD117 – and was found under the ruins of a bath house at the archaeological site of Sagalassos in south-western Turkey.

The excavators have also found a gilded bronze statue of Hadrian on the same site and hope to uncover the rest of the stone monument amongst the remains of the bath house, which was destroyed by an earthquake some time in the late sixth or early seventh century AD.

Emperor Hadrian ruled the Roman Empire for 21 years and was a great military leader, particularly remembered for building ‘Hadrian’s wall’ in northern Britain as part of a defensive strategy. He was known as one of the ‘five good emperors’ and presided over a period of peace and prosperity in Rome.

TUBBY TABBIES

10:13:17  09/08/2007

UK fat cats facing diabetes danger

One in 230 cats in the UK are diabetic shows a study carried out by Edinburgh University. That means roughly 43,500 of our beloved pets can't produce enough insulin, which leads to this potentially fatal disease. Cat owners are advised to keep their felines trim and active, as overweight cats are three times more likely to develop the condition.

The unfortunate felines face two shots of insulin a day and a strictly-controlled diet to keep the disease in check. The condition is now the most common hormone-related problem in cats, beating cases of overactive thyroid disease.

The UK’s moggies seem to be following their owners’ examples of eating too much and taking too little exercise – today two million Brits live with diabetes.

MELTING MICROBES

11:03:41  08/08/2007

8MYA microorganisms brought back to life

Samples of ice from glaciers in Antarctica have been thawed out to reveal new forms of microbes, which could be up to eight million years old. When provided with warmth and nutrients, the microbes remarkably ‘came back to life’ and were able to grow successfully. The younger samples (100,000 years old) doubled in size every seven days, while the more ancient samples (up to eight million years old) took as much as 70 days to double their colony size.

Some of the microbes found are still common today, such as proteobacteria, but new species have also been recovered. Researchers predict that many of these ancient bugs will be ‘revived’ as glaciers melt due to global warming. But this new bacteria is unlikely to result in an outbreak of human disease.

WHEN WORLDS COLLIDE

11:17:46  07/08/2007

Cosmic collision could create gigantic galaxy

A huge four galaxy ‘pile-up’ has been spotted by US astronomers using NASA telescopes. It is expected that these large galaxies will eventually merge together to form one enormous one, almost 10 times the size of our own Milky Way. There are a huge number of stars pouring out from this collision – like beans spilling out of four massive colliding beanbags.

Galaxy collisions are extremely common, usually occurring between two large systems. The merger of multiple smaller galaxies or one large one with a few small is also nothing out of the ordinary. The scale of this collision however is, until today, totally unheard of and may provide new information about how giant galaxies are assembled. 
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Heath Ledger, 28; brooding roles in films defied his leading-man looks     By Wesley Morris

January 23, 2008

Heath Ledger, who went from teen idol in his native Australia to become one of the most exciting actors of his generation, was discovered dead at his New York apartment yesterday afternoon. Sleeping pills were found near his body, according to news reports. He was 28.

Related

Mr. Ledger was best known for his Oscar-nominated role as a closeted gay ranch hand in Ang Lee's "Brokeback Mountain," a role that was risky for a young actor on the rise. But Neil Armfield, director of Mr. Ledger's last Australian movie, "Candy," said yesterday that it was characteristic of how he had taken charge of his career.

"He made a decision about four years ago to stop being led by producers and managers and to forge his own way," Armfield told ABC Radio, according to the Sydney Morning Herald. "He started working with the most interesting directors. He was so successful at breaking out of the teen idol image."

When Mr. Ledger was at his best, often portraying unstable characters - outcasts, junkies, philanderers, men who were happiest unhappy, lost in their own dysfunction - the intensity of his performances was what left you worried, not reports about a high-energy off-screen life. The public had been keeping its eye on other, more trifling, troubled stars, and this truly talented one rarely made a blip on the radar. His death came as a shock.

Mr. Ledger did not have a conventional movie star's carriage; he had a long, ropy body that was more lead singer than leading man. It was a body for trouble. Those shadows were there even in his first Hollywood movie, "10 Things I Hate About You," a teen-comedy remake of "Taming of the Shrew" from 1998 with Ledger as the high-school bad boy who falls for smug Julia Stiles. Imagine James Dean in one of those 1950s beach movies. But when it was time to go to the prom, Mr. Ledger put on his jacket and danced.

Before that he was carrying Fox's historical-action show "Roar." He played a cute, speech-giving prince trying to lead his kingdom to freedom. The show was part of that cheesy fantasy trend that "Xena: Warrior Princess" and "Hercules" helped spawn. It barely lasted the summer of 1997.

Eventually, Mr. Ledger gave his first smoldering performance as Mel Gibson's soldier son in 2000's "The Patriot." After that, he found himself in the position of being a rising star in search of an appropriate universe to shine. He was being called "hunk" and "heartthrob" and was cast in movies that tried to maximize his appeal to young girls.

In "A Knight's Tale," his dirty blond hair was full and yellow. He did more dancing. In "Four Feathers," he was still adorable but slightly more serious playing a British officer who goes to fight in the Sudan in the 1890s. Other starring roles came - a priest in "The Order," a throwaway thriller; a would-be attention-getting role as the Australian folk hero Ned Kelly in an eponymous epic - but the audiences never did.

In 2005, Mr. Ledger turned a major corner. And he had a supporting part as a burnt-out surfer in "Lords of Dogtown," a good movie that he walked off with. It was the first truly funny thing he had done. But it was not just funny; it was Ridgemont High's Jeff Spicoli with a soul.

His tightly coiled, devastatingly emotional performance in "Brokeback" was heroic. More than one critic called it the stuff of legend. His achievement in that film was to find a way to dramatize the personal terror of feeling something you don't understand. Loneliness radiated from him like heat. He gave us the torture of self-loathing, but he never took the part over the top.

Mr. Ledger also met Michelle Williams, the mother of his daughter, Matilda, on the "Brokeback Mountain" set. Williams played Ledger's wife.

A few months later he was back in theaters as the titular, flamboyant, heterosexual "Casanova," a bedroom comedy that confirmed Mr. Ledger could be amusing, happy, and self-deprecating. And in 2006, he gave another startlingly good performance as a junkie in "Candy," a film that brought him back to Australia. Last year, he played an actor who once played a Bob Dylan-like character in Todd Haynes's "I'm Not There." Those were all movies that failed to make an impression with mainstream moviegoers.

This year that was expected to change with his role as the Joker in Christopher Nolan's "The Dark Knight." The film is scheduled for release in the summer. Mr. Ledger slinks around the film's promotional trailer looking like a box of crayons blew up in his face. He's not a joke. He's a bogeyman.

It was a wordless kind of humanity that Mr. Ledger gave to all his roles that made many of his performances great and that communicated the struggle to feel normal, whatever that meant.
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HIC-CUP HOORAY

12:51:09  06/08/2007

New device stops hiccups

Gone could be the days of holding your breath, or balancing on your head to drink a glass of water, all to end that bout of embarrassing hiccups. Inventor Philip Charles Ehlinger Jr claims to have devised a new gadget which stops hiccups by running an electric current through your face.

The ‘Hic-Cup’ is a simple metallic cup with a handle protruding upwards from the rim. This ‘handle’ is an electrode, which rests against your temple, while inside the cup is another electrode which makes contact with your cheek. When water is drunk from the cup, an electric circuit is created whose current stimulates the vagus and phrenic nerves. This stimulation interferes with the hiccup reflex arc, quickly putting an end to the humiliating affliction.

NEW SEARCH FOR LIFE ON MARS

11:25:06  26/07/2007

UK tech aids closer look for life on Red Planet

The search for life on the Mars has stepped up a gear thanks to new higher resolution imaging technology. Engineers at Imperial College, London, have developed special surfaces – known as substrates – to hold samples for imaging, which will be used in the Mars Phoenix mission in August.

The substrates will hold dust and soil for imaging by an optical microscope and an atomic force microscope. Together they will provide the highest imaging resolution ever to take place on another planet, in NASA’s search for potential biological habitable zones.

Phoenix will land on Vastitas Borealis – the northern ice-rich polar region – and will have three months to complete tasks before the Martian winter sets in. The spacecraft, which is powered by solar panels, will investigate whether the ice might periodically melt enough to sustain an environment suitable for primitive microbes.

This will be the first time that UK hardware has contributed to exploration of Mars since the failed Beagle 2 mission in 2003.

END OF IRON AGE

10:51:01  25/07/2007

Student creates crease-resistant shirt

An undergraduate student from Leeds University has developed a revolutionary new fabric that is crease- and stain-resistant.

Fashion design student, Natasha Newsham, combined plasma-based technology to finished garments with a chemical treatment. Unlike existing techniques, which coat material and make it stiff, the plasma-based technology changes the molecular structure of the material to make it highly water- and stain-resistant, yet breathable. The chemical process then makes the fabric crease-resistant.

The treatment also has the ‘green appeal’ as it is more environmentally friendly than other methods. Newsham hopes to develop her treated clothes into a successful business.
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Alaska Newsreader

Today's news for the Last Frontier                                                                                          By Terry Carr

(01/18/08 10:34:41)
Villagers want to kill wolf pups, bear cubs. Arguing that wolf numbers are increasing and moose numbers are dropping, residents along the Kuskokwim River want game managers “to resurrect an ancient form of predator control — killing pups in their dens,” a story in The Tundra Drums says. The residents — who, according to the story, also want to legalize the killing of bear cubs in dens — contend aggressive measures of predator control are needed so moose can flourish the way they used to.
“It was the best moose habitat in the country and it’s almost totally gone now,” said Greg Roczicka, natural resources director with Orutsaramuit Native Council in Bethel. “We want to do everything we can to get moose numbers up back to the way they were.”
The Alaska Wildlife Alliance quickly pounced on the proposal, calling the killing of wolf pups in their dens “a Stone Age concept of wildlife management (that) has no place as a management tool for civilized people. It's just barbaric.”
***
Whale Pass logs its first baby. The first child that any locals can remember being born in the Prince of Wales Island community came into the world at Whale Pass, according to a Ketchikan Daily News story. Boomchain Everett Loucks was born last month “right on the couch in the living room” a few days ahead of his official arrival time, said father Steve Loucks.
Why the name Boomchain? Dad works in logging and likes boomchains, according to mom Christy Gardner-Loucks. Plus the new arrival “looks like a little boom, and it fits him,” she said.
Whale Pass EMS squad members were on the scene for the delivery and were in telephone contact with doctors at Ketchikan General Hospital.
***
Wade given Seattle attorney. Facing fraud, firearms and drug charges, Joshua Wade was assigned a Seattle attorney to represent him, a KTUU Channel 2 story says. Gilbert Levy, who has represented, among others, exotic dancers and club owners in the Seattle area, was named to defend Wade, who is accused of using the bank card of murder victim Mindy Schloss to withdraw money from her account.
***
Former mayor’s trial begins. Jury selection has begun in the trial of former Fairbanks Mayor Jim Hayes, who is accused of spending federal money on personal purchases. And a Fairbanks Daily News-Miner story says some potential jurors were prevented from getting to court by a heavy dump of snow in the Interior city.
In fact, the 8 to 10 inches of snow that blanketed the city is being called the heaviest in years, according to a separate News-Miner story. And if it was annoying to those trying to get around town, it was welcomed heartily by mushers in the area:

“I woke up quite happy this morning; I think all dog mushers in the Interior did,” said Shannon Erhart, who serves as president of the Alaska Dog Mushers Association. “This should fill in all the dips (in the trails).”
***
Young clings to confidence. An APRN story reports that Alaska Rep. Don Young is going into his re-election campaign this year feeling good about his chances and with a hefty sum of money on hand. Young, who is under federal investigation for his campaign financing practices, said in a meeting with reporters that he found people supportive when he was in Alaska over the holidays and no one raised questions regarding a federal investigation. “I think they’re fed up with it, frankly,” he said.
The congressman has $1 million in his campaign war chest, according to the story, and is still paying a lot of money each month to lawyers. “Good lawyers are expensive,” he said. “… I believe I’ve hired the best and I’m following their advice. And when this is all said and done, I’ll comment on this whole episode.”
***
Decades of abuse. A story on Newsweek’s web site chronicles the record of sex abuse in rural Alaska involving Catholic Church priests and church volunteers. Written by freelance writer Tony Hopfinger (former reporter at ADN and the Anchorage Press), the story characterizes the whole tale as “one of the darkest chapters of sexual abuse in the Roman Catholic Church.”
“They had absolute power over the people and the culture,” the story quotes Chris Cooke, a member of the law firm representing Eskimo victims, saying of the church officials. “They had language power. They had political power. They had racial power. They had the power to send you to hell. There was nowhere for victims to turn.”
***
Jewel a “Stronger Woman.” The debut country single “Stronger Woman” from singer-songwriter-poet Jewel, who grew up in Alaska, is getting some attention. Country Hound web site, for one, characterizes it as “a self-penned tune taking a real-life look at a woman standing up for herself and getting out of a nonproductive relationship.”
Jewel also continues to draw attention for her work on behalf of homeless young people. “Jewel says that because she experienced homelessness firsthand as a teenager, she felt compelled to get involved,” the Country Hound says. More from one of the organizations she’s involved with can be found here.
***
“Dogtown, USA.” The Tundra Medicine Dreams blog from Bethel takes note of the arrival of hundreds of dogs in that community for three sled dog races held on the third weekend of each new year: the Kuskokwim 300, the Bogus Creek 150 and the Akiak Dash (50 miles). Bethel is a “pretty doggy town any time of the year,” with almost everybody possessing multiple canines, the blogger writes, but this time of year boosts dog sights and sounds dramatically.
***

Climate strangeness: Far North Science web site reports that figures for 2007 temperatures are in and National Climate Data Center records show the year was the 15th warmest since statewide records began in 1918. Look at the graphics, however, and they clearly show a trend upward, the site notes, “and for those of us at the high latitudes, where the sun never abandons June yet hardly shines in December, 2007 clearly was another sign that climate change continues its acceleration.”
What’s ahead? The web site quotes from a Goddard Institute for Space Studies scientist: “It is unlikely that 2008 will be a year with truly exceptional global mean temperature. Barring a large volcanic eruption, a record global temperature clearly exceeding that of 2005 can be expected within the next few years, at the time of the next El Nino, because of the background warming trend attributable to continuing increases of greenhouse gases.”
***

Shrinking glaciers threaten salmon. British Columbia’s salmon streams are facing a threat to their survival caused by glacial melting, which in turn is caused by climate change, according to a Canadian Broadcasting Corp. story. Many B.C. glaciers are losing ground every year, and that reduces the amount of cold water going into mountain streams and rivers during hot summer months, a geology professor who is analyzing watersheds fed by glaciers told CBC.

If rivers are not cool enough, salmon are not able to spawn and survive, professor Dan Moore said. “I did some rough estimates for Place Glacier (near Pemberton) and my estimates were that even if the climate doesn't get any warmer, that if the conditions of the last 20 years prevail into the future, the glacier will shrink to half its present size.”

**

Meth in Mat-Su. With $10,000 in savings, a young documentary filmmaker has created a film that aims to present a picture of methamphetamine use in Mat-Su, according to an APRN story. Called “Ice Crystals,” the film, which took four months for Eirin Strikland to put together, found that the problem in the area is widening.

“The people I’ve talked to have said it is getting worse,” the 2006 graduate of Palmer High School told the radio station. “… People are trying it at younger ages, and it’s just becoming an even more prevalent issue out here. And it’s even on the rise, actually.”
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Diana's driver allowed to drink on duty 

05/12/2007 00:00

Night manager at Ritz disapproved of the decision to allow Paul to drive the Mercede

LONDON, December 4, 2007- Henri Paul, driver of the car carrying Princess Diana when she died in a Paris crash, had a "specific status" which allowed him to drink alcohol while on duty, a former manager of the Ritz said Tuesday.

Paul has been blamed by separate British and French inquiries for the August 31, 1997 crash which killed himself, Diana and her lover Dodi Fayed. He was accused of drinking and driving too fast.

Addressing a London inquest into the couple's deaths, Thierry Rocher, former night manager at Paris's Ritz hotel -- owned by Fayed's millionaire father Mohamed Al-Fayed -- said he had disapproved of the decision to allow Paul to drive the Mercedes carrying Diana and Dodi but was not in a position to challenge him.

"Nobody was allowed to drink alcohol while on duty but Henri Paul had a specific status ... at the hotel," Rocher said.

"Henri Paul reported directly to Mr Klein (president of the Ritz) and in his absence Mr Roulet (Mr Klein's assistant)."

Rocher said that any other employee would have been dismissed for drinking.

Jean-Francois Musa, owner of the company Etoile Limousines, which provided the car for the couple's journey, said he was unhappy when he learned Paul would be the the pair's driver.

Musa said he was unhappy "because Mr Paul was not a driver" and it was "totally unusual to have a car of the company being driven by an external person."

Mohamed Al Fayed, the owner of London's plush Harrods department store, maintains his son and the princess were killed in a British establishment plot to prevent the possibility that the mother of Prince William, second in line to the throne, would marry a Muslim.

AFP 2007
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TELEMEDICINE BY TEXT

18:07:22  24/07/2007

New tech promises remote health monitoring

Doctors and families could soon monitor the health of ill or elderly patients and loved ones via text message or email thanks to new technology developed by the University of Florida and IBM.

This ‘middleware’ technology allows standard devices, such as blood pressure and glucose monitors, to be reconfigured so that when the patient is at home the devices can automatically collect and send readings to healthcare professionals.

The technology has advanced the idea of telemedicine – healthcare at a distance – to new levels by allowing any company to manufacture and sell these so-called smart networked devices that can be installed by simply plugging in.

“When you bring it into the house and plug it in, it automatically provides its service and finds a path to the outside world,” says Sumi Helal, from the University of Florida. Helal has designed middleware, so that software and hardware from different systems work together to allow connectivity to any health-aid device. And the technology is based on publicly available specifications so that anyone can use it. It’s hoped that this will allow development of easy to use, cheap devices that are on sale everywhere, enabling doctors to keep tabs on patients and prioritise who to treat first.

ER DOLL

11:16:57  23/07/2007

Patient simulator brings ER to school

A new teaching scenario for medical students has been piloted at a North Carolina University in the US using a life-sized adult ‘doll’ that vomits.

The patient simulator called SimManTM, was developed to help teach students how to deal with emergency situations and manage patients. SimManTM is unique because it makes realistic lung, heart and bowel sounds, and can be programmed to have various medical problems. It can even be used for practising procedures like injections and inserting breathing tubes or catheters.

Wake Forest University is one of the first schools to pilot this sort of technology in live, large group teaching sessions. “I wanted [the students] to feel like they were in the emergency department with me,” says Michael Fitch, an emergency medicine specialist at the university.

WORLD WIDE WAGNER

17:20:53  20/07/2007

Computer scientist to form choir over internet

Plans to create Europe’s first successful virtual choir using state-of-the-art ‘ultra broadband’ networks have been unveiled.

A senior computer science lecturer at the University of Manchester hopes to combine his love of singing with his academic expertise in networks and digital signal processing.

Dr Barry Cheetham, from the University’s Advanced Processor Technology Research Group, sings first bass in the University of Manchester Chorus and Holmfirth Choral Society.

Cheetham aims to bring together choirs from universities across Europe to sing together in real time over the Internet as if they were in the same concert hall. Initial trials are planned, with the University of Ljubljiana, Slovenia.

The project, will establish online collaborations between choirs across Europe. “The geographical distances and the speed of electrical transmission lead us to believe the low delay needed may be achievable within Europe, but not further afield,” said Cheetham.

He thinks the project would be useful for people who otherwise find it difficult to attend rehearsals. “This project has the potential to bring European people together, and the possibility of doing so electronically to form a choir is exciting and worthwhile. Enabling older and disabled people to participate in the activity is also one of our goals,” he said.

But there are a number of difficulties to overcome. The project still requires funding. And, while standard audio equipment will be used for recording, it needs to be adapted to reduce the delay when the signals are converted from analogue to digital (latency). Network links must also be specially adapted to provide the low latency and high bit-rate required. “We believe we can allow a round trip delay of up to 0.05 seconds, but we must allow for buffering delay and delay at routers along the way,” says Cheetham.

Super-fast, low delay broadband networks like the one that would be required for the Internet choir are already being used for a project in Germany, which enables multiparty music performance across 300km.

PASSIVE BOOZERS

12:11:52  19/07/2007

Being drunk can reduce aggression

Lab tests on drunk people have shown that alcohol can reduce rather than increase aggression under certain circumstances.

A study at the University of Kentucky, US, shows that distracting those under the influence of alcohol can prevent them from recognising hostile situations by taking advantage of their poor attention capacity.

The participants were divided into groups who either stayed sober, or drank three or four screwdrivers, a cocktail of vodka and orange juice.

They then competed against each other in a stressful game requiring fast responses, where the winner of each round gave their opponent an electric shock.

Psychologist Peter Giancola and student Michelle Corman found that alcohol has a “myopic” effect. The drinkers focused on provocative cues during the game and were predictably meaner than their non-drinking adversaries. But when the group were distracted with a memory task, the drinkers were less aggressive than the non-drinkers.

The researchers think that people are usually less hostile when sober because they are ‘cognitively intact’, and they could attend to both provocation and distraction in the room, resulting in a low level of aggression. But drunk people, in the absence of distractions, tend to concentrate on provocation.

Giancola and Corman speculate that the distraction technique works because working memory is crucial in reducing the “cognitive space” available for tendencies towards violence.

30
EXPATICA.COM
How I almost became an Expat 
21/01/2008 00:00

Our 'almost colleague' Allison Mistica tells the story of how she nearly became an expat, and part of our editorial team.

When I moved to Holland in September 2007, I arrived with the intention of moving here. Originally from California, I met my Dutch boyfriend at my former company in Silicon Valley. Marcel was a temporary overseas intern from Arnhem Business School and I was a recent University of California, Los Angeles graduate at my first job after college. Meeting Marcel at work was not part of the plan. As my Mom warned, "He’s all the way from Europe. When he moves back, you will have to break up."

Of course I didn’t listen to my mother.

When Marcel and I started dating, I tried to have an attitude of "ces’t la vie!" and just live for the moment. But in the back of my mind, I felt dread. We shared something special yet I feared that we could be nothing more than a passing fling.

Then one evening over at Marcel’s apartment, he simply asked, "Will you move back with me to Holland?" I was so surprised and thrilled that I answered, "Yes!" immediately. Although we had only been dating a few months, I soon found myself on a one-way ticket to Amsterdam.

Upon arrival, I felt very anxious about applying for a residence permit. When Marcel and I found out from the IND that our situation did not merit an official residency for me, we were devastated. Believing we had a fair chance, we were struck with panic and grief. The idea that two people in love could not be together simply because they have different nationalities seemed ridiculous and unfair.

We needed to reconsider our options. Since Marcel and I were so intent on moving to the Netherlands and were temporarily living with his parents in Eindhoven, moving back to the US seemed almost unviable. With the threat of separation looming, we further explored the idea of relocating back to California. The US offered more options for us to stay together, so we quickly reshuffled our plans and focused our thoughts on going west. Most importantly, we also decided to get married to legitimise Marcel’s stay in the US.

At first, we wanted to get married as more of a formality, especially since we had only been dating several months. But with the support of our family and friends, the occasion became a more solemn affair. Although I did not get to stay in Holland, I am happy I got married here. With my new Dutch husband and in-laws, this California girl will always be bonded with the Netherlands. My husband and I plan on visiting every year – and eventually having Dutch-speaking children.  

9 January 2008

Allison van Gemert (formerly Allison Mistica) contributed articles to Expatica during her extended stay in the Netherlands. 

[Copyright Expatica 2008]
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Ethical livingIs it OK ... to use an MP3 player?                                                             By Leo Hickman

Tuesday October 17, 2006

When Gnarls Barkley's Crazy reached number one in April, it made history as the first song to top the UK singles chart on download sales alone. Downloads now account for 78% of all single sales, up from 23% in 2004; there are now about 1m digital tracks bought legally each week in the UK - and an unknown amount, no doubt much larger in total, illegally downloaded, too.

This, in theory, is great news for the environment (less so, perhaps, for the copyright holders). Instead of all those CDs - thin discs of polycarbonate plastic, aluminium, gold, lacquer, and dye - being produced and shipped around the world, we are purchasing "virtual" tracks, each taking up just a few megabytes of disc space and being "transported" down copper wires or across the ether. For those strolling the streets nodding to the beats of their MP3 player, there has, for some at least, been the added satisfaction that this is the more eco-friendly way to listen to music.

In reality, there has been precious little research into this subject. But what does exist suggests that downloading tracks isn't quite as environmentally pure as it might at first seem. It all hangs, it seems, on how exactly we use our MP3 players. In 2003, Digital Europe, a research project looking at the sustainability of our new "networked world" and conducted by three institutions in Germany, Italy and the UK (here it was Forum for the Future), published its findings. Working with EMI, it looked specifically at the environmental impact of digital music, by analysing three methods for acquiring 56 minutes of music (the average length of an album).

The research used a concept called the "ecological backpack". Similar in thinking to a person's ecological footprint, it is a measure used to calculate the amount of resources - fuel, minerals, water etc - that must "be moved" throughout the full lifespan of a product. For example, a 10-gramme wedding ring has an ecological backpack of five tonnes, whereas a 3kg laptop has a backpack of about 400kg.

The first purchasing route the study looked at was buying 56 minutes of music on a CD at a high-street store. It then looked at buying the same CD online, and then finally at downloading all the music. Buying a CD at a shop produced a backpack of 1.6kg, said the study, whereas buying it online reduced the impact to 1.3kg. But by downloading the music, the backpack fell to 0.7kg. In other words, a clear advantage - although hardly a "zero-impact" approach. The need to have a computer and an MP3 player, both of which need producing then powering, increased the weight of the backpack considerably.

But the study also noted some other important factors. It based its weight for downloading on the assumption that a broadband connection was used and that the music was never burned onto a CD at a later date. If this is the case, and a slower narrowband connection is used, the backpack leaps up to a whopping 5.5kg. In other words, "rematerialising" your downloads into a CD at home not only completely negates any environmental savings, but is actually about three times as damaging as just buying the music on a CD in the first place.

Of course, after an initial push to "rip" all their current CD collection into a digital format, most people probably do a mixture of all three to keep their MP3 players full to the brim with music. But it would seem that the ideal scenario would be to never buy a CD again and to always download music (a rather bleak, anodyne world that many musos are not keen to step into, it would appear).

Much harder, of course, is the ability to extract yourself from the fog of obsolescence that besets most electronic gadgets within a year or so of purchase. iPods, for example, seem to have a shelf-life about as long as the average boyband. So just when you thought that you had enough gigabytes and features, out comes a "better" model.

Apple, as the world's biggest producer of MP3 players by far (70m-plus iPods produced to date), has always prided itself on its environmental record. It is a convenient truth, after all, that Al Gore is on the board of directors, and that the Sierra Club, one of the US's leading environmental groups, lists Apple as one of its "top 10 environmentally progressive companies". To its credit it has phased out the ludicrously large packaging it used for early iPod models and also offers a free takeback recycling service for its products at the point of sale in most countries (but bizarrely not in the UK).

But this isn't enough to silence the critics who complain that Apple is guilty of encouraging us to buy new iPod models with far more frequency than is environmentally sensible. For example, Giles Shade, author of Made to Break: Technology and Obsolescence in America, recently said in an interview that iPods are the product of a "fundamentally dirty industry" and contain toxic substances such as cadmium, beryllium and lead. "The company has a voluntary take-back programme, but how many people use it? They won't say. I am hugely personally disappointed in Steve Jobs [Apple's CEO and founder]. He turned into Darth Vader."

But if there was, say, an MP3 player produced that was built like a rock and lasted 10 years, would we even want it? Resisting the conveyor belt of technology laid before us is half the battle.

Guardian Unlimited © Guardian News and Media Limited 2008
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Courtney Love's angel thanks

January 25, 2008

Courtney Love has thanked her "guardian angels" for helping her through her man problems.

The singer - who has been romantically linked to British comic star Steve Coogan, Towers of London frontman Donny Tourette and 'The Mighty Boosh' comedian Noel Fielding - told her MySpace friends she relies on a higher power to guide her in her personal life.

In the blog entitled 'men', Courtney wrote: "Well that was a lesson in self reliance! More later - p***ies! Testerical a***s! Not you, them. Thank God I have a few Guardian Angels and MYSELF!"

Meanwhile, Courtney has reportedly asked Scarlett Johansson and Ryan Gosling to portray her and late husband, Nirvana rocker Kurt Cobain, in a biopic of their lives.

A source close to Courtney said: "Kirsten Dunst was rumoured to be in the frame, but Courtney really admires Scarlett and has already sent the contract out for her to sign. Courtney even copied Scarlett's sleek blonde movie look when she was in London for the Fashion Rocks party last year.

"She wants the best actors to portray her and Kurt - she will be on set all the time giving Scarlett and Ryan advice on what it was like being one part of the most notorious couples since Sid and Nancy. It will be explosive."

Courtney has a 15-year-old daughter, Frances Bean Cobain, from her marriage to Kurt.

A source close to Courtney said: "Kirsten Dunst was rumoured to be in the frame, but Courtney really admires Scarlett and has already sent the contract out for her to sign. Courtney even copied Scarlett's sleek blonde movie look when she was in London for the Fashion Rocks party last year.

"She wants the best actors to portray her and Kurt - she will be on set all the time giving Scarlett and Ryan advice on what it was like being one part of the most notorious couples since Sid and Nancy. It will be explosive."

Courtney has a 15-year-old daughter, Frances Bean Cobain, from her marriage to Kurt.
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Ethical living: Is it OK ... to go to a spa?                                                                          By Leo Hickman

Tuesday September 19, 2006

The suits in marketing refer to the phenomenon as "trading up": the rapid rise in recent years of people willing to pay a significant premium for "new luxury" goods or services; luxury that is just about (with the assistance of the odd consolidated loan or two) within financial reach of the masses. Whether it's a £1,000 designer fridge, a £20 bottle of wine, a £500 watch, or even a £10 packet of fairtrade coffee, these items offer their purchaser much more, in perception at least, than mere functionality.

Part aspirational, part conspicuous consumption, part emotional pampering; there are many triggers - often seeded and nurtured by slick advertising - that lead us to trade up. In fact, we have been dazzled so successfully to buy into these things that the global new luxury market will soon be worth $1 trillion a year, according to some market analysts. Some of these products and services are now so widely sought-after that they are labelled "masstige" (mass prestige) items.

The huge boom in people visiting spas over the past decade is a good example of our desire for new luxury. Spas fulfill the "taking care of me" instinct within us that marketeers have identified as a particularly good way to part us from our cash. Another is our pursuit of "wellness". So spending £100 and upwards for an hour or so's "treatment" now seems to make perfect sense to us in our allegedly time-poor, super-stressed lives (compared to workers of, say, 50 or 100 years ago?). We have reached the point where no hotel, it seems, can open these days without an attached spa. Where once a well-stocked mini-bar or in-room Jacuzzi were indicators of a hotel's state of luxury, now we look for whether it offers watsu (water shiatsu), hot-stone therapy or a vapour cave.

So what? Where's the harm in indulging yourself every now and again? None, of course, but it's always interesting to note what is required in terms of resources to allow us our various indulgences. Adding a spa to any hotel, for example, clearly increases the power and water demands of that building. It's hard to get exact figures from any establishment about how much their bills increase when they install, say, a steam room, but if you just take the example of one of the most popular trends - the monsoon shower - it's easy to see how much water can be used momentarily in the name of your wellness. Usually placed between the sauna and steam room, a monsoon shower is designed to douse you in an invigoratingly large torrent of hot or cold water. These showers typically emit 50 or so litres of water a minute (more than three times the rate of a normal shower), meaning that in just three minutes you will have used the same amount of water as it would take to fill the average bath right up to the top (150 litres also happens to be the average amount of water used per householder per day in the UK).

With their various pools, showers, and steam rooms, most spas necessarily consume lots of water, much of which needs to be treated in the same way as a regular swimming pool. The whale music and soothing scents of aromatherapy oils may transport you to another reality, but you are still likely to be lying in water treated with chlorine, which still remains the cheapest - and potentially most environmentally harmful - way to disinfect communal pool or spa water.

Another toxic chemical, hydrochloric acid, is routinely used to clean pool filters as well as to lower the water's pH level. Just how harmful these two substances can be was illustrated in 2002 when a worker at a 415-room Marriott hotel in Des Moines, Iowa, accidentally mixed them together (a reaction similar to mixing drain cleaner with bleach) in the hotel's pool area, with the resulting toxic fumes hospitalising 24 people. When used correctly, these pool chemicals are classified as "safe", but it is still an unsettling thought that these substances are added to the water we might choose to lounge within.

Alternative water treatments do exist and are certainly worth inquiring about if contacting a spa. Pool water can be ionised using copper and silver electrodes, which is the same way Nasa purifies water on board its spacecraft. But while it eliminates the need for the water to be regularly chlorinated, it still requires an occasional chemical "shock treatment" to maintain disinfection. And it is costly. Again, chlorine is typically used for such "shocks", but there are non-chlorine alternatives such as potassium monopersulfate. Not a term, though, that trips off the tongue when making a booking inquiry, is it?

Heating spas also requires plenty of energy. Spas that rely on natural thermal springs, such as the one at Bath (we will ignore for now the fact that this beleaguered spa went many millions over budget and was four years late opening), clearly need far less energy for heating water than ones powered by fossil fuels. One welcome development can be found in Huddersfield where the spa at Titanic Mill - a former textile factory that has been developed into apartments, a hotel and conference venue - is being powered by a biomass- powered heating system as well the site's large photovoltaic solar installation.

At least you should be able to de-stress safe in the knowledge that you are not simply deferring your stress on to the environment.

· Next week: Is it OK ... to use air freshener? Send your views to ethical.living@guardian.co.uk

Guardian Unlimited © Guardian News and Media Limited 2008

34
THE GUARDIAN

Ethical living: Is it OK ... to own a dog?

Dominic Murphy's guide to a good life

Tuesday August 15 2006

This article appeared in the Guardian on Tuesday August 15 2006 on p26 of the G2 comment & features section. It was last updated at 15:30 on August 21 2006.

I grew up with dogs and loved them. Like many households, we gave them soppy names such as Candy and Rupert. We shared holidays with them and sometimes they slept on our beds. Then I moved to London and began to hate the brutes - or so I thought.

My problem, in fact, was with their owners - and the way they indulged in antisocial habits through their pooches. I'm not just talking about fouling parks, pavements and other public spaces, though obviously this is a big, smelly issue - according to Keep Britain Tidy statistics, dog fouling costs councils £22m a year to clean up, and is the thing we complain about most to local authorities and MPs. No, there are the boneheads who keep vicious pets as trophies. And don't forget the otherwise normal types who say, "Don't worry, he won't bite," when their affable mutt leaps on your two-year-old and slobbers in their face.

Owning a dog can also affect your sanity. How else to explain a weird new trend in dog-turd disposal where - and I'm not making this up - an owner will scoop their poops into a carrier bag, then throw them into a hedge? Eccentric? Barking, I reckon.

Perhaps this kind of attitude makes doggy types oblivious to a much bigger ethical problem - the suffering that many dogs go through so that we can keep them as pets. There are 6.5m dogs spread across 20% of UK households, making them, after cats, the nation's most popular pet. Even so, a large number end up unwanted. According to Dogs Trust, more than 100,000 strays are rounded up by animal-welfare charities each year, 7,800 of which end up being destroyed.

Dogs keep the RSPCA busy. In a report last month, the charity detailed some of the horrific acts of cruelty inflicted on our four-legged friends. It also described 2005 as one of the most "violent" years it had experienced.

And what of the breeders who fetishise certain characteristics in pedigrees? So many traits that are considered desirable by breeders cause suffering in the animal. British bulldogs, for example, have been bred to have very short noses, which means they have trouble breathing. They also have very large heads and narrow pelvises, which means most puppies are born by caesarean section. "Virtually every British bulldog is deformed in one way or another. They can't breathe properly," says Chris Laurence, veterinary director of Dogs Trust, "and they have legs like Queen Anne chairs so they can't walk properly." He adds that larger dogs are more prone to bone cancer, and long dogs such as basset hounds and dachshunds have back problems.

There is some comfort for the animal rights lobby in new legislation due early next year. The new animal welfare bill in effect lowers the burden of proof of abuse of animals by including a welfare offence. This will oblige animal owners to keep their pets in a suitable environment and give them an appropriate diet. It means the police can threaten prosecution as soon as they can prove neglect. Previously they were unable to step in before there were obvious signs of cruelty.

But there is still no barrier to owning a dog, other than the fact that it will cost you (food and veterinary bills of around £1,000 a year) and that it's a big responsibility. The dog licence was abolished in the 1980s and there is little enthusiasm for bringing it back. You'll still be able to get a puppy from the litter next door, or the doggy in the window at the pet shop. Animal campaigners hope that secondary legislation planned as a follow-up to next year's bill will bring in codes of practice as to who can sell dogs, and that they will be sold with a guide to looking after them - washing machines come with instructions, so why not dogs?

So much for bad owners, but what about dogs themselves? Actually they have a lot going for them. Sniffer dogs arguably keep us safer, and save many lives in disaster zones and conflicts by finding injured people in rubble.

Dogs improve the quality of life for many. The blind are an obvious example, but don't forget the elderly and housebound who rely on dogs for companionship. Dogs are often involved in daily organised visits to children's wards, nursing homes, hospices and mental institutions.

Many studies suggest that dogs have therapeutic benefits. Australian researchers have claimed that pet owners make fewer visits to their doctors, sleep better and are less likely to take medicine for a heart condition. A 2002 study at Warwick University found children with pets took fewer days off sick a year than those without an animal. There are then, many excellent reasons for having a dog. It's the owners you need to worry about.

· Next week: Is it OK to use tampons?

Leo Hickman is away
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No help at hand                                                                                                         By Alexandra Toppings

Wednesday January 23 2008

Refuges are supposed to offer protection and support to victims of domestic violence. So why are some women being turned away? Alexandra Topping investigates

At-risk migrant women whose status disqualifies them from accessing public services

Councils are struggling to meet the demands of people classed as NRPF - No Recourse to Public 

One night, Tasneen Ahmed's husband finally went too far. She was used to him hitting her, but this time he didn't stop. While their small children looked on, he punched her repeatedly, pulled her about by her hair and, when she fell to the floor, started kicking her in the stomach. In hospital, the doctors said they would have to wait for the bruising on her face to go down before they could treat her injuries - a broken nose, a shattered cheekbone.

Ahmed (not her real name) avoids eye contact; her smile is a rare, fleeting thing. Speaking through an interpreter, she says: "I was a happy woman when I left Pakistan. I came with great hopes into this country." She starts quietly crying. "After it all started, I thought: 'Is this what my life is going to be like from now on? Am I never going to be happy?'"

Her decision to leave her husband and bring charges against him has put her in danger. It is not uncommon for women in her position to be threatened with violence. Yet despite these risks, she is not in a safe house or women's refuge. No organisation in her adopted town of Rochdale, Greater Manchester, will take her in.

Ahmed is one of a little-known group of people classed as NRPF - No Recourse to Public Funds. In Britain on a two-year probationary visa, these women - primarily, but not solely, from the Asian sub-continent - have no right to public aid, even if a marriage breaks down because of violent abuse. With no money, often speaking little English and with little knowledge of Britain's laws, they are confronted with a brutal choice: stay in an abusive relationship in fear of their lives, or leave and face destitution.

Paul Rowen, Liberal Democrat MP for Rochdale, has taken up the issue in the House of Commons after a trainee social worker compiled a report in September last year revealing that, at that time, 17 women were facing destitution in Rochdale alone. "It's appalling that this is happening in the 21st century," he says. "If there are a significant number of women in a small town like Rochdale then it is happening to other women throughout the country. The immigration system in this country is so rule-bound that it fails to take into account situations like this. We are missing the human dimension."

Councils throughout the country are struggling to meet the demands of destitute migrants such as Ahmed. A 2006 report by the specialist NRPF team at Islington council, in north London, found that local authorities across England and Wales had been put under financial strain after caring for sick and destitute migrants left unsupported by the state. It accused the government of using destitution to force people to leave. Caught between legislation that obliges them to act as a safety net, including the Children Act 1989 and the European convention on human rights, and no funding to pay for that support, they are increasingly finding themselves unable to provide help for women with no recourse.

This squeeze on local authority budgets means that it is becoming increasingly difficult to place vulnerable women, says Nisha Shabeen (not her real name), a project worker at a community centre in Rochdale. "It has been getting harder to find somewhere for them to go," she says. "Before, refuges would take them, but recently they won't even tell us if there are spaces if the woman is NRPF."

The reason for that is simple: refuges depend for their survival on housing benefit, which women with no recourse cannot receive. So while refuges may want to help, the options are limited.

Deportation

The number of people affected is "small but significant", according to non-profit organisation Southall Black Sisters (SBS), which estimates that about 600 women a year who arrive in the UK as dependants become victims of domestic violence. Preliminary findings from a report by Imkaan, an organisation that supports black, minority ethnic and refugee refuges, suggest that in a two-year period in London alone there were 537 applications from women - 47 of whom had children - who were refused access to emergency housing and support. But the number may be much higher. Women may be threatened with deportation by their new families - if the marriage breaks down, the woman is expected to return to her country of origin - so many stay silent.

If a woman can prove her marriage broke down because of domestic violence, she can apply for permanent leave to remain under the domestic violence rule, introduced in 2002 after a campaign led by SBS. But she still has no recourse to public funds. "Undoubtedly, the domestic violence rule has saved lives," says Hannana Siddique, joint coordinator at SBS. "But its effectiveness is undermined by the no recourse requirement. On the one hand, the government is saying it wants to protect women from domestic violence or forced marriage, but in reality these women are forced to stay in abusive situations. The government must do something to protect all victims of domestic violence, including those groups with insecure immigration status."

Applications for residency under the domestic violence rule can take up to two years to process and, because of cuts to legal aid, applicants must find £750 to have their case considered. "These are women who haven't got enough money to buy milk for their child," Shabeen says. "Just how are they meant to find £750?"

Domestic violence can be difficult to prove, and not all women suffer physical abuse - such as one woman who was abandoned by her husband after her three children died from the same birth defect. "If someone is abandoned with nothing, then that is abuse," says Rowen. "These women left destitute through no fault of their own deserve our compassion and support."

Ahmed is one of the lucky ones. A family member has temporarily taken her in, but with 10 people crammed into a three-bedroom house she cannot hope to stay there for long. "If my cousin had not been here for me, I can't even think about what would have happened," she says.

Other women face bleaker choices. In London, some travel through the long, dark hours on night buses to stay warm. Many return to abusive relationships. Others become victims of predatory men. According to Shabeen, the dire lack of secure housing leaves these women exposed to economic and sexual exploitation. "As soon as the men find out a woman is on her own, she is very vulnerable," she says. "They will go out and hunt her."

Sadia Ashiq, who dealt with nine women with no recourse over a period of five months while she was working at Rochdale's homelessness unit, says the system is creating an underground sex industry. She cites a case where a woman with no recourse had taken the offer of shelter from a "family friend". A year later, she had had four terminations and attempted to take her own life. "These women find it difficult to get jobs - they just don't have the skills or speak English," she says. "They are employed by Asian relatives or so-called well-wishers. They will house them and [a few months] later the women are pregnant."

She says many people are reluctant to talk about this aspect of the issue for fear of being labelled racist. "It's on the increase, and if anyone is making out it's not there, they're crazy," she insists.

The issue must be dealt with sensitively, but head on, according to Rowen. He says: "This has nothing to do with religion. It is not an attack on Islam - it's a cultural problem and it is about respect for human dignity." To confront the issue, the community must first recognise its existence, he says.

"There is a feeling that it is shameful for the community to admit there is a problem," he says. "First, we have to start a dialogue and, second, talk honestly, without [apportioning] blame, about how we are going to help these women. They are stuck between a rock and a hard place. They can't go home because of the shame surrounding the failure of a marriage, but they are abandoned by their surrogate family here."

The response of Ahmed's family in Pakistan is typical. "They knew [the abuse] was wrong, but said my husband's family were my family now, and if I went back to Pakistan my children would be taken away from me," she says.

The sense of shame and secrecy surrounding the topic is tangible. The stigma is such that Shabeen is reluctant to give the name of her organisation. "If the men knew we gave advice about domestic violence they would stop their women coming here," she says. She says her organisation has to be wary of "bounty hunters" - women who pretend to be victims of domestic abuse to find the addresses of refuges, which they then pass on to families for financial reward. The centre will only use a trusted taxi firm, as some drivers will happily divulge the whereabouts of runaway wives.

When Rowen questioned Vernon Coaker, the Home Office minister, about the issue, he responded that the government was aware of the problem. Coaker says: "The government have asked local authorities to be mindful that some victims of domestic violence could have specific needs for care and attention and/or have dependent children. These factors may make them eligible for assistance under a range of other relevant legislation on a case-by-case basis."

Frustration

Ashiq can barely contain her frustration. "We are all 'mindful' - it's hard not to be when these people are knocking at your door," she says. "But because there is no legal obligation, these women are just being left there."

Things are starting to progress at a local level. Islington is the only council to have a specialist NRPF service that gives advice and provides accommodation and financial support in "limited circumstances". Rochdale's domestic violence forum will this year consider ringfencing funding for women with no recourse. And Rowen plans to hold talks with community elders and the council to open up the debate.

But unless the issue is addressed on a national scale, the situation of hundreds of these women will remain the same: no recourse, no voice, no hope.
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Making the global village a reality                                                                                  by Victor Keegan

This article appeared in the Guardian on Thursday January 24 2008 on p4 of the Technology news & features section. It was last updated at 23:49 on January 23 2008.

Governments keep worrying about immigration and how they can prevent people from entering their countries. But while they are doing this a subtle form of exodus is taking place. People, especially early adopters, are spending more of their time conversing or doing things with people abroad, a kind of virtual migration. This is because of the explosion of social networks and a parallel phenomenon, the seemingly insatiable desire of people to spread details of their personal lives on the web to be devoured by a global audience.

At one stage it looked as though the movement might be stopped in its tracks when it was revealed that potential employers and university admission staff were combing Facebook, MySpace and other social sites to learn what candidates were really like. But there has been hardly any adverse reaction and it hasn't stopped people unburdening themselves one jot. If anything, the opposite might happen: employers are more likely to say, "What sort of introvert have we got here who hasn't joined a social site?"

There is no sign of it stopping. Recently I have been looking at a pre-production version of Seesmic.com, brainchild of French entrepreneur Loic Le Meur, which is a kind of instant diary or blog, but using video rather than words. You record a video (dead easy now with the built-in webcams in most new laptops) then press a button and hey presto, anyone in the world can see it and respond.

The interesting point is that, unlike blogs, there is no hiding behind nicknames. This is literally in-your-face communication. It is a near-live film of you. Anonymity is strictly for the birds. Already users are making new friends across the globe and its 20,000 early testers (and 70,000 viewers a month) are becoming part-citizens of a space beyond the geography of their own country.

It reminded me that of all the new friends I have acquired in the past year (with whom I have ongoing conversations in areas of mutual interest), the majority have been in another country. I suspect this is a growing trend as a global village arrives in which people congregate on the basis of mutual interests rather than the accidental geography of where they live.

Where is all this heading? I think we can already see the parameters. A lot has already been written about Apple's new devices. They are interesting because they weren't designed by a phone company so didn't presume to provide traditional baggage such as a keyboard. For Christmas I got an iPod touch (the iPhone without the camera and phone but with a host of other functions from MP3 player to easy web-access). I am still smitten by its usability - particularly, as has been noted by others, its automatic access to the nearest Wi-Fi network. At the moment this is of limited use because - quite ludicrously - most cafes and hotels charge for Wi-Fi rather than counting it as part of the infrastructure they offer (like electricity). But that will soon change. There is an Ofcom auction later this year of spectrum suitable for WiMax that will provide fast countrywide mobile broadband at speeds of up to 20 megabits per second, or even faster. That is four times faster than current computers at home and will be revolutionary not least in offering free phone calls anywhere in the world to other WiMax users.

Put these two things together - an iPod touch-like screen and ubiquitous broadband Wi-Fi - and suddenly everyone in the world is linked to everyone else. For nothing. You will be able to do anything from reading your paper to meeting friends from Australia in your virtual world, from the top of a 19 bus. A hint of this convergence came this week when the childrens' virtual world, gaiaonline.com, linked up with Facebook. Will we soon be spending more of our disposable time online than we do communicating with people in real life? I wouldn't bet against it.

vic.keegan@guardian.co.uk
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Russia art show opens to public

Inside the exhibition

An exhibition of treasured artworks from Russia which nearly failed to make it to the UK has opened in London.

The show, which is at the Royal Academy of Arts until 18 April, was threatened after the Russians were concerned some of the works could be seized.

The collection contains some works taken from private owners after the 1917 Russian Revolution.

A law giving immunity from seizure to cultural artefacts lent from abroad was pushed through by the government.

Highlight

The Russian authorities gave the loan of the paintings their final approval earlier this month after "maximum possible assurances" were given by the UK that they would not be threatened with legal claims from the original owners' descendants.

Some of the collection, which features work by Renoir, Cezanne, Picasso and Van Gogh, has never been seen in the UK.

One of the highlights is Matisse's The Dance, which was painted during a period when the artist's work was misunderstood.

It is hoped the exhibition will attract some 500,000 visitors.
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Future visions

December 31, 2007

Barry Williams, executive officer of the Australian Skeptics Society, has a longstanding offer to give away $100,000. The society first put up the bounty, originally standing at $30,000 in 1980, for a medium or psychic who could prove their paranormal powers under mutually agreed controlled conditions.

In 30 years, they've tested 100 people, most of them water diviners. The cash remains unclaimed and, Williams suspects, will stay that way.

"Never once have we had a claim from a famous astrologer or clairvoyant. If you've ever heard their name, you can bet your life they have not contacted us. I'm a cynical bugger. We know they are frauds. Why would they put themselves out for us to expose them?" Williams asks.

From the Delphi Oracle to the prophecies of Nostradamus, humankind has been fascinated with destiny. Invariably, fortune tellers draw on esoteric and new-age philosophies, mysticism and even religious themes. They talk of angels, karma, universal forces and reincarnation, yet Williams believes psychics are no more than glorified amateur psychologists, who tease important information out of clients, representing it as something about to happen.

"If people could predict the future like lottery numbers, they would be winning the lottery all the time," Williams says. "They have all sorts of get-outs, like you can't predict your own future. I don't doubt we have intuition. But that is not a paranormal ability."

Not everyone is as suspicious, however. Brisbane academic Dr Kathryn Gow researched the abilities of 53 psychics in Australia and overseas and believes psychic ability does exist - for a rare elite.

She started out as a sceptic and became a believer after several predictions came true in her life. Now she has come full circle, questioning all but a select few. The Queensland University of Technology researcher describes herself as a "brave psychologist" for her openness to the possibility that, as in the animal kingdom, humans can be strongly intuitive.

"I've met about five genuine [psychics]," she says. "Of the rest, 20 were charlatans and the others had something, undeniably a skill."

Psychics are most accurate when they are left to provide detail without interpretation, Gow says. She cautions people about seeking psychics to map their spiritual lives.

"The difference between a good psychic and a charlatan lies in the specific details provided," she says. "Good psychics do not generalise but nor should we corner them with specific questions because it can cause false results. What they do best is pick up on things that come to them - pictures, a feeling, full-motion pictures; some get a sound or a whole sentence. I've had them come back with whole sentences."

Armed with this advice from both sceptic and convert, I set out to test the state of the future's market by visiting five different fortune tellers. Surely if they are all genuine, they will predict similar things in my life?

INTERNET GURU: Sharina

Sharina bills herself as "Australia's No. 1 psychic to the stars, radio and TV personalities", using the mystical arts of numerology, astrology, palmistry, feng shui and tarot to plot future finances, health and love life. And all of this without ever meeting her clients. My 30 pages of predictions - "amazing detail and uncanny accuracy" - were ordered via the internet and based on only a single scrap of information: my date of birth.

According to Sharina, I'm a good judge of character and I like large families. Status is important to me, though my purpose in life is to help people. I'm experiencing emotional turmoil, having begun a phase of great spiritual and personal growth, and I'm trying to fill a great emptiness inside.

If she's referring to mid-life reassessment, she's right. But that's what you tend to do with fortune tellers - mentally search for meaning in the more abstract predictions and seize on the positive.

I certainly wasn't going to argue when she predicted action, excitement and major life opportunities in 2008, including three big celebrations and a home business.

Cost: $150.

AVALON PSYCHIC: Elizabeth Lucy

Not a great start. Lucy begins by asking if there is a Paul or Pauline in my circle of family and friends? No? What about a Nancy or Nellie? A Jack, Jackson or a John? A Shirley or Sharon? An Aiden or Andrew? A Catherine or Christine? Roger and Robert?

Only one name rings a bell - my brother-in-law whom I've not seen in almost four years. On the plus side, Lucy predicts my sister will be promoted, something that comes true the very next day.

So perhaps there's hope for her other predictions - that I will soon be travelling across water; that I'll write a book, possibly for children; that I may change careers and become either a teacher or a trainer.

But I need a GPS tracking system to work out where she thinks I'm going to move. First Queensland. Then the North Coast. Perhaps a vineyard or a place in the country? A haven on the northern beaches? Or a house with a leafy aspect in Hornsby. Finally, she concedes we will settle locally.

Cost: $120.

ANGEL INTUITIVE: Shaki

I meet Shaki in the megamart of fortune telling - the psychic reading room of the MindBodySpirit Festival at Darling Harbour. Forty psychics, mediums and astrologers sit in five aisles with tarot and angel cards spinning like casino chips.

As an angel intuitive, Shaki starts by holding my hands across a velvet tablecloth. After much deep breathing she offers a message from the angels: do not fear, move forward.

She asks if I'm in health care. No, I volunteer, I'm a writer. She tells me I'm very creative and will one day write a book. Then, without prompting, she answers one of my pressing questions: we will move.

Do I have children, she asks - a little girl? No, a boy. Well, I will have a girl. And apparently the angel cards reveal something else - I am being protected by the angel Ezriel. His presence denotes a change in the next three months that will bring great comfort and hidden blessings.

Cost: $70 for 50 minutes.

SPIRITUAL COUNSELLOR: Colette Levy

The spirit world is not co-operating. French-born psychic Levy, from the ASA Spiritualist Church, can sense a crowd of the dearly departed at my left shoulder - two men and three females. But my grandmother at her right is blocking her psychic pathways.

She asks for a personal item and I hand over my wallet. Using psychometry - or vibes - Levy correctly identifies a recent personal trauma, then predicts a happy resolution to a prolonged family sadness and a change of address.

My parents are grateful she predicts a long life for both. And my mother is excited she identified her nagging back pain. She sees a Josh and a Dillon in my life - one out of two. But why couldn't she name my husband or my son?

She bats at spirits hovering about her like mosquitoes and often breaks into cough - a sign, she says, that spirits are trying to talk over her. At the end, she clicks her fingers, complains the spirits are making her cold and orders them to leave.

Cost: $50.

PSYCHIC-MEDIUM: Kate Barnes

Barnes, from Surry Hills, wins points for telling me no clairvoyant can be 100percent accurate and that I should beware of psychics who close their eyes and make a pretence of meditation.

She works from visions and feelings, using her psychic "third eye" which she claims to have developed at the age of four. "It's like looking at a screen with your eyes," she says.

Barnes believes the future is a potential that can be acted on and ultimately changed. Her predictions for me include a change of address; a job offer, probably within the same organisation; and a year of choices.

My initial cynicism shifts with some of her insights. She accurately describes my husband, down to the red flecks in his beard. And she correctly identifies the cause of some ongoing family tensions. I think she's lost it when she tells me I've been married for 14 years but she's dead right - I'd miscalculated.

So I test her. My husband has been nominated for an award - will he win? She senses applause and advises me he should wear red and sit with his back to the door. We couldn't get there. He didn't wear red. He lost.

Cost: $100.

Despite questions about their accuracy, there was a consistency to the psychics' predictions. Each successfully predicted my family will move in 2008. We will start actively looking in the new year, though we'll stay in the same neighbourhood. But only Barnes picked up my reluctance to start house-hunting.

VERDICT

All said I would travel overseas - and that's highly likely. A family holiday could well be on the cards.

Four said I would write a book in 2008, which I doubt, since it is something I have sworn never to do.

Barnes predicted a tempting internal job offer, Sharina the start of a home business and Lucy a switch to teaching and training. They can't all be right. And anyway, though I'd consider an internal promotion, I'm happy doing what I'm doing.

But my consultations made me think a better year lay ahead. Are they right? Time will tell.

This story was found at: http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2007/12/30/1198949713236.html
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Police interrogate rogue trader                                                                      by Jerome Kerviel
The trader thought to have cost one of France's biggest banks 4.9bn euros ($7.1bn; £3.7bn) is in police custody.
Jerome Kerviel is being held for questioning about the alleged fraud at the French bank, Societe Generale.

The 31-year-old trader had not been seen since the financial scandal broke on Thursday. His family and lawyer have insisted he is innocent.
On Friday police searched Mr Kerviel's flat in an upmarket Paris district taking away a number of briefcases.

Police also visited the headquarters of Societe Generale, where they were given documents and computer disks relating to the alleged fraud.
Mr Kerviel arrived at the headquarters of the financial police on Saturday at 1400 (1300 GMT) for questioning.

Correspondents say the police never launched a manhunt for the trader and it is likely they knew all along how to find him.
Mr Kerviel may be held for 24 hours without charge, with a possible extension if granted by a judge.

'Absurd'

French prosecutors are conducting a preliminary investigation based on a complaint from the bank, and on two complaints from small shareholders in the bank, reported Associated Press.


It is difficult...to imagine how one person alone could, in a relatively short period of time, cause such considerable losses

Francois Fillon, French Prime Minister
Did one man cause mayhem?

Mr Kerviel was responsible for betting on the markets' future performance.

Though Societe Generale has yet to officially name Mr Kerviel, it has filed a legal complaint against the trader, accusing him of defrauding the bank by making unauthorised financial trades.
The bank says it discovered the fraud last weekend and began to offload the trader's losing bets on Monday - when world markets fell heavily.

In an interview with French newspaper Le Figaro, bank chairman Daniel Bouton called allegations that the bank had triggered the falls "absurd".
He defended the bank's handling of the scandal, and insisted it would withstand the losses.

Scepticism
As the recriminations continue, both Societe Generale shareholders, analysts and the French government have questioned how the rogue trader was able to operate alone.

SOCIETE GENERALE IN FIGURES

Founded in 1864

467bn euros in assets under management (as of June 2007)

22.5m customers worldwide

120,000 employees in 77 countries
Societe Generale share price

"It is difficult... to imagine how one person alone could, in a relatively short period of time, cause such considerable losses," said French Prime Minister Francois Fillon.

"They are saying all of this was cunningly concealed, but somebody must have been funding the collateral or whatever was needed to sustain those positions," said Derek Chambers at Standard & Poor's Equity Research.
In an additional twist, the bank has said Mr Kerviel might not have personally benefited from his alleged fraudulent transactions.
The French government has expressed anger that Societe Generale did not inform it immediately after the losses were discovered.
French President Nicolas Sarkozy called the events at Societe Generale a "large-scale internal fraud", but added that the losses "do not affect the solidity and reliability of the French system".
Societe Generale said the fraud was based on simple transactions, but concealed by "sophisticated and varied techniques".
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Nazi 'death trains' exhibition opens

The BBC's Tristana Moore visits a newly opened exhibition in Berlin on the role the German state railways played in deportation of Jews to death camps during World War II.

A reporter at the exhibition in Berlin

The exhibition is being held at Berlin's Potsdamer Platz

Ever since last year, when the idea for a new exhibition exploring the role of Germany's railway company during the Holocaust was first mooted, there has been a heated debate in the media.

Questions were being asked: Where should the exhibition be held - in a train station or at a more discreet location? And is Deutsche Bahn really facing up to its historic responsibility?

For the railway company, the successor to the Nazi Reichsbahn, confronting the past has been a controversial and long-drawn-out process.

Deutsche Bahn knows that it played a big and bad role in the Holocaust, but it took a long time for it to acknowledge that. Without the Bahn, no-one would have been deported to the camps

Hermann Simon

Berlin's Centrum Judaicum

Initially, Deutsche Bahn's head Hartmut Mehdorn said he did not want the exhibition to be held in German stations.

"The subject is too serious for people who are in a rush to get their train, or munching sandwiches," he said.

But he relented later, after coming under a lot of pressure from Jewish groups and the German government.

'Death trains'

"What was important for me was to have this exhibition in a public place, at train stations, where people are passing through all the time," German Transport Minister Wolfgang Tiefensee, told the BBC.

"The Nazi dictatorship penetrated all aspects of everyday life. Of course, we had a few disagreements with Deutsche Bahn about the location of the exhibition, but we managed to resolve our differences. I would like everyone to be confronted with the question: 'How was it possible that people allowed such crimes to happen?'" he said.

The exhibition - Special Trains to Death - is being held at the station in Potsdamer Platz in central Berlin.

It is a small exhibition, comprising documents and letters which testify to the cruel efficiency with which the Nazis transported people to their death and the cold bureaucracy of Nazi officials.

In a few letters, Nazi officials cynically refer to the "movement of Jews" and "the evacuation of foreign people".

Two brothers' story

There is a collection of photographs of children who were deported, as well as personal testimonies of Holocaust survivors.

French Nazi hunters Serge Klarsfeld and his wife Beate Klarsfeld at the exhibition

Nazi hunters Beate and Serge Klarsfeld visited the exhibition

The event also traces the plight of some of the 11,400 Jewish children who were deported from France to the Auschwitz concentration camp between 1942 and 1944. Only 2% of the children survived.

"We have given a face to these children so that their stories can be documented in the history books," said Beate Klarsfeld, from the foundation Sons and Daughters of Jews Deported from France.

On one board, there is a photograph of two brothers from Berlin, Hans and Gert Rosenthal. The youngest, 10-year-old Gert, was deported from Berlin to Riga on the "21 OstTransport" train, along with other Jewish children.

Gert was murdered in 1942. His brother Hans survived.

Booming business

At least three million people, including Jews, Sinti and Roma, were transported on the Reichsbahn from all over Germany and Nazi-occupied Europe to concentration camps, such as Auschwitz, Sobibor or Treblinka.

Thousands of trains carried people to the extermination camps. Innocent people were packed into cattle wagons, often with little food or water, and scarcely enough air to breathe.

For the Reichsbahn, it was a booming business - it was paid for each adult and child it transported to the extermination camps.

Adult prisoners and children over four were charged a fare - four pfennigs per km for adults, two pfennigs for children - earning the railway millions of marks.

From 1941, trainloads of 400 or more people, which amounted to huge overcrowding, received a 50% discount.

'Feeling responsibility'

Deutsche Bahn said the tracks and freight of the Reichsbahn were integral to the Nazis' extermination plan.

"Without the Reichsbahn, the industrial murder of millions of people would not have been possible," said Susanne Kill, a Deutsche Bahn historian.

"It is late, but it is never too late to remember. I am pleased that we have this exhibition in such a prominent place," said Hermann Simon, the director of Berlin's Centrum Judaicum.

"Deutsche Bahn knows that it played a big and bad role in the Holocaust, but it took a long time for it to acknowledge that.

"But at least now the rail operator feels responsibility for what happened in the past," Mr Simon added.

After Berlin, the exhibition is moving to other German stations, including Frankfurt, Halle, Muenster and Munich.

The aim is to encourage schoolchildren and travellers across Germany to visit the event.
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Gallows urged for woman in Akita child-slayings

AKITA (Kyodo) Prosecutors demanded the death penalty Friday for a 34-year-old woman on trial for the murders of her 9-year-old daughter and a 7-year-old neighbor boy in Akita Prefecture in 2006.

The focal point of Suzuka Hatakeyama's Akita District Court trial has been whether she intended to kill her daughter, Ayaka, because the defendant has already admitted killing the boy, Goken Yoneyama.

The trial was scheduled to end Friday with final defense arguments, and the court is scheduled to hand down its ruling on March 19.

In earlier closing arguments from the state, a prosecutor said, "The defendant had not been able to feel affection (for her daughter) since before (the killing) and killed her with definite intent."

Hatakeyama is accused of murdering her daughter by dropping her into a river from a bridge in the town of Fujisato, Akita Prefecture, in April 2006, and of strangling Yoneyama at her house the following month.

The prosecutor said Hatakeyama killed Yoneyama to "divert the public's suspicions," contradicting her counsel's argument that she was not criminally responsible due to being in a state of diminished capacity.

In earlier trial sessions, the prosecutors had argued that Hatakeyama felt an aversion toward her daughter. They said that when the girl asked to see some fish, these feelings of dislike intensified and she pushed her off the bridge.

Hatakeyama initially confessed to investigators that she intended to kill her daughter, according to police. Prosecutors claimed it was possible to prove Hatakeyama's intent to kill based on this confession, despite the lack of material or witness evidence.

They also said Hatakeyama searched for her daughter afterward to cover up her involvement in the killing.

Hatakeyama's counsel denied she intended to kill her daughter, maintaining she just brushed her off when her daughter, who was sitting on the railing of the bridge, tried to hold on to Hatakeyama and that she was too upset to try to rescue her.

The Japan Times: Saturday, Jan. 26, 2008

(C) All rights reserved
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Friend or faux

January 3, 2008

The growing popularity of social networking sites such as Facebook, MySpace and Second Life has thrust many of us into a world where we make "friends" with people we barely know.

We're making up the rules as we go. But is this world as new as it seems?

Academic researchers are examining that question by exploring the parallels between online social networks and tribal societies. In online messaging and "friending", they see ancient patterns of oral communication.

Such communication "is the base of all human experience", says Dr Lance Strate, a US communications professor and devoted MySpace user. He is convinced the popularity of social networks stems from their appeal to deep-seated, prehistoric patterns of human communication. "We evolved with speech," he says. "We didn't evolve with writing."

The growth of social networks - and the internet - stems largely from an outpouring of expression that often feels more like "talking" than writing.

"If you examine the web through the lens of [oral culture], you see it everywhere," says Irwin Chen, a US design instructor who is developing a new course on the emergence of oral culture online. "[It] is participatory, interactive, communal and focused on the present. The web is all of these things."

Oral culture means more than just talking. There are subtler social dynamics at work.

Dr Michael Wesch, who teaches cultural anthropology, spent two years living with a tribe in Papua New Guinea studying how people forge social relationships in a purely oral culture. Now he applies the same ethnographic research methods to Facebook users.

"In tribal cultures, your identity is wrapped up in the question of how people know you," he says. "When you look at Facebook, you can see the same pattern: people projecting their identities by demonstrating their relationships. You define yourself in terms of who your friends are."

In tribal societies, people routinely give each other jewellery, weapons and ritual objects to cement their social ties. On Facebook, people accomplish the same thing by trading symbolic disco balls and hula girls.

"It's reminiscent of how people exchange gifts in tribal cultures," says Strate, whose MySpace page lists his 1335 "friends" along with his academic credentials and predilection for Battlestar Galactica.

As intriguing as these parallels may be, they stretch only so far. There are big differences between real oral cultures and the virtual kind. In tribal societies, forging social bonds is a matter of survival; on the internet, it is far less so. There is presumably no tribal antecedent for popular Facebook rituals such as "poking", virtual sheep-tossing or drunk-dialling your friends.

Then there's the question of who counts as a "friend". In tribal societies, people develop bonds through direct, ongoing face-to-face contact. The internet eliminates that need for physical proximity, enabling people to declare friendships on the basis of flimsy connections.

"Social networks simulate face-to-face communication," Wesch says. "But there's also a fundamental distance. That distance makes it safe for people to connect through weak ties where they can have the appearance of a connection because it's safe."

As more of us tend to our social relationships online, Wesch worries the rise of this remote communication may result in a paradox: "It may be gobbling up what's left of our real oral culture."

The more time we spend "talking" online, the less time we spend, well, talking. And as we stretch the definition of a friend to encompass people we may never meet, will the strength of our real-world friendships be diluted as we immerse ourselves in a lattice of hyperlinked "friends"?

Still, the popularity of social networking seems to suggest that for many, these environments strike a deep, primal chord. "They fulfil our need to be recognised as members of a community," Strate says. "We all want to be told, 'You exist."'

The New York Times

This story was found at: http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2008/01/02/1198949895951.html
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RENEE ZELLWEGER. The girl in the corner                  By GEORGE HADLEY-GARCIA

She's one of the most admired actresses in Hollywood, both for her talent and versatility.

But despite the hits on her resume — "Chicago" and the two "Bridget Jones" movies among others — and a 2004 Academy Award for "Cold Mountain," Renee Zellweger is also seen by those in the industry as an unreliable box-office draw. Indeed, the question often asked in Hollywood is, "Does Renee have what it takes to remain a star?"

After all, most superstar actresses are more aggressive in their pursuit of fame, are difficult to get along with, display more divalike demands, and have a prickly temperament to match. They can also get away with it because they're usually sexy, exciting and pull in the customers.

Renee Zellweger is none of the above — and that suits the 38-year-old Texan just fine.

"I think generally stars with a lot of sizzle don't last that long," says Zellweger in a recent interview ahead of the Japan release of her latest film, "Bee Movie."

"I'm not the type of person who wakes up and thinks, 'How pretty can I look today?' I like a party where I go to somebody's house and nobody's pointing to the weird actor girl in the corner. I'm not a big 'scene girl.' If I see the scene once a year, that's more than plenty," she says.

But there is one actress whom Zellweger is happy to sing the praises of: French Golden Globe-winner Marion Cotillard, recently seen playing Edith Piaf in the biopic "La Vie en Rose." She is "wonderful," Zellweger declares without reservation.

She now has homes in Connecticut and East Hampton, New York, but remains close to her family — her Swiss-born father, an ex-engineer, her Norwegian mother, a former nurse, and her brother, a marketing executive.

"I think most long-lasting performers are a little more down to earth," she says.

Zellweger might be talking about herself, of course. Certainly, she is self-aware enough to realize it all could have turned out very differently.

Her career started out in Houston, Texas, where she auditioned for roles unsure if she belonged in movies or on the stage.

"I went to Hollywood and came back," she says. "I wasn't completely clear on where my future lay."

"Sometimes Renee still can't believe her good luck. She knows she could still be working in some theater troupe in Texas," is how one Zellweger associate puts it.

Attractive without being particularly sexy, at 38 Zellweger doesn't look much younger than her age. In the recent "Miss Potter," she portrayed the British children's author Beatrix Potter, the sort of spinsterish role that actresses approaching middle age must get used to.

While "Miss Potter" performed modestly at the box office, Zellweger's latest effort, "Bee Movie," has already become a bona fide hit in the United States. As DreamWorks' latest animated comedy, this sees Zellweger's voice pairing up with that of television funnyman Jerry Seinfeld, who stars (and cowrites) as the bee Barry B. Benson. The bee strikes up a friendship with florist Vanessa Bloome (Zellweger), but when Barry realizes humans eat honey, he decides to take revenge — by suing the human race.

"I loved doing 'Bee Movie,' " gushes Zellweger. "For me, being an actor is enough of a challenge — inhabiting a character, finding the truth of that character, keeping it fresh for myself and for the audience. It can be exhausting at times!"

Oscar winner Zellweger lends her voice to the latest Dreamworks animation, "Bee Movie." BEE MOVIE TM & © 2007 BY DREAMWORKS ANIMATION LLC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Zellweger can barely contain her admiration for her costar. "I think comedians keep up the spirits of people around them. They can be competitive, but in a funnier, maybe nicer way. Everyone thinks 'divas' means actresses. But some of the divas I've been professionally involved with are men."

Of course, such behavior is de rigueur in Hollywood, and Zellweger is not completely averse to the perks of stardom — for her wedding to country singer Kenny Cheney (annulled after four months), she paid a fortune for the same wedding dress worn by Katharine Hepburn.

Rather than A-list preening, though, it was the intense competition that bothered Zellweger when she made the move to Tinseltown.

"It was kind of a surprise to me, at first, when I'd get cast in these roles of girls who were sort of on the edge emotionally, very vulnerable," she says with a mixture of ruefulness and resignation.

She could be talking about "Nurse Betty" (2000), in which a delusional Zellweger obsesses over a character on a TV soap opera; or the coming-of-age drama, White Oleander" (2002), in which her emotionally needy character kills herself. Bridget Jones apart, Zellweger is best-known for her role in "Chicago," in which she memorably parodied Marilyn Monroe. How did she feel about taking on such an icon?

"Petrified!" she laughs. "They had to use lots of mirrors and the best camera angles, plus add all that music and choreography. But I must say, we barely got away with it, (even if) it's one of my own favorite film clips."

Although the role earned Zellweger a best actress Oscar nomination, she says that she almost never took it because she found some of the lyrics "quite complicated."

Nonetheless, the message got through to audiences and critics, and "Chicago" became the first musical to win a best picture Academy Award since "Oliver!" in 1968. The Academy judges also honored costar Catherine Zeta-Jones, who walked away with the best supporting actress prize.

"I was floored by Catherine's singing," says Zellweger. "My voice was OK, but next to her I felt a bit insecure."

She didn't have to wait long for a gong, though. In 2004, Zellweger won the best supporting actress Academy Award for the Civil War saga "Cold Mountain," despite carping from a few film critics who felt her Southern accent wasn't convincing — never mind that Zellweger was born and reared in Texas. There, she majored in English at the University of Texas after becoming interested in acting in high school.

But Oscar winners or not, Hollywood hasn't always been kind to middle-aged actresses. So how does Zellweger feel about approaching 40?

"Fine! But as an actress, there are concerns. Because of the perception that by 40, unless she's some sort of a raging sexpot who hasn't aged in 10 years, an actress is too old — or soon will be — to keep playing the romantic lead, which they let older actors do."

After one failed marriage, is the currently unattached Zellweger still romantic enough to believe in Hollywood-style happy endings?

"It doesn't have to be limited to the idea of love or finding happiness with a man," she says.

Would children bring her happiness?

"My life is already very full, and so to be pining over what I don't have just isn't in my nature."

If Seinfeld calls, will Zellweger sign up for a sequel to "Bee Movie"?

"If Jerry's involved and thinks I absolutely must be, I would. But one reason I became an actor was not to be bored in a repetitive job."

Or one that's competitive?

"Yes. Yet this business can be excruciatingly competitive. You have to create your own niche, so they think of you for certain types of roles or even create, say, a Renee Zellweger role for you."

"(In 'Bee Movie') I just went in and did my scenes, and it was pretty fast. Whereas Jerry, who was the writer and producer and lead actor, or lead bee," she giggles, "worked on it for four years.

"I could die of boredom working on any movie for four years. Maybe that means I'm more like a typical bee — I'd rather go from project to project, enjoying myself and doing my best, the way that a bee goes from flower to flower. Don't you think that's a nice simile? Yeah," she says, answering her own question, "I like that."

"Bee Movie" opens Jan. 26. Read Giovanni Fazio's review on tomorrow's RE:FILM page.

The Japan Times: Thursday, Jan. 24, 2008                                                          (C) All rights reserved
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Diana bodyguard 'under pressure'

Trevor Rees has said he felt under pressure from Mohamed Al Fayed to recall a flash of light moments before the crash which killed Princess Diana.

The bodyguard and sole survivor of the crash told the inquest into Diana's death he did not "feel comfortable" when he was with the Harrods boss.

Mr Al Fayed, whose son Dodi also died in the crash, claims Mr Rees is pretending to suffer memory loss.

Mr Rees told the court he had always tried to do his best to tell the truth.

'Frustrated'

Known as Rees-Jones at the time of the crash on 31 August, 1997, in Paris, Mr Rees has since recovered from head injuries but says he remembers little from that night.

Under cross-examination from Richard Horwell QC, for the Metropolitan Police, Mr Rees said: "I felt the pressure to remember what had occurred. The fact that I could not frustrated myself and also obviously frustrated Mr Al Fayed.

"In my meetings with him he would suggest possibilities, (to which) I would reply 'That's a possibility'.

"One I specifically remember was a flash in the tunnel which caused the accident. I would say 'That is a possibility'.

"I did not feel comfortable being in his presence at that time. He was obviously a very upset man."

Mr Rees also spoke of his concerns that Diana and Dodi had only two bodyguards assigned to them during their last holiday together.

The High Court heard how Mr Rees and Kes Wingfield were responsible for the pair 24 hours a day on their second trip of the summer on Dodi Al Fayed's yacht, the Jonikal.

The inquest also heard from Diana's former aide, Patrick Jephson, who wrote in his book that her paranoia was fed by her interest in astrology and soothsaying.

Her former private secretary from 1990 to 1996 told jurors Diana would consult a clairvoyant.

Jonathan Hough, representing the inquest, said Mr Jephson's book, Shadows of a Princess, stated the clairvoyant, known as the Duchess of York's "witch woman", predicted Prince Charles would die in a helicopter crash.

Mr Jephson told jurors at first he treated the predictions light-heartedly, but later felt they were having a "harmful effect" and made his life difficult.

He also said Andrew Morton's book, Diana, Her True Story, had offended elements of the Establishment.

The royals were concerned when the tell-all book, in which Diana was the main source, was published, he said.

The court heard Diana was told by the Duke of Edinburgh she was only "in it for the publicity".

Mr Jephson went on to agree with an interpretation that Diana felt like a lamb to the slaughter as she became a Royal, and at times felt isolated.

Published: 2008/01/24 16:50:54 GMT                                                                                © BBC MMVIII
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Pope urges 'more ethical' media

The pontiff praised the media but said it also posed dangers

Pope Benedict XVI has called on the media to underpin its work with ethical considerations and do more to promote the "dignity of the human being".
The pontiff said there was a need for what he called "info-ethics" - as much as bio-ethics in the fields of medicine and biological research.

He said the media was often used to promote vulgarity and violence and to legitimise "distorted models of life".
But he also said the media helped to spread democracy and promote dialogue.

Correspondents say the Vatican has frequently accused the media of promoting consumerism and lifestyles that it considers unethical, such as pre-marital sex and homosexuality.
'Overstepping the mark'

In his three-page message, the pontiff said: "When communication loses its ethical underpinning and eludes society's control, it ends up no longer taking into account the centrality and inviolable dignity of the human being."

He continued: "While claiming to represent reality, it can tend to legitimise or impose distorted models of personal, family or social life.
"Moreover, in order to attract listeners and increase the size of audiences, it does not hesitate at times to have recourse to vulgarity and violence, and to overstep the mark."

His message was for the Catholic Church's World Communications Day on 4 May.
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Skies dim for British astronomers                              By Jonathan Amos

Science reporter, BBC News
UK astronomers will lose access to two of the world's finest telescopes in February, as administrators look to plug an £80m hole in their finances.
Observation programmes on the 8.1m telescopes of the Gemini organisation will end abruptly because Britain is cancelling its subscription.
It means UK astronomers can no longer view the Northern Hemisphere sky with the largest class of telescope.
Researchers say they are aghast at the administrators' decision.
"To withdraw from the state-of-the-art Gemini facilities leaves the UK ground-based astronomy strategy in disarray - some would say deliberately sabotaged," said Professor Paul Crowther from Sheffield University.
"This will badly affect the UK astronomical community's ability to address questions such as how galaxies form, or look for planets around other stars, or be able to adequately exploit space observatories such as the Hubble Space Telescope," explained the current chair of the UK telescope allocation committee for Gemini.

"The loss of Gemini North is particularly acute, since the majority of the UK past investment has been focused upon the Northern Hemisphere," he told BBC News.
Budget shortfall
Gemini is one of the international "science clubs" in which Britain has been a major partner and investor. It has a 23.8% share in the project (which also includes the US, Canada, Chile, Australia, Brazil and Argentina) and to date has invested some £70m in construction and running costs.
Membership of the consortium gave British astronomers direct access to two of the biggest, most-modern optical-infrared reflecting telescopes in the world.
Gemini South, located in the Chilean Andes, and Gemini North, in Hawaii, are only now reaching their full potential after 15 years of development.
But the Science and Technology Facilities Council (STFC), which looks after UK astronomy funding, has signalled that formal notice to withdraw from Gemini would be issued shortly as it seeks to close a large shortfall in its budget.
The STFC's problems have emerged out of the government's latest spending round which has left the council short of £80m in the three-year budget plan to 2011.
To manage its way out of this crisis, the STFC has announced its intention to close certain programmes and cut research grants. Science societies and union officials have warned the damage to UK physics and astronomy will be incalculable and will lead to hundreds of job losses.
Penalty fee

A request was made last year to the Gemini partners to allow the UK to come out of the organisation but still maintain some access to the Frederick C Gillett (Gemini North) facility through to the end of the current contract in 2012.
This request, however, has been rebuffed by the partners; and the STFC announced on Friday that it now had no option but to seek a formal cancellation of its subscription.
Observations booked on the Gemini telescopes from 2 February will now be terminated.
"While we sincerely regret the need to withdraw from Gemini, the current circumstances leave us no choice," the STFC said in a statement.
"This is particularly relevant in the context of preserving the highest priority programmes and providing headroom to pursue the next generation of scientific opportunities, for example the Extremely Large Telescope."
The ELT is a super-scope that will have a mirrored surface tens of metres across. It is still in the design phase and will not be built for a number of years.
Britain will incur a penalty of about £8m for cancelling its Gemini membership early; but this would still save more than £15m in "subs" that no longer needed to be paid between now and 2012, according to the STFC's statement.
"We've effectively wasted £70m," countered Professor Crowther. "These facilities had reached their prime, but somebody else is now going to get to use them."
He said the STFC, if it had wanted to save money, should have maintained its membership and rented out a proportion of its time to another nation's astronomers. That way it would have saved the penalty fee, he argued.
"The STFC strategy just doesn't make sense."
Club commitments
The decision of the UK to withdraw from Gemini has undoubtedly angered its partners.
The Gemini consortium has a programme of instrument upgrades proposed for its two telescopes, and the way this is funded into the future will now need to be reassessed.
On Thursday last week, the European Synchrotron Radiation Facility (ESRF) - another international organisation with which the UK holds a subscription - expressed concern over how the state of British physics funding might affect its development.
The ESRF has a major upgrade planned and is hoping the UK will still be able to meet its share of the extra costs.
British astronomers will continue to have access to eight-metre-class telescopes in the Southern Hemisphere, in particular through the UK's membership of the European Southern Observatory organisation (Eso).
The Eso has four 8.2m telescopes at its Paranal site in Chile.

In future, the only way British astronomers can look at the Northern Hemisphere sky with the largest class of telescope is if they are working on projects with co-researchers whose national funding agencies are sponsors of one of these facilities.
Effectively, however, British scientists are now locked out from looking at what is directly above the UK with the world's best telescopes.
Jonathan.Amos-INTERNET@bbc.co.uk
Story from BBC NEWS:

http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/science/nature/7210342.stm
Published: 2008/01/26 14:21:13 GMT                                                                                © BBC MMVIII
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BUTLERS AND BELLES                                                                                    By FELICITY HUGHES
Savor the sensation of being a 'princess'

My handsome butler, resplendent in his smart black waistcoat and bow tie, greets me at the door. "Hello princess," he softly intones as he manfully leads me to a rose-strewn alcove.

A "Princess" at Butlers cafe in Tokyo's hot-spot Shibuya district partakes of a Lift Me Up experience (top); while resident beaus Renato and Crispin pose manfully (above) as their colleague Brendan (below) attends to the details. FELICITY HUGHES PHOTOS

News photo
Romantic music swells and I sit down and thumb through the menu, feeling more nervous than I hope is apparent. What's it to be? Sipping champagne while adorned with a tiara as this blue-eyed Adonis waits on me hand and foot?

Perhaps we should draw the lacy curtains for privacy and enjoy an intimate te^te-a-te^te together? Or better yet, I could have my photo taken as he lifts me up in his big strong arms. The options are enough to bring a flush to the cheeks of even this worldly maiden.
The only one of its kind, Butlers cafe, in Tokyo's trend-center that is Shibuya, employs only young, handsome Western men to wait on a growing clientele of Japanese women.

But even though it is partly inspired by the recent trend for "butler cafes" — where customers are also called princesses and are served by handsome waiters — there are important differences here.

As well as the standard cake and coffee normally served, a wide range of alcoholic drinks are also available. Hold on, you may think — handsome men treating me sweetly in a romantic atmosphere, with rather pricey drinks (both soft and alcoholic kick off around ¥900) — aren't we getting into host club territory?

Owner Yuki Hirohata is adamant that her establishment doesn't fall into this category: "Some think Butlers cafe is a foreigner host club, but it's not. We only have two rules: Don't exchange personal information with the customer, and don't touch the customer. Except of course for the Lift Me Up Photo — then we have to touch!"
Costing just ¥1,000, the Lift Me Up Photo is a particular favorite with Hirohata's clientele. Other services available are Cinderella Time (¥2,000), where the customer receives some bubbly, sweets, a candle, a tiara and a silver bell on a silver platter; and Study English, where, for ¥4,000, budding female linguists receive a notebook in which they can exchange comments with their chosen butler each time they visit.

So, what qualities make for a good butler?
"First impact is everything for me," Hirohata says with a twinkle in her eye. "Even if he is good looking, if he doesn't have any charisma I don't hire him. I look for inner beauty, brightness and honesty."

I met three of Hirohata's butlers — all of them handsome — yet each has his own particular appeal.
Brendan Lee, from America, with his elaborate anime-inspired hairstyle and baby-blue eyes, has a sensitive, pretty-boy charm.

Then there's Crispin Deverill — with his seductive gaze and lustrous long hair swept back in a ponytail — who fits the role of the passionate Mediterranean lover to a tee, despite actually being from London; while Australian Renato Antolovich, muscular with bright eyes and neat spiky hair, oozed natural charisma.

Sometimes scared to chat
"All the butlers have their own fans. You can't really say what kind of men Japanese women like. Some of our princesses don't really look twice at me," says Lee modestly.

Before she started her company, Hirohata did some research, asking women how they felt about foreign men. "They said that foreign guys have the ability to treat women well, and their compliments sound nice. But on the other hand they are often too casual and too friendly, so sometimes women are scared to chat with them."
As a result, she decided to create a comfortable environment in which Japanese women could interact with foreign men without feeling any stress. In order to do this, she teaches her butlers Japanese culture and the local lingo. While she eschews the role of mama-san (a woman who manages a hostess bar or host cafe), I found it rather telling that she referred to her coterie of hunks as "boys," although all were well into their 20s.

Lee, who is clearly her most successful protege, enthuses, "I'm learning social skills. How do you approach a group of strangers and start a conversation, or how do you entertain a woman? Yuki's taught me more of a Japanese perspective."
Antolovich admits that he can get a little flirtatious in order to keep customers interested. "If they show interest in where I'm from, I say, 'If you come to Melbourne, I'll show you around.' But I've never really said anything that can be followed up. It's important to keep the customer coming so you're never too explicit."

The Butlers motto is "Be selfish, enjoy life." For the most part the clientele are young, single female Japanese office workers, and on a good day the cafe, which seats 32, can have up to 75 customers.
Hirohata explains, "Before I started this cafe, I was working really hard and I wanted to go to a place where I could feel like a princess. I often didn't feel like a female because I was too busy. Of course there are host clubs, beauty salons, hot springs and massage parlors — but they are expensive, so you have to make a lot of money to be able to go there. That's why I started this cafe."

And do the women who frequent Butlers ever overstep the boundaries of the princess-butler relationship?
"Once, when the elevator doors closed, a girl shouted out that she loved me," says Antolovich. "There wasn't much I could do. I couldn't reply."

Lee is more secretive. "What happens at the Butler cafe stays at the Butler cafe. We do have a guest book that gets kinda personal though," he says, producing a huge tome filled with love messages adorned with hearts and flowers.

The weirdest thing for Lee, though, was when a female artist visited the cafe and wrote a yaoi cartoon about the butlers. "Yaoi is about homosexual love, but it's written for a female audience. Just as there's lesbian porn for straight men, this is porn for straight women. If you understand where it's coming from it's not really that strange. I'm afraid I can't really tell my parents about it," he said.

Warped world view
It's easy to see why some customers might develop a rather warped world view. Butlers is rather how I imagine Barbara Cartland's private boudoir to be: the predominant color is pink, the lighting is soft and forgiving and the air is heady with the scent of romance.

As I leave, the three butlers stand to attention and wave goodbye to me, and I half expect a whirlwind of rose petals to swirl around them. Almost swooning under the weight of their combined charm, I suddenly jolt back to reality with a thump as I return to my anonymity among Shibuya's teeming legions.
But beware, ladies, before that sudden return to reality there's a glass door your glazed-over eyes may not spot!
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Grim secrets of Pharaoh's city                                                                                  By John Hayes-Fisher

Evidence of the brutal lives endured by some ancient Egyptians to build the monuments of the Pharaohs has been uncovered by archaeologists.

Skeletal remains from a lost city in the middle of Egypt suggest many ordinary people died in their teenage years and lived a punishing lifestyle.
Many suffered from spinal injuries, poor nutrition and stunted growth.

The remains were found at Amarna, a new capital built on the orders of the Pharaoh Akhenaten, 3,500 years ago.
Hieroglyphs written at the time record that the Pharaoh, who was father of Tutankhamun, was driven to create a new city in honour of his favoured god, the Aten, with elaborate temples, palaces and tombs.

Along with his wife Nefertiti, he abandoned the capital Thebes, leaving the old gods and their priests behind and marched his people 200 miles (320km) north to an inhospitable desert plain beside the River Nile.
The city, housing up to 50,000 people, was built in 15 years; but within a few years of the Pharaoh's death, the city was abandoned, left to the wind and the sand.
For more than a century archaeologists looked in vain for any trace of Amarna's dead.

But recently archaeologists from a British-based team made a breakthrough when they found human bones in the desert, which had been washed out by floods.
These were the first bones clearly identifiable as the workers who lived in the city; and they reveal the terrible price they paid to fulfil the Pharaoh's dream.

"The bones reveal a darker side to life, a striking reversal of the image that Akhenaten promoted, of an escape to sunlight and nature" says Professor Barry Kemp who is leading the excavations.
Painted murals found in the tombs of high officials from the time show offering-tables piled high with food. But the bones of the ordinary people who lived in the city reveal a different picture.

"The skeletons that we see are certainly not participating in that form of life," says Professor Jerry Rose, of the University of Arkansas, US, whose anthropological team has been analysing the Amarna bones.
"Food is not abundant and certainly food is not of high nutritional quality. This is not the city of being-taken-care-of."

The population of Amarna had the shortest stature ever recorded from Egypt's past, but they would also have been worked hard on the Pharaoh's ambitious plans for his new capital.
The temples and palaces required thousands of large stone blocks. Working in summer temperatures of 40C (104F), the workers would have had to chisel these out of the rock and transport them 1.5 miles (2.5 km) from the quarries to the city.

The bone remains show many workers suffered spinal and other injuries. "These people were working very hard at very young ages, carrying heavy loads," says Professor Rose.
"The incidence of youthful death amongst the Amarna population was shockingly high by any standard." Not many lived beyond 35. Two-thirds were dead by 20.

But even this backbreaking schedule may not be enough to explain the extreme death pattern at Amarna.
Even Akhanaten's son, Tutankhamen, died aged just 20; and archaeologists are now beginning to believe that there might also have been an epidemic here.

This corroborates the historical records of Egypt's principal enemy, the Hittites, which tell of the devastation of an epidemic caught from Egyptians captured in battle around the time of Tutankhamen's reign. It appears this epidemic may also have been the final blow to the people of Amarna.
Timewatch: The Pharaoh's Lost City is on BBC Two on Saturday, 26 January at 2010 GMT

Story from BBC NEWS:

http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/science/nature/7209472.stm
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A rags to riches gangster classic                                                                                    By KAORI SHOJI
According to gangster-cinema logic, a gang boss wallows in crime and murder largely because he feels obligated (often willingly so) to look after the people on his turf: to keep the streets safe, his family well-fed and his business thriving. The contradiction is, of course, that by doing so a gang boss keeps the motor running on a machine that corrupts and destroys the very people he professes to protect.

In "American Gangster," that equation of irony is highlighted again and again: Harlem heroin kingpin Frank Lucas carefully builds himself a glittering empire of wealth and prestige, while just outside the diner where he habitually takes breakfast (Lucas prides himself on being part of the people), addicts are shooting up, killing each other over his product, and eventually OD-ing inside ghetto apartments.

In "The Godfather," mafia bosses had gotten together and agreed not to let drugs be sold on the streets or near children; the exception was Harlem since "they're animals anyway, so let them burn in hell." That line came out of typical 1950s racism. In "American Gangster," set 20 years later in early 1970, Lucas rails against such slurs, but he has no scruples about letting his people burn, whether on the streets or in hell, resolutely turning a blind eye to the consequences of his business. And come Thanksgiving, he throws frozen turkeys to the outstretched hands of the crowd that have gathered to bask in his generous good will.

This is the real-life story of Frank Lucas (Denzel Washington) who reigned over Harlem's drug scene for about five years before getting nabbed by narcotics detective Richie Roberts (Russell Crowe). Director Ridley Scott traces Lucas' career in a sketchy, reticent (there's no voice-over narrative) kind of way, and this matches the sketchy, reticent persona of Lucas himself.

For 15 years he was the chauffeur and bodyguard of Harlem's legendary crime boss Ellsworth "Bumpy" Johnson, but the only incident from that time which appears in the film is Lucas throwing a bucket of gasoline on a thug unfortunate to fall out of favor, and tossing a match.

When Bumpy dies of a heart attack, Lucas is undemonstrative at the funeral, but he privately remarks to a friend that he will "go after everyone who owed money to Bumpy." In the next scene he has taken that money plus his life savings and arranged to import heroin direct from the U.S. Army in Vietnam. This, apparently, was how Lucas did things: with minimum fuss and maximum effect.

Lucas is defined by two qualities: an unerring head for business, and a relentless love of money, but he keeps them under wraps behind his inconspicuousness.

Washington sinks his charm and charisma into what could have been a cast-iron poker face, speaking in short, terse sentences that come out like pellets from a BB gun. On occasion, Lucas tries for casual friendliness and pulls out what is apparently his standard line: "My maaaaaan!"

But you can feel the artifice and rigidity. This is precisely why Lucas — a black man working solo in the drug trade — manages to climb to the top rung in such a short time: His outward veneer as a government clerk (Lucas is always carrying a black briefcase) wins the trust of everyone from Mekong Delta opium lords to Harlem street dealers.

The film takes us through Lucas' operation step by step: He flies in pure, undiluted heroin "straight from the source" in Southeast Asia, processes the stuff in housing projects scattered throughout the N.Y. boroughs and sells it in little envelopes labeled "Blue Magic."

The whole thing is a nirvana of small-time capitalism: Lucas' cousin coordinates the Asian transports; his brothers pick them up at the airport. The workers packaging the heroin are all young women working naked in the kitchen ("so no one can stash the merchandise!") as children, husbands and boyfriends throng the premises eating lunch.

Lucas never tries to modernize or enlarge the business; he's too shrewd to throw his weight around before consolidating what would soon become an incredible fortune. Once he deems it safe to do so, he quietly purchases a palatial suburban home for his mother, brings his entire family clan over from North Carolina, and marries Eva (Lymari Nadal), a former Miss Puerto Rico. All this, and yet Lucas remains a pillar of discretion, so much so that even his loved ones have trouble locating him in a crowded room or recognize his voice over the phone ("It's me . . . Frank." "Frank who?"). Only once does he allow himself to show some gangster cache by going to Madison Square Garden in a chinchilla coat (a gift from his wife). That turns out to be a mistake, marking the beginning of his demise.

Roberts is a neat contrast to Lucas: a hulking slob in Hawaiian shirts whose two modes of relaxation are swilling beer and tossing a football around with a high-school buddy who has grown into a small-time crook. Roberts, however, goes by his own rules: As long as his friends don't break the law in his face, it's OK. On the other hand, he's that breed of cop who refuses to take bribes and winds up alienating himself from the entire force.

While Lucas' persona becomes molded by his drive for wealth and success, Roberts' motives are more complex. As he struggles through work, he's also attending night school to qualify as a lawyer. He's fighting a custody battle over his son with his embittered ex-wife (Carla Gugino) but has no qualms about sleeping with his lawyer (even after his wife finds out) and about 30 other women. It's easy to see what makes Lucas tick, but Roberts is harder to fathom. Both men, however, share a common passion for getting their respective work done. It's just that with Roberts, work is its own reward, and with Lucas, work is an investment that had better spawn huge returns.

At times, Scott goes overboard in drawing their polarity: On Thanksgiving Day, Lucas is carving the turkey with an electronic knife, surrounded by family in a splendid mansion, while Roberts fixes himself a sandwich on a paper plate in a small dirty kitchen. And when the show-down comes, the sequence is almost anticlimactic in its utter lack of stylized violence we've grown accustomed to, including the body count. But then, "I hate flashy" is Lucas' recurring line, an American gangster who's also a stickler for self-discipline.
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Virgin unveils spaceship designs

Virgin Galactic has released the final design of the launch system that will take fare-paying passengers into space.
It is based on the X-Prize-winning SpaceShipOne concept - a rocket ship that is lifted initially by a carrier plane before blasting skywards.

The Virgin system is essentially a refinement, but has been increased in size to take eight people at a time on a sub-orbital trip, starting in 2010.
Virgin boss Sir Richard Branson said the space business had huge potential.

"I think it's very important that we make a genuine commercial success of this project," he told a news conference in New York.
"If we do, I believe we'll unlock a wall of private sector money into both space launch systems and space technology.

"This could rival the scale of investment in the mobile phone and internet technologies after they were unlocked from their military origins and thrown open to the private sector."
The 'experience'

Virgin Galactic has contracted the innovative aerospace designer Burt Rutan to build its spaceliners. The carrier - White Knight Two (WK2) - is said to be very nearly complete and is expected to begin flight-testing later this year.

SpaceShipTwo (SS2) is about 60% complete, Virgin Galactic says.
Both vehicles are being constructed at Mr Rutan's Scaled Composites factory in California.

The rocket spaceliner will carry two pilot astronauts and six ticketed passengers. They will fly initially from a new facility called Spaceport America in the New Mexico desert.
The journeys will last about two-and-a-half hours from beginning to end.

Passengers on SS2 will climb to an altitude of 110km, from where they will get to experience weightlessness for a few minutes, and see the curvature of the Earth and the black of space.
Seats cost $200,000. Virgin Galactic says more than 200 individuals have booked, and another 85,000 have registered an interest to fly.

Tens of millions of dollars in deposits have already been taken, the company adds.
Satellite potential

Sir Richard said the launch system would also be made available to industrial and research groups.

"The fact that this system will have the capability to launch small payloads and satellites at low cost is hugely important," he told the launch event at the American Museum of Natural History.
"As far as science is concerned, this system offers tremendous potential to researchers who will be able to fly experiments much more often than before, helping to answer key questions about Earth's climate and the mysteries of the Universe."

The designs released on Wednesday are a clear evolution of the concept that won the $10m Ansari X-Prize in 2005 for the first successful, privately developed, sub-orbital human launch-system.
The most obvious difference is the scale. At 18.3m (60ft) in length, SS2 is twice as big as its predecessor.

Virgin Galactic said in a statement: "It incorporates both the lessons learned from the SpaceShipOne programme and the market research conducted by Virgin Galactic into the requirements future astronauts have for their space flight experience.
"It also has built-in flexibility to encompass future requirements for other scientific and commercial applications."

An SS2 simulator is now available to train the pilots.
WK2 is 23.7m-long (78ft). Its wingspan is unchanged at 42.7m (140ft), but it will now sport four Pratt and Whitney PW308 engines.

Virgin Galactic is one of several companies hoping shortly to offer space trips.
Amazon.com entrepreneur Jeff Bezos has his own scheme, as does the Paypal founder, Elon Musk. Even Europe's EADS Astrium, the company that coordinates the manufacture of the Ariane 5 rocket, is developing a commercial suborbital ship.

Currently, the only way to buy a trip into space is to pay for a seat on the Russian Soyuz launcher. Tickets purchased through Space Adventures cost a reported $20m and take the recipient to the International Space Station for a short holiday.
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MAKING A DIFFERENCE. JAPAN CAT NETWORK                          By THOMASINA LARKIN

Stray cats captivated by couple's efforts to help

For anyone who has wandered the streets of Japan, the sight of a woman carrying her designer-clad lapdog will be a familiar one.

Also familiar will be the sight of a dirty, scrawny cat, perhaps covered in bloody sores and missing clumps of fur, running for cover in the nearest nook or cranny.
It doesn't take an animal lover to realize that cats are widely neglected in Japan, and foreigners here often wonder why that is and what is being done about it.

"When I was in America, I didn't think about cats and dogs, I didn't have a pet," says David Wybenga, who moved here 15 years ago. "But when my wife and I came here, we would find starving kittens in parking lots and we couldn't ignore it. We couldn't keep walking. So we'd pick them up, and little by little we started forming a plan."
The plan was simple. Basing their methodology on an international cat population control program called TNR, or Trap-Neuter-Return, Wybenga and his wife, Susan Roberts, created Japan Cat Network in 2000.

"We may not be able to take that poor cat off the street, but we can have it spayed and can probably prevent hundreds of cats from being born," Wybenga says, adding that the program can also help prevent the widespread existence of FIV (feline immunodeficiency virus) and AIDS.
"We've found that FIV-AIDS is rampant among cats in Japan," Wybenga says. "FIV cats can do well, when cared for, but without attentive care their condition steadily worsens.

"FIV is passed through mating and through fighting, and fighting happens because of mating. That happens because they aren't neutered," he says. "After years of doing our program in our town, the cats remaining on the streets are all healthy — they look like pets and are an attractive part of the community."
The method of TNR involves choosing a point to start from and then radiating out, trapping stray cats and taking them to a clinic where they can then be spayed or neutered before being returned to where they were found. A caregiver then continues to monitor the situation and to provide maintenance.

"There's a reason those cats are there," Roberts says. "People feed them secretly, or they eat garbage, so moving the cats won't actually solve the problem. And after the cats are spayed or neutered they look much better, they look very healthy. So in most cases we want to put them back.
"Our main focus is to help people spay and neuter to prevent more animals from getting into this situation," she says.

As new cats don't typically want to settle down in an area where other cats already dwell, returning cats to the place they were found should also help curb population growth in those areas.
"The SPCA promotes this kind of program and that's what we've done in our town," Wybenga says, adding that this type of pet control, while still uncommon here, is gaining momentum in parts of Japan. However, in rural areas harsher methods are still used.

"It's estimated that between 70 and 90 percent of Americans have their pets spayed or neutered, and those kinds of stats would also be true in Canada, England, western Europe," Wybenga says. "But in Japan it is about 30 percent."
"Vets here don't promote it, and as a result, a lot of cat owners let their cats in and out without spaying them, they have kittens they don't want, and then a great number of people surrender them to animal control where they are almost always killed — often using outdated and inhumane methods," he says. "Since the highest percentage of cats destroyed occurs in the months of March, April and May, we're encouraging people to start efforts to spay and neuter cats in their communities as soon as possible."

According to ALIVE, or All Life In Viable Environment, which publishes online information about the disposal of dogs and cats in Japan, 243,850 cats were destroyed in the fiscal year ending March 2005. This number, however, is likely just the tip of the iceberg.

Wybenga points out that most Japanese don't even abandon kittens to the local pound (hokensho or hokenjo). "They abandon them to fields, schools, temples, parking lots, convenience stores. Many Japanese people think it's less cruel to put a cat into a field than to drive it to a hokensho where they know it's going to be killed."
"Animal shelters, which are institutional parts of most cities in developed countries, are almost unheard of here. The few that exist are always full," Wybenga says. "One challenge is to find enough people interested in adoption to create space for new rescues, and another is to limit the population needing sheltering in the first place."

Japan Cat Network, based in Shiga Prefecture, lends traps to people in the Kansai region, helps with transportation and holds regular information meetings. Wybenga and Roberts also welcome questions from anyone across Japan and can connect people with lower-cost clinics.
"We also try to help people who are already doing TNR to rehome kittens they find," Roberts says. "You can't put kittens back where you've found them because they're too young and it's dangerous. Also, if cats are too sick we don't put them back; we try to find homes for them.

"The other part of what we're trying do is create a venue for people to adopt animals rather than purchase them, and we also offer fostering for people who will be here for only a short time," Roberts says.

The Japan Cat Network shelters about 50 cats waiting for new homes. Volunteer help, whether in the form of time, money or resources, is always needed. Web site: http//japancatnet.com/
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